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The book that you, honored reader, are holding is a collection of 

original texts written by philosophers of different times and nations. In 

this book is presented the East and the West, classical philosophy and 

the main schools of contemporary philosophy. 

 

Important that these works are given without any eliminations. This 

lets to the thoughtful reader to figure out on his own the ancient wisdom 

of Chinese, Plato’s singularity, Nietzsche’s insolence and love of 

freedom, Freud’s peculiarity and the bitter flavor of the human 

existence in Sartre’s and Camus’s works.  

 

You should use the book as a textbook for students all specialties who 

studying philosophy because it gives you distinctive and various stuff 

for contemplating and analyzing by yourself. 

 

Wish you the joy of intellectual discoveries! 

 

 
Elena  Vlasova 
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Lao-Zi 

Dao de jing 

 
1. 

A dao that may be spoken is not the enduring Dao. A name that may 

be named is not an enduring name. 
No names – this is the beginning of heaven and earth. Having names 

– this is the mother of the things of the world. 
Make freedom from desire your constant norm; thereby you will see 

what is subtle. Make having desires your constant norm; thereby you 

will see what is manifest. 

These two arise from the same source but have different names. 
Together they may be termed ‘the mysterious’. 

Mystery and more mystery: the gate of all that is subtle. 
2. 

All in the world deem the beautiful to be beautiful; it is ugly. All 

deem the good to be good; it is bad. 

What is and what is not give birth to one another, 
What is difficult and what is easy complete one another, 

Long and short complement one another, 

High and low incline towards one another, 

Note and noise harmonize with one another, 
Before and after follow one another. 

Therefore the sage dwells in the midst of non-action (wuwei) and 

practices the wordless teaching. 

Herein arise the things of the world, it does not turn from them; what 
it gives birth to it does not possess; what it does it does not retain. The 

achievements complete, it makes no claim to them. Because it makes no 

claim to them, they never leave it. 

3. 

Do not honor the worthy. This will keep the people from contention. 

Do not prize rare things. This will keep the people from becoming 
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thieves. Do not display the desirable. The hearts of the people will not 

be turbulent. 

Hence the governance of the sage: 
Empty their minds and fill their bellies, 

Weaken their wills and strengthen their bones. 

Always render the people free of knowledge and desire. Ensure that 

the clever do not dare to act. 

Engage in non-action (wuwei) and nothing will go unruled. 

4. 
The Dao is empty yet you may keep drawing from it as though it 

could never fill your need. 

It is an abyss, like the ancestor of the world of things. 

Blunt the point, 
Undo the tangle, 

Soften the glare, 

Join the dust. 
Dim, it seems almost to exist. I know not whose child it may be. It 

seems the forerunner of the Lord. 

5. 

Heaven and earth are not ren: they treat the things of the world as 
straw dogs. The sage is not ren: he treats the people as straw dogs. 

All between heaven and earth is like a great bellows-- 

Empty, yet it does not collapse, 
The more it is moved the more it issues forth. 

Many words are soon exhausted; 

Better to preserve the central. 

6. 

The spirit of the ravine is undying; it is called the dark vagina. The 
gateway of the dark vagina is called the root of the world. 

Stretching further and further, as though always there; use it, 

effortless. 

7. 

Heaven endures; earth long abides. Heaven endures and earth long 

abides because they do not give birth to themselves. Hence they are 
long lived. 

Hence the sage places his person last, and it comes first; he treats it 

as something external to him and it endures. 
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Does he not employ selflessness? Hence he attains his self-regarding 

ends. 

8. 

Highest good is like water: water benefits the things of the world and 

does not contend. 

Dwell in places that the masses of men despise. 
9. 

It is better to stop pouring than to grasp it until it is full; the blade 

forged to full sharpness will not last long. 
Halls filled with gold and jade can never be secured; pride in wealth 

and rank brings disaster upon itself. 

The work being done, step out of view – that is the dao of Tian. 

10. 
As you carry your bodily soul embracing oneness, can you never 

depart from it? 

As you concentrate your qi and extend your suppleness, can you be 
as a new born babe? 

As you polish the dust from your mysterious mirror, can you render 

it free of all blemishes? 

As you cherish the people and order the state, can you do so without 
awareness? 

As heaven’s gate swings open and shut can you keep to the female? 

As your brilliant awareness penetrates everywhere can you refrain from 
employing it in action? 

You give birth to it, you nurture it – yet in giving birth you do not 

possess it, in doing it you do not retain it, in leading it you employ no 
authority: this is called mysterious power (de). 

11. 

Thirty spokes share a single hub; grasp the nothingness at its center 

to get the use of the wheel. 
Clay is fashioned to make a vessel; grasp the nothingness at the 

center to get the use of the vessel. 

Bore windows and doors to create a room; grasp the nothingness of 
the interior to get the use of the room. 

That which is constitutes what is valuable, but that which is not 

constitutes what is of use. 
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12. 

The five colors blind men’s eyes, 

The five tones deafen men’s ears, 
The five flavors numb men’s mouths, 

Racing at a gallop in pursuit of the hunt maddens men’s minds. 

Rare objects obstruct men’s conduct. 
Therefore the sage is for the belly and not for the eye. Therefore he 

discards the one and selects the other. 

13. 
Great favor and disgrace startle alike. Prize great troubles as you do 

your body. 

What do I mean by “great favor and disgrace startle alike?” When an 
inferior receives a superior’s favor, he is startled when he gets it, and 

startled when he loses it. That is the meaning of “great favor and 

disgrace startle alike.” 

What do I mean by “prize great troubles as you do your body?” The 
only reason I have great troubles is because I have a body; if I had no 

body, what trouble would I have? 

Therefore, he who prizes his body as if it were the world can be 

given charge of the world. He who loves his body as if it were the world 
can be entrusted with the world. 

14. 

What you look at but cannot see is called ‘transparent’; what you 
listen to but cannot hear is called ‘rarified’; what you grab at but cannot 

grasp is called ‘minute’. These three cannot be probed through, thus 

they are conflated to one. 
Its top is unshining, its bottom not darkened – endless, it cannot be 

named. Returned to a state without things, it is called the form of no 

form, the image of no things; it is called the indistinct. 

Encountering it you do not see its head; pursuing it you do not see its 
back. Grasp the dao of the past to steer what there is today. 

To be able to know the beginning of the past is called the guideline 

of the Dao. 
15. 

In the past, those who were good at being gentlemen were subtle, 

marvelous, mysterious, penetrating – so deep they could not be 
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fathomed. Just because they cannot be fathomed, I strain to describe 

their appearance: 

Hesitant, as though crossing a winter stream; 
Timid, as though fearing all nearby; 

Reverent, like a guest; 

Rent, like river ice soon to melt; 

Solid, like an uncarved block; 
Vacant, like a valley; 

Turbid, like muddied water. 
Who can be turbid, yet settling slowly clear? 

Who can be at rest, yet moving slowly come to life? 
One who protects this dao does not wish to become full. It is 

precisely because he is not full that he can be tattered yet new made. 

16. 

Reaching the ultimate of emptiness, deeply guarding stillness, the 
things of the world arise together; thereby do I watch their return. 

The things of the world burst out everywhere, and each returns to its 

own root. Returning to the root is called stillness; this is called returning 
to destiny; returning to destiny is called constant; knowing the constant 

is called enlightenment. 

Not knowing the constant one acts blindly and ill-omened. 
Knowing the constant one can accommodate; accommodation leads 

to impartiality; impartiality leads to kingliness; kingliness leads to Tian; 

Tian leads to the Dao. 

With the Dao one may endure, and to the end of life one will not be 
in danger. 

17. 

The best: those below are aware that he is there. Next best: they love 

and praise him. Next best, they fear him. Next best: they insult him. 

Insufficient faith above, unfaithfulness below. 
Far off, he speaks but rarely. When the work is accomplished and 

the task is complete, the people all say, “We did it of ourselves.” 

18. 

When the Great Dao was discarded, only then came ren and right. 

When wisdom and insight emerged, only then came the Great Artifice. 

When the six kinship classes fell out of harmony, only then came 
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filiality and parental kindness. When the state is darkened with chaos, 

only then do the loyal ministers appear. 

19. 

Cut off sagehood! Cast out wisdom! The people will benefit a 

hundredfold. 

Cut off ren! Cast out right! The people will return to filiality and 

parental kindness. 
Cut off cleverness! Cast out profit! Brigands and thieves will 

nowhere be found. 

As patterns, these three are insufficient and only make the people 
seek to add to them. 

Exhibit the plainness of undyed cloth; embrace the uncarved block. 

Be little self-regarding and make your desires few. 

20. 

To assent and to object – how different are they? Beauty and 

ugliness – what is the distinction between them? 
What others fear, one must fear too – how baseless! Far off the 

mark! 

How joyous the mass of people are, as if banqueting on the 

sacrificed ox, as if mounting a tower in spring – 
I alone am still, without visible sign, like a new born baby yet to 

smile, all listless, like one with no home. 

The mass of people have more than enough – 
I alone appear bereft; I, with the mind of a dolt, so slow. 

Ordinary men are brilliant – 

I am dim. 
Ordinary men are perceptive – 

I am closed. 

Sudden, like the sea, like a tempest, as though endless, the mass of 

people all have their means – 

I alone am obstinate, uncouth. 
I alone wish to be different from others, and value feeding from the 

mother. 

21. 

The bearing of abundant virtue is to follow the Dao alone. 

As a thing the Dao is shadowed, obscure. 

Shadowed, obscured, 
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A thing lies within; 

Obscured, shadowed, 

An image lies within. 
Dark, dim, 

An essence lies within. 

So sound is the essence, 

Full concord lies within. 
From the past to the present, its name has never left it, and hence it 

has pleased the multitude of elders. How do I know this of the multitude 

of elders? By means of this. 

22. 

“A fragment, thus whole”: bent, thus straight; hollow, thus full; 

worn, thus new. 
Few, thus gaining; many, thus confused – therefore the sage 

embraces One and is a standard for the world. 

Not revealing himself, thus bright; not asserting himself, thus 

shining; not praising himself, thus meritorious; not boasting of himself, 
thus enduring. He does not contend, thus none can content with him. 

The old saying, “A fragment, thus whole,” how could it be empty 

words? Truly, it will return whole in the end. 

23. 

To be sparse in speech is to be spontaneous. 
Thus wind squalls do not outlast the morning and teeming rain does 

not outlast the day. Who causes these? Heaven and earth. Even heaven 

and earth cannot long persist thus, how much less can man. 

Those who follow the Dao are alike in Dao with others who follow 
the Dao, are alike in virtue with others who have virtue, are alike is loss 

with others who have loss. 

Alike in Dao with others who follow the Dao - he delights indeed in 

grasping the Dao; alike in virtue with others who have virtue - he 
delights indeed in having virtue; alike in loss others who have loss - he 

delights indeed in having loss. 

Where faithfulness is insufficient there is unfaithfulness. 
24. 

One on tiptoe cannot stand; one whose legs are spread cannot walk. 
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One who shows himself cannot be bright; one who asserts himself 

cannot shone; one who praises himself can be meritorious; one who 

boasts of himself cannot endure. 
For the Dao, these are called “excess store and superfluous acts.” 

Things detest them; therefore, the man of the Dao does not abide in 

them. 

25. 

There is a thing formed from confusion and born before heaven and 

earth. Silent, solitary, alone and unchanging. It revolves everywhere and 

is never in danger. It can be the mother of all under heaven. I do not 
know its name, but I style it ‘the Dao’. 

If forced to give it a name, I call if ‘the Great’. The Great I call 

‘Receding’. Receding I call ‘Distant’. Distant I call ‘Reversing’. 
Thus the Dao is great, heaven is great, earth is great, and the king is 

great as well. 

Within the realm there are four great ones, and the king sits as one 

among them. 
Men emulate earth; earth emulates heaven (tian); heaven emulates 

the Dao; the Dao emulates spontaneity. 

26. 

Heaviness is the root of lightness; tranquility is the lord of haste. 
Therefore, to the day’s end the traveling sage never leaves his laden 

carts. Though beside lavish towers, he stays by them all aloof. 
How could the ruler of a thousand chariot state take his own body as 

of lesser weight than the world? 

To be light is to lose the root; to be hasty is to lose one’s lord. 
27. 

Good traveling leaves no wheel ruts; good talking makes no slips; 

good counting uses no counters. 

Good shutting uses no bolts, yet cannot be opened; good tying uses 
no cords, yet cannot be undone. 

Therefore, the sage is always good at rescuing people, thus he never 

abandons any person; he is always good at rescuing affairs, thus he 

never abandons any affair. 

This is called stretching enlightenment. 
Thus the good person is the teacher of those who are not good, and 

those who are not good are grist to the good person. 
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Not to honor one’s teacher, not to cherish one’s grist – though one 

may be clever, this is to be lost adrift. 

This is called the pivotal mystery. 

28. 

One who knows the male but preserves the female becomes a ravine 
to the world. Such a one never swerves from constant virtue and returns 

again to be a new born baby. 

One who knows white but preserves black becomes a standard for 

the world. Such a one never deviates from constant virtue and returns 

again to being limitless. 
One who knows glory but preserves shame becomes a valley to the 

world. Such a one is always supplied with constant virtue and returns 

again to be an uncarved block. 
When the uncarved block is dispersed, vessels are made from it. The 

sage uses these to become the leader of the officers of state. Thus the 

greatest carving never cuts. 

29. 

The wish to grasp the world and control it – I see its futility. The 

world is a spiritlike vessel; it cannot be controlled. One who would 

control it would ruin it; one who would grasp it would lose it. 
Thus things may lead or follow, blow hot or cold, be strong or weak, 

sustain or destroy. 

Therefore the sage discards the excessive, the extravagant, the 

overbearing. 

30. 

He who assists a ruler by means of the Dao does not coerce the 
world by means of arms. Consequences come back around like a ring. 

Where troops encamp, brambles grow; 

After great armies, crops always fail. 

The good man is simply resolute; he never employs coercion. Be 
resolute without boast, resolute without threat, resolute without pride. 

Resolute from necessity, be resolute without coercion. 

When things in their prime grow old, they are called ‘contrary to the 

Dao’. What is contrary to the Dao comes to an early end. 

31. 

Weapons are ill fortuned tools. Things may detest them, hence the 

man of the Dao does not rely on them. 
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When a junzi is at leisure he honors what is at his left; use of 

weapons honors the right. Thus weapons are not tools of a junzi. 

Weapons are ill fortuned tools; they must be used only from 
necessity. It is best to use them without gusto, to prevail without relish. 

To relish victory is to take joy in killing men. The man who takes joy in 

killing men will never attain his ambition in the world. 

Affairs of good fortune honor the left; affairs of ill fortune honor the 
right. The lieutenant’s place is to the left, the commander’s place is to 

the right. This means that mourning rites are the model.When the 

masses of another lord are killed, one should mourn them with wailing 

– for victory in battle, mourning rites are the model. 

32. 

The Dao is ever nameless. Though the uncarved block be small, it 
cannot be made the subordinate of any in the world. If a king or lord 

could preserve it, the things of the world would come to him of 

themselves. As heaven and earth conjoin to send down sweet dew, the 

people will settle themselves, though none so decrees. 
As soon as it is cut, then there are names. Once there are names one 

must know it’s time to stop. Knowing to stop is the way to avoid 

danger. 
The Dao is to the world as the Yangzi and sea are to streams and 

brooks. 

33. 

He who knows men is wise; he who knows himself is enlightened. 
He who conquers men has strength; he who conquers himself is 

strong. 
He who knows when he has enough is wealthy; he who perseveres 

has strong will. 

He who does not lose his place is lasting; he who lasts beyond his 

death is long lived. 

34. 

The Great Dao flows everywhere, at our every right and left. Relying 
upon it, the things of the world are born, yet it remains wordless; its 

work done it takes no name as the doer. 

Clothing and nourishing the things of the world, it never acts as their 

lord – constant without desire, it may be termed small. The things of the 

world return to it but it never acts as their lord – it may be termed great. 
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Because it never takes itself to be great it is able to complete its 

greatness. 

35. 

Grasp the great image and the world will come; coming and 

encountering no harm, it will settle in great peace. 

Where there is music and food, travelers stop. 
When the Dao is spoken as words, how thin it is, without taste. Look 

at it and it cannot be seen; listen to it and it cannot be heard. But use it, 

and it cannot be exhausted. 
36. 

To shrink it you must stretch it; to weaken it you must strengthen it; 

to discard it you must raise it up; to seize it you must bestow it – this is 

called subtle discernment. 

The weak and supple overcomes the strong and hard. 
Fish must not emerge from the deeps; the vital tools of a state must 

not be revealed. 

37. 

The Dao is ever non-acting (wuwei), yet nothing is undone. If a lord 

or king can preserve this the things of the world will of themselves be 

transformed. 
Transformed, should desire arise, I will press it down with the 

uncarved block of namelessness. The uncarved block of namelessness-- 

surely then they shall be without desire. Without desire and thus still, so 

will the world be settled of itself. 

38. 

The highest virtue (de) is without virtue, hence it has virtue. The 
lowest virtue never deviates from virtue, hence it lacks virtue. The 

highest virtue does not act (wuwei) and has no reason to act; the lowest 

virtue acts and has reason to act. The highest ren acts without any 

reason to act. The highest right (yi) acts and has reason to act. The 
highest li acts, and if no persons respond, rolls up its sleeves and twists 

their arms. 

Hence, only after the Dao is lost is there virtue; only after virtue is 

lost is there ren; only after ren is lost is there right; only after right is 
lost is there li. 
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Li is the thinning of loyalty and faithfulness, when chaos first raises 

its head. Foreknowledge is the blossom of the Dao, when ignorance first 

begins. 
Therefore, the great man dwells in the thick, not in the thin; abides in 

the fruit, not in the blossom. Thus he discards the one and grasps the 

other. 

39. 

Those of old that gained the One: 
The sky (tian) gained the One and was thus clear; 

Earth gained the One and was thus calm; 
The spirits gained the One and were thus potent; 

The valley gained the One and was this full; 

The things of the world gained the One and were thus born; 
Kings and lords gained the One and were models to the world – 

This is what the One brought about. 

Without what makes it clear, the sky would likely split; 

Without what makes it calm, the earth would likely collapse; 

Without what makes them potent, the spirits would likely dissipate; 
Without what makes it full, the valley would likely run dry; 

Without what gives them birth, the world of things would likely be 

extinguished; 
Without what makes them honored, kings and lords will likely 

topple. 

Therefore, the honored takes the lowly as root; high takes low as 
foundation. For this reason, kings and lords refer to themselves as ‘the 

orphan’, ‘the widow’, ‘the unemployed’ – does this take the lowly as 

the root or does it not? 

Hence the utmost renown is to be unknown. Have no wish be glossy 
like jades, rather be hard like stones. 

40. 

Reversal is the motion of the Dao. Weakness is the method of the 

Dao. 

The things of the world are born from being, and being is born of 

nothing. 

41. 

When the best gentlemen hear the Dao they practice it assiduously. 

When middling gentlemen hear the Dao, sometimes they seem to have 
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it, sometimes they seem to have lost it. When the least of gentlemen 

hear the Dao they laugh out loud. If they did not laugh out loud, it 

would not be the Dao. 

Thus the ‘Standard Sayings’ says: 

The bright dao seems dark, 
The advancing dao seems to retreat, 
The level dao seems steep. 

Highest virtue (de) seems a valley, 

Greatest white seems sullied, 

Broad virtue seems inadequate, 
Vigorous virtue seems to shirk, 

Plain virtue seems soiled. 

The great square is cornerless 
The great vessel is last complete, 

The great note is rarified sound, 

The great image has no form. 

The Dao hides in wordlessness. Only the Dao is well begun and well 
completed. 

42. 

The Dao gives birth to one; one gives birth to two; two gives birth to 
three; three gives birth to the ten thousand things. 

The things of the world bear Yin on their backs and embrace the 

Yang. They exhaust their qi in harmony. 
People detest being orphaned or widowed or unemployed, yet these 

are the terms kings and lords use to refer to themselves. 

One may detract from a thing and it is enhanced thereby, or enhance 
it and so detract from it. 

43. 

The most pliant thing in the world will ride roughshod over the 

hardest. What comes out from where nothing is enters into what has no 
apertures. 

Hence I know the advantage of non-action (wuwei). The wordless 

teaching and the advantage of non-action – few in the world attain to 
these. 

44. 

One’s reputation or one’s body: which is dearer? 

One’s body or one’s goods: which is worth more? 
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Gaining or losing: which is worse? 
Therefore, miserliness leads to great expense, hoarding leads to deep 

loss. Know what is enough and escape shame; know when to stop and 
escape danger – thus can one long endure. 

45. 

Great perfection appears defective, so use can never make it worn; 
great fullness seems vacant, so use can never make it empty. Great 

straightness seems bent; great skill seems clumsy; great eloquence 

seems inarticulate. 
Haste overcomes cold, tranquility overcomes heat. 

Clear and tranquil, be a standard to the world. 

46. 

When the Dao prevails in the world, fast horses are corralled for 
manure; when the Dao does not prevail in the world, steeds of war are 

born in the city pastures. 

There is no calamity greater than not knowing what is sufficient; 

there is no fault greater than wishing to acquire. Thus the sufficiency of 
knowing what is sufficient is eternal sufficiency. 

47. 

Without going out your door, know the world; without looking out 
the window, know the Dao of Tian. 

The further you travel, the less you know. 

Hence the sage knows without going to it, names it without seeing, 
does nothing and it is achieved. 

48. 

He who studies is daily enlarged; he who follows the Dao is daily 
diminished. Diminished and then diminished yet more, at last attaining 

non-action (wuwei). Never acting, nothing is undone. 

To control the world, undertake nothing. Once you undertake to do 

anything you are unfit to control the world. 

49. 

The sage has no constant mind: he takes the mind of the people as 
his mind. 

When I treat the good as good and I also treat those who are not 

good as good, my virtue is good. 

When I treat the faithful as faithful and I also treat the unfaithful as 
faithful, my virtue is faithful. 
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The sage appears shut to the world, and towards the world he blanks 

his mind in a daze. The people all entrust their eyes and ears to him; he 

treats them as children. 

50. 

Coming we are born, going we die. 
Three in ten are followers of life; three in ten are followers of death 

– at birth begun to move towards the death, these too are three in ten. 

Why is this? Because they treat life as life. 

I have heard that one good at protecting his life walks in the hills but 
never encounters rhinoceros or tiger, charges against armies and is 

never touched by weapon or armor. The rhinoceros finds no place to 

thrust its horn; the tiger finds no place to grip its claws; weapons find no 

place to drive their blades. Why is this? Because he has no death place 
in him. 

51. 

The Dao gives birth to them, virtue (de) rears them, things give them 
form, circumstances complete them. 

Thus all things in the world revere Dao and honor virtue. That the 

Dao is revered and virtue honored is ordained by no one; it is ever so of 

itself. 
Thus the Dao gives birth to them and virtue rears them – fosters 

them, nurtures them, settles them, completes them, nourishes them, 

covers them. 

To live but not possess, to act but depend on nothing, to lead without 
directing, this is called mysterious virtue. 

52. 

The world has a beginning – take it to be the mother of the world. 
Having grasped the mother, you can know the child. Having grasped the 

child, return to preserve the mother and you will live out your life 

without danger. 
Block the portals and shut the gate, you will live out your days and 

never be troubled. Open the portals and turn to the tasks, you will live 

out your days and never be rescued. 

To see the small is called enlightenment; to preserve the pliant is 
called strength. 

Use the gleam to return to enlightenment without bringing calamity 

upon oneself. 
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This is to make the constant your habit. 

53. 
Had I the least wisdom I would walk the great Dao. I would fear 

only side paths. The great Dao is so level, yet people prefer shortcuts. 

The court is so tainted, the fields so overgrown, the granaries so 
empty. Robes gleaming with patterns, belts hung with swords, sated 

with food and drink, goods in excess – such is to rob the destitute. 

Robbing the destitute is not the Dao. 

54. 
What is firmly planted cannot be uprooted; what is tightly embraced 

cannot be stripped away. Descendants will thereby sacrifice without 

cease. 

Cultivate it in yourself and your virtue (de) will be authentic; 
cultivate it in the family and it will have virtue in abundance; cultivate it 

in the village and its virtue will endure; cultivate it in the state and its 

virtue will be rich; cultivate it through the world and it virtue will 

spread everywhere. 
Hence see people through oneself; see families through your family; 

see villages through your village; see states through your state; see the 

world through the world. 

How do I know the world is thus? By means of this. 

55. 

One who possesses virtue in abundance may be compared to a new 
born babe. Wasps and scorpions, poisonous snakes: none will bite him. 

Fierce beasts will not maul him, predatory birds will not swoop down 

upon him. 
His bones are weak, his muscles pliable, and his grasp is firm. He 

knows nothing of the female and the male, yet his male organ stirs. His 

essence is at its most pure. He can scream all day and not become 

hoarse. This is harmony at its height. 
Knowing harmony is called constant; knowing the constant is called 

enlightened. 

To increase one’s nature is called inauspicious; when the mind 

directs the qi it is called self-coercion. 
When things in their prime grow old, they are called ‘contrary to the 

Dao’. What is contrary to the Dao comes to an early end. 
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56. 

Those who know do not speak; those who speak do not know. 

Blunt the point, 
Undo the tangle, 

Soften the glare, 

Join the dust. 

This is called the dark joining. 
Hence one cannot become close to it, one cannot become distant 

from it, one cannot profit it, one cannot harm it, one cannot honor it, 
one cannot disdain it. 

Thus it is honored by the world. 
57. 

To order a state use uprightness; to lead troops use stratagems; to 

control the world undertake nothing. 

How do I know it is so? By means of this. 
As the world is filled with more taboos the people grow poorer; as 

the people possess more sharp weapons the state grows benighted; as 

men use more crafty skills strange goods increasingly appear; as laws 

are proclaimed with increasing clarity bandits become more common. 
Hence the sage says: If I take no action the people will transform of 

themselves; if I love tranquility the people will be upright of 

themselves; if I undertake nothing the people will create wealth of 
themselves; if I have no desires the people will of themselves become 

uncarved blocks. 

58. 

When the government is narrow and dull the people are simple and 
pure; when the government is clear and acute the people are sharp and 

crafty. 

Disaster – good fortune adheres therein; good fortune –  disaster 
lurks therein. 

Who knows its limit? It possesses no settled norm. The norm turns 

into the anomaly, the good turns into the monstrous. 

It has been long indeed that men have lost their way. 
Hence the sage is like a square that does not cut, a corner that is not 

sharp, a straight line that cannot align, a light that does not shine. 

59. 
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In governing people and serving Tian, there is nothing like 

parsimony. Parsimony may be called ‘submitting in advance’. 

Submitting in advance may be called piling up virtue (de). If you pile up 
virtue there is nothing you cannot overcome, and if there is nothing you 

cannot overcome, the limit of it cannot be known. When the limit 

cannot be known, you may possess the state. If you possess the mother 

of the state, you may long endure. 
This is called the deep root and the solid trunk; it is the dao of long 

gazing upon enduring life. 

60. 

Governing a large state is like cooking a small fish. 
When one approaches governing the world by means of the Dao, 

ghosts will have no potency. It is not that they have no potency, but that 
their potency will not harm people, It is not that their potency will not 

harm people, but that the sage too will not harm people. These two will 

do no mutual harm, and therein will virtue (de) commingle and return. 

61. 

A large state lies downstream; it is the female of the world. In 

intercourse, the female overcomes the male by means of stillness, 

because stillness lies below. Thus when the large state takes the lower 

position it controls the small state. When a small state takes the lower 
position, it places itself under the control of the large state. In the one 

case the state takes the lower position to control, in the other it takes the 

lower position to place itself under control. 
Large states wish no more than to annex and nurture people; small 

states wish no more than to enter into service. Both gain what they  

wish. 

It is appropriate that the large dwell below. 

62. 

The Dao is the altar of the things of the world. It is the treasure of 
the good person and the protection of the bad person. 

Fine words can be marketed; honorable conduct can add to one’s 

rank. As for the bad person, how can they be abandoned? 
Hence when the Son of Tian assumes the throne, in appointing the 

three high ministers, he who bears the jade disk of court and presents a 

team of horses is not esteemed so much as he who sits in place and 
offers this dao. 
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Why was this dao so esteemed in the past? Is it not said that by 

means of it one will get what one seeks, and transgressors will evade 

punishment? Hence it was esteemed by the world. 

63. 

Engage in non-action, undertake having no undertakings, taste the 

tasteless. Enlarge the small, increase the few, requite hostility with 
virtue (de). 

Plan for the difficult on the basis of the simple, do great things on 

the basis of details – the difficult undertakings of the world are all arise 

from simple situations, and the greatest undertakings in the world all 
arise from small details. 

Hence the sage never does a great act, and is thus able to complete 

his greatness. 
Thoughtless assent always brings little trust; many easy acts always 

lead to many difficulties. Therefore the sage seems to treat them as 

difficult, and thus never has difficulties. 

64. 

When things are at rest they are easy to maintain; when situations 

have not yet emerged they are easy to plan for. When brittle, things are 

easy to split; when minute things are easy to disperse. 
Deal with things before they occur; order things before they are 

disordered. 

A tree trunk several arm spans round was born of the tiniest seed. 

Towers nine stories high rise from foundations of piled earth. A journey 
of a thousand li begins with the first footfall. 

He who acts, fails; he who grasps, loses. 
Therefore the sage takes no action (wuwei) and hence has no failure, 

does no grasping and hence takes no loss. 

When people pursue an undertaking, it is always at the point of 

success that they ruin it. Attend at the end as you did at the start and you 
will have no failures. 

Therefore, the sage desires not to desire and does not value goods 

hard to come by; he learns not to learn and redeems the errors of the 

masses. 
Assisting the things of the world to be as they are in themselves, he 

dares not act. 
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65. 

Men of the past who were good at following the Dao did not use it to 

enlighten the people, they used it to make them ignorant. People are 
difficult to govern is when they have much knowledge. 

Hence one who governs by means of knowledge plunders the state; 

one who does not govern by means of knowledge brings fortune to the 
state. Indeed, these two constitute the standard – to be always aware of 

the standard is called dark virtue (de). 

Dark virtue is profound, far reaching; it revolves together with 
things. Only then does it attain great compliance. 

66. 
The reason that the Yangzi and the sea rule as kings over hundreds 

of river valleys is because they know well to take the lower position; 
that is why they rule as kings over hundreds of river valleys. 

Hence if you wish to rule above the people you must employ words 

yourself behind them. 
Therefore, the sage dwells above and the people don’t consider him 

heavy, he stands ahead of them and they do not consider it an injury to 

them. Hence the world delights in supporting him untiringly. 

Because he does not contend, no one in the world can contend with 
him. 

67. 

All in the world say my dao is huge, but appears to be worthless. It 

is indeed because it is huge that it appears worthless. If it were worthy 
would it not long since have become small? 

I possess three treasures; I protect them in my grasp. One is 

compassion, the second is frugality, and third, I dare not take the lead in 
the world. Compassionate, thus I can have valor; frugal, thus I can 

extend my territory; unwilling to take the lead in the world, thus my 

works endure. 
Now were I to discard compassion in favor of valor, frugality in 

favor of territory, taking my place behind in favor of leading, I would 

die. 

He who goes to battle with compassion prevails; who defends his 
state with compassion will be impregnable. He whom Tian wishes to 

save it protects by means of compassion. 
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68. 

A good warrior does not act fearsome; one good at battle does not 

become angry; one good at defeating the enemy does not contest; one 
good at directing people takes the lower position. 

This is the virtue of not contending; this is called directing the 

strength of others; this is called companion to Tian – the utmost limit of 
the past. 

69. 

Military strategists have a saying: I dare not act as the host, but 

rather the guest; I dare not advance an inch, but rather retreat a foot. 
This is called walking where there is no road, rolling up the sleeve 

where there is no arm, grasping where there is no weapon, struggling 

where there is no enemy. 
There is no calamity greater than having no enemy, without an 

enemy, I have almost lost my treasure. Thus when two matched armies 

contest, it is the victor that mourns. 

70. 

My words are so easy to understand and so easy to put in practice; 

none in the world can understand or practice them. 

Words have a governing meaning, affairs have a ruling actor. 
It is because they are have no knowledge that they do not understand 

me. Those who understand me are few; those who emulate me are 

esteemed. 

Therefore, the sage wears coarse clothes and conceals in them a 
precious jade. 

71. 

To know you do not know is best; not to know that one does not 
know is to be flawed. 

One who sees his flaws as flaws is therefore not flawed. 
The sage is flawless. He sees his flaws as flaws, therefore he is 

flawless. 

72. 

When the people do not hold the awesome in awe, awful events 

occur. 
Do not narrow their living space nor crush their means of livelihood. 

Because you do not crush them, they will not view you as a crushing 

burden. 
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Therefore the sage knows himself but does not display himself, 

cherishes himself but does not honor himself. 

Thus he discards the one and takes the other. 

73. 

One who is valiant in being daring will be killed. One who is valiant 
in being timid will live. Of these two, one is profitable and one is 

harmful. 

Who knows why Tian hates what it hates? Even the sage takes this 

to be difficult. 

The dao of Tian excels at prevailing though it does not contend; it 
excels at responding, though it does not speak; things come of 

themselves though it does not summon; it excels at planning though it is 

flexible. 
The net of Tian is vast; though the mesh is broadly spaced, nothing 

gets through. 

74. 
If the people do not fear death, what good is threatening them with 

death? If you make the people ever fearful of death and threaten to 

execute any who innovate new things, who will dare to do so? 

Always have an executioner whose charge it is to kill. One who 
takes the place of an executioner is like one who takes the carpenter’s 

place in hewing wood. Few who take the carpenter’s place fail to 

wound their hands. 

75. 

When the people starve it is because their ruler extracts too much in 

taxes, that is why they starve. When the people are hard to govern it is 
because their ruler takes action, that is why they are hard to govern. 

When the people regard death as unimportant it is because they seek life 

too assiduously, that is why they regard death as unimportant. 
It is precisely doing nothing for the sake of life that makes one 

worthier than those who value life. 

76. 

When born, people are pliant and weak; when they die they are stiff 

and strong. The things of the world, such as trees and grasses, are born 
pliant and fragile; they die shriveled and dry. 

Thus the hard and strong are followers of death; the pliant and weak 

are followers of life. 
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Therefore, when a weapon is strong it cannot conquer; when a tree is 

strong it is put to the axe. The strong and great dwell below; the pliant 

and weak dwell above. 

77. 

The dao of Tian is like the stretching of a bow: the high is brought 

down and the low is raised up; it takes from what has abundance and 
supplies what is wanting. The dao of Tian takes from what has 

abundance and supplies what is wanting, but the dao of man is not thus. 

It takes from what is wanting in order to supply what has abundance. 
Who can serve Heaven by means of abundance? Only one who 

possesses the Dao. 

Hence the sage acts but relies on nothing. His task accomplished, he 

does not take the credit: he does not wish to manifest his worth. 

78. 

Nothing in the world is more weak and soft than water, yet nothing 

surpasses it in conquering the hard and strong – there is nothing that can 
compare. 

All know that the weak conquers the strong and the soft conquers the 

hard. But none are able to act on this. 

Thus the sage says that he who receives the derision of the state is 
the lord of the state altars; he who receives the misfortune of the state is 

the king of the world. 

Straight words seem to reverse themselves. 
79. 
When making peace between disputants, there is always some 

remaining sense of dispute – how can this constitute a good act? 
Therefore, the sage keeps hold of the creditor’s tally but never calls 

in the debts others owe him. 

One with virtue (de) oversees the tally, one without virtue oversees 

the payment. 

The dao of Tian has no favorites; it always shifts to the good person. 

80. 

Make the state small and the people few. Let there be arms for  
troops in tens and hundreds, but unused. Make the people treat death 

seriously and not move to distant places. 

Though there be boats and carriages, they shall not be ridden. 
Though there be armor and weaponry, they shall not be deployed. 
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Let the people return to keeping records by knotted rope. 
Their food sweet to them, their clothes beautiful to them, their 

homes comfortable to them, their customs joyful to them. 
Though neighboring states be in sight of one another and the sounds 

of the cocks and dogs heard from one to the other, the people of one 

will never visit the other, even as they grow old and die. 

81. 

Trustworthy words are not beautiful; beautiful words are not 

trustworthy. Good words are not eloquent; eloquent words are not good. 

The wise are not broadly learned; the broadly learned are not wise. 
The sage does not hoard. Having used what he has for others, his 

possessions increase; having given what he has to others, he has more 

and more. 
The dao of Tian benefits and does not harm. The dao of the sage is 

for others and does not contend. 
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PLATO. 

 
«SYMPOSIUM» 

 

 
APOLLODORUS: Concerning the things about which you ask to be 

informed I believe that I am not ill-prepared with an answer. For the day 

before yesterday I was coming from my own home at Phalerum to the 

city, and one of my acquaintance, who had caught a sight of me from 
behind, calling out playfully in the distance, said: “Apollodorus, O thou 

Phalerian man, halt!” So I did as I was bid; and then he said, “I was 

looking for you, Apollodorus, only just now, that I might ask you about 
the speeches in praise of love, which were delivered by Socrates, 

Alcibiades, and others, at Agathon’s supper. Phoenix, the son of Philip, 

told another person who told me of them; his narrative was very 

indistinct, but he said that you knew, and I wish that you would give me 
an account of them. Who, if not you, should be the reporter of the words 

of your friend? And first tell me,” he said, “were you present at this 

meeting?” 

“Your informant, Glaucon,” I said, “must have been very indistinct 
indeed, if you imagine that the occasion was recent; or that I could have 

been of the party.” 

“Why, yes,” he replied, “I thought so.” 
“Impossible,” I said. “Are you ignorant that for many years Agathon 

has not resided at Athens; and not three [years] have elapsed since I 

became acquainted with Socrates, and have made it my daily business 
to know all that he says and does. There was a time when I was running 

about the world, fancying myself to be well employed, but I was really  

a most wretched being, no better than you are now. I thought that I 
ought to do anything rather than be a philosopher.” 

“Well,” he said, “jesting apart, tell me when the meeting occurred.” 

“In our boyhood,” I replied, “when Agathon won the prize with his 

first tragedy, on the day after that on which he and his chorus offered 
the sacrifice of victory.” 

“Then it must have been a long while ago,” he said; “and who told 

you—did Socrates?” 



29  

 

“No indeed,” I replied, “but the same person who told Phoenix;—he 
was a little fellow, who never wore any shoes, Aristodemus, of the 

deme of Cydathenaeum. He had been at Agathon’s feast; and I think 

that in those days there was no one who was a more devoted admirer of 

Socrates. Moreover, I have asked Socrates about the truth of some parts 
of his narrative, and he confirmed them.” 

“Then,” said Glaucon, “let us have the tale over again; is not the  

road to Athens just made for conversation?” And so we walked, and 

talked of the discourses on love; and therefore, as I said at first, I am not 
ill-prepared to comply with your request, and will have another 

rehearsal of them if you like. For to speak or to hear others speak of 

philosophy always gives me the greatest pleasure, to say nothing of the 

profit. But when I hear another strain, especially that of you rich men 
and traders, such conversation displeases me; and I pity you who are my 

companions, because you think that you are doing something when in 

reality you are doing nothing. And I dare say that you pity me in return, 
whom you regard as an unhappy creature, and very probably you are 

right. But I certainly know of you what you only think of me—there is 

the difference. 

COMPANION: I see, Apollodorus, that you are just the same [as] 
always, speaking evil of yourself, and of others; and I do believe that 

you pity all mankind, with the exception of Socrates, yourself first of 

all, true in this to your old name, which, however deserved, I know not 
how you acquired, of Apollodorus the madman; for you are always 

raging against yourself and everybody but Socrates. 

APOLLODORUS: Yes, friend, and the reason why I am said to be 
mad, and out of my wits, is just because I have these notions of myself 

and you; no other evidence is required. 

COMPANION: No more of that, Apollodorus; but let me renew my 

request that you would repeat the conversation. 
APOLLODORUS: Well, the tale of love was on this wise:—But 

perhaps I had better begin at the beginning, and endeavour to give you 

the exact words of Aristodemus. 
 

[ARISTODEMUS Speaking to APOLLODORUS] 
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I met Socrates fresh from the bath and sandalled; and as the sight of 

the sandals was unusual, I asked him whither he was going that he had 

been converted into such a beau. 
“To a banquet at Agathon’s,” he replied, “whose invitation to his 

sacrifice of victory I refused yesterday, fearing a crowd, but promising 

that I would come to-day instead; and so I have put on my finery, 

because he is such a fine man. What say you to going with me 
unasked?” 

“I will do as you bid me,” I replied. 
“Follow then,” he said, “and let us demolish the proverb, ‘To the 

feasts of inferior men the good unbidden go;’ Instead of which our 

proverb will run, ‘To the feasts of the [Goodman] the good [men] 

unbidden go;’ and this alteration may be supported by the authority of 
Homer himself, who not only demolishes but literally outrages the 

proverb. For, after picturing Agamemnon as the most valiant of men, he 

makes Menelaus, who is but a fainthearted warrior, come unbidden to 
the banquet of Agamemnon, who is feasting and offering sacrifices; not 

the better [man] to the worse, but the worse [man] to the better.” 

“I rather fear, Socrates,” said I, “lest this may still be my case; and 
that, like Menelaus in Homer, I shall be the [fool], who ‘To the feasts of 

the wise unbidden goes.’ But I shall say that I was bidden of you, and 

then you will have to make an excuse.” 

“Two going together,” he replied, in Homeric fashion, “one or other 

of them may invent an excuse by the way.” 
This was the style of our conversation as we went along. Socrates 

dropped behind in a fit of abstraction, and desired me, who was waiting, 

to go on before him. When I reached the house of Agathon, I found the 
doors wide open, and a comical thing happened. A servant coming out 

met me, and led me at once into the banqueting-hall in which the guests 

were reclining, for the banquet was about to begin. 
“Welcome, Aristodemus,” said Agathon, as soon as I appeared, ”you 

are just in time to sup with us; if you come on any other matter put it 

off, and make one of us, as I was looking for you yesterday and meant 

to have asked you, if I could have found you. But what have you done 
with Socrates?” 
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I turned round, but Socrates was nowhere to be seen; and I had to 

explain that he had been with me a moment before, and that I came by 

his invitation to the supper. 
“You were quite right in coming,” said Agathon; “but where is he 

himself?” 

“He was behind me just now, as I entered,” I said, “and I cannot 

think what has become of him.” 
“Go and look for him, boy,” said Agathon, “and bring him in; and do 

you, Aristodemus, meanwhile take the place by Eryximachus.” 

The servant then assisted me to wash, and I lay down, and presently 
another servant came in and reported that our friend Socrates had retired 

into the portico of the neighbouring house. “There he is fixed,” said he, 

“and when I call to him he will not stir.” 
“How strange,” said Agathon; “then you must call him again, and 

keep calling him.” 

“Let him alone,” said I; “he has a way of stopping anywhere and 

losing himself without any reason. I believe that he will soon appear; do 
not therefore disturb him.” 

“Well, if you think so, I will leave him,” said Agathon. And then, 

turning to the servants, he added, “Let us have supper without waiting 
for him. Serve up whatever you please, for there is no one to give you 

orders; hitherto I have never left you to yourselves. But on this occasion 

imagine that you are our hosts, and that I and the company are your 

guests; treat us well, and then we shall commend you.” After this, 
supper was served, but still no Socrates; and during the meal Agathon 

several times expressed a wish to send for him, but I objected; and at 

last when the feast was about half over—for the fit, as usual, was not of 
long duration—Socrates entered. 

Agathon, who was reclining alone at the end of the table, begged that 

he would take the place next to him. “That I may touch you,” he said, 
“and have the benefit of that wise thought which came into your mind  

in the portico, and is now in your possession; for I am certain that you 

would not have come away until you had found what you sought.” 

“How I wish,” said Socrates, taking his place as he was desired, 
“that wisdom could be infused by touch, out of the fuller into the 

emptier man, as water runs through wool out of a fuller cup into an 

emptier one; if that were so, how greatly should I value the privilege of 
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reclining at your side! For you would have filled me full with a stream 

of wisdom plenteous and fair; whereas my own is of a very mean and 

questionable sort, no better than a dream. But yours is bright and full of 
promise, and was manifested forth in all the splendour of youth the day 

before yesterday, in the presence of more than thirty thousand 

Hellenes.” 

 
“You are mocking [me], Socrates,” said Agathon, “and ere long you 

and I will have to determine who bears off the palm of wisdom—of this 

Dionysus shall be the judge; but at present you are better occupied with 
supper.” 

Socrates took his place on the couch, and supped with the rest; and 

then libations were offered, and after a hymn had been sung to the god, 
and there had been the usual ceremonies, they were about to commence 

drinking, when Pausanias said, “And now, my friends, how can we 

drink with least injury to ourselves? I can assure you that I feel severely 

the effect of yesterday’s potations, and must have time to recover; and I 
suspect that most of you are in the same predicament, for you were [at] 

the party yesterday. Consider then: How can the drinking be made 

easiest?” 
“I entirely agree,” said Aristophanes, “that we should, by all means, 

avoid hard drinking, for I was myself one of those who were yesterday 

drowned in drink.” 

“I think that you are right,” said Eryximachus, the son of Acumenus; 
“but I should still like to hear one other person speak. Is Agathon able 

to drink hard?” 

“I am not equal to it,” said Agathon. 

“Then,” said Eryximachus, “the weak heads like myself, 
Aristodemus, Phaedrus, and others who never can drink, are fortunate in 

finding that the stronger ones are not in a drinking mood. (I do not 

include Socrates, who is able either to drink or to abstain, and will not 
mind, whichever we do.) Well, as of none of the company seem 

disposed to drink much, I may be forgiven for saying, as a physician, 

that drinking deep is a bad practice, which I never follow, if I can help, 
and certainly do not recommend to another, least of all to any one who 

still feels the effects of yesterday’s carouse.” 
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“I always do what you advise, and especially what you prescribe as a 

physician,” rejoined Phaedrus the Myrrhinusian, “and the rest of the 

company, if they are wise, will do the same.” 
It was agreed that drinking was not to be the order of the day, but 

that we were all to drink only so much as we pleased. 

“Then,” said Eryximachus, “as you are all agreed that drinking is to 

be voluntary, and that there is to be no compulsion, I move, in the next 
place, that the flute-girl, who has just made her appearance, be told to 

go away and play to herself, or, if she likes, to the women who are 

within. To-day let us have conversation instead; and, if you will allow 
me, I will tell you what sort of conversation.” This proposal having 

been accepted, Eryximachus proceeded as follows. “I will begin,” he 

said, “after the manner of Melanippe in Euripides, [who said] ‘Not mine 
the [tale, my mother taught it to me]’ [it is not my own idea] which I am 

about to speak, but that of Phaedrus. For often he says to me in an 

indignant tone, ‘What a strange thing it is, Eryximachus, that, whereas 

other gods have poems and hymns made in their honour, the great and 
glorious god, Eros, has no encomiast among all the poets who are so 

many. There are the worthy sophists too—the excellent Prodicus for 

example, who have descanted in prose on the virtues of Heracles and 
other heroes; and, what is still more extraordinary, I have met with a 

philosophical work in which the utility of salt has been made the theme 

of an eloquent discourse; and many other like things have had a like 

honour bestowed upon them. And only to think that there should have 
been an eager interest created about them, and yet that to this day no 

one has ever dared worthily to [sing] Eros’s praises! So entirely has this 

great deity been neglected.’ Now in this Phaedrus seems to me to be 
quite right, and therefore I want to offer him a contribution; also I think 

that at the present moment we who are here assembled cannot do better 

than honour the god Eros. If you agree with me, there will be no lack of 
conversation;for 

I mean to propose that each of us in turn, going from left to right, 

shall make a speech in honour of Eros. Let him give us the best which 

he can; and Phaedrus, because he is sitting first on the left hand, and 
because he is the father of the thought, shall begin.” 

“No one will vote against you, Eryximachus,” said Socrates. “How 

can I oppose your motion, who profess to understand nothing but 
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matters of love; nor, I presume, will Agathon and Pausanias; and there 

can be no doubt of Aristophanes, whose whole concern is with 

Dionysus and Aphrodite; nor will any one disagree of those whom I see 
around me. The proposal, as I am aware, may seem rather hard upon us 

whose place is last; but we shall be contented if we hear some good 

speeches first. Let Phaedrus begin the praise of Eros, and good luck to 

him.” All of us expressed our assent, and desired him to do as Socrates 
bade him. 

 

APOLLODORUS: Aristodemus did not recollect all that was said, 

nor do I recollect all that he related to me; but I will tell you what I 

thought most worthy of remembrance, and what the chief speakers said. 

 
Phaedrus began by affirming that Eros is a mighty god, and 

wonderful among gods and men, but especially wonderful in his birth. 

 

[PHAEDRUS SPEAKS] 

For he is the eldest of the gods, which is an honour to him; and a 

proof of his claim to this honour is, that of his parents there is no 

memorial; neither poet nor prose-writer has ever affirmed that he had 

any. As Hesiod says, “First Chaos came, and then broad-bosomed 
Earth, the everlasting seat of all that is, and Eros.” In other words, after 

Chaos, the Earth and Eros, these two, came into being. Also Parmenides 

sings of Generation, “First in the train of gods, he fashioned Eros.” And 
Acusilaus agrees with Hesiod. 

Thus numerous are the witnesses who acknowledge Eros to be the 

eldest of the gods. And not only is he the eldest, he is also the source of 

the greatest benefits to us. For I know not any greater blessing to a 
young man who is beginning life than a virtuous lover, or to the lover 

than a beloved youth. For the principle which ought to be the guide of 

men who would nobly live— that principle, I say, neither kindred, nor 
honour, nor wealth, nor any other motive is able to implant so well as 

love. Of what am I speaking? Of the sense of honour and dishonour, 

without which neither states nor individuals ever do any good or great 
work. And I say that a lover who is detected in doing any dishonourable 

act, or submitting through cowardice when any dishonour is done to 

him by another, will be more pained at being detected by his beloved 
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than at being seen by his father, or by his companions, or by any one 

else. The beloved too, when he is found in any disgraceful situation, has 

the same feeling about his lover. And if there were only some way of 
contriving that a state or an army should be made up of lovers and their 

loves, they would be the very best governors of their own city, 

abstaining from all dishonour, and emulating one another in honour;  

and when fighting at each other’s side, although a mere handful, they 
would overcome the world. For what lover would not choose rather to 

be seen by all mankind than by his beloved, either when abandoning his 

post or throwing away his arms? He would be ready to die a thousand 
deaths rather than endure this. Or who would desert his beloved or fail 

him in the hour of danger? The veriest coward would become an 

inspired hero, equal to the bravest, at such a time; Eros would inspire 
him. That courage which, as Homer says, the god breathes into the souls 

of some heroes, Eros of his own nature infuses into the lover. 

Eros will make men dare to die for their beloved—love alone; and 

women as well as men. Of this, Alcestis, the daughter of Pelias, is a 
monument to all Hellas; for she was willing to lay down her life on 

behalf of her husband, when no one else would, although he had a  

father and mother; but the tenderness of her love so far exceeded theirs, 
that she made them seem to be strangers in blood to their own son, and 

in name only related to him; and so noble did this action of hers appear 

to the gods, as well as to men, that among the many who have done 

virtuously she is one of the very few to whom, in admiration of her 
noble action, they have granted the privilege of returning alive to earth; 

such exceeding honour is paid by the gods to the devotion and virtue of 

love. But Orpheus, the son of Oeagrus, the harper, they sent empty 
away, and presented to him an apparition only of her whom he sought, 

but herself they would not give up, because he showed no spirit; he was 

only a harp-player, and did not dare like Alcestis to die for love, but was 
contriving how he might enter Hades alive; moreover, they afterwards 

caused him to suffer death at the hands of women, as the punishment of 

his cowardliness. Very different was the reward of the true love of 

Achilles towards his lover Patroclus—his lover and not his love (the 
notion that Patroclus was the beloved one is a foolish error into which 

Aeschylus has fallen, for Achilles was surely the fairer of the two, fairer 

also than all the other heroes; and, as Homer informs us, he was still 
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beardless, and younger far). And greatly as the gods honour the virtue 

of love, still the return of love on the part of the beloved to the lover is 

more admired and valued and rewarded by them, for the lover is more 
divine; because he is inspired by God. Now Achilles was quite aware, 

for he had been told by his mother, that he might avoid death and return 

home, and live to a good old age, if he abstained from slaying Hector. 

Nevertheless he gave his life to revenge his friend, and dared to die, not 
only in his defence, but after he was dead. Wherefore the gods honoured 

him even above Alcestis, and sent him to the Islands of the Blest. These 

are my reasons for affirming that Eros is the eldest and noblest and 
mightiest of the gods; and the chiefest author and giver of virtue in life, 

and of happiness after death. 

 

This, or something like this, was the speech of Phaedrus; and some 

other speeches followed which Aristodemus did not remember; the next 

which he repeated was that of Pausanias. 

 

[PAUSANIAS SPEAKS] 
Phaedrus, the argument has not been set before us, I think, quite in 

the right form; we should not be called upon to praise Eros in such an 
indiscriminate manner. If there were only one Eros, then what you said 

would be well enough; but since there are more gods of Love than one, 

[we] should have begun by determining which of them was to be the 
theme of our praises. I will amend this defect; and first of all I will tell 

you which Eros is deserving of praise, and then try to hymn the 

praiseworthy one in a manner worthy of him. For we all know that Eros 

is inseparable from Aphrodite, and if there were only one Aphrodite 
there would be only one Eros; but as there are two goddesses there must 

be two [gods]. And am I not right in asserting that there are two 

goddesses? The elder one, having no mother, who is called the heavenly 
Aphrodite—she is the daughter of Uranus; the younger, who is the 

daughter of Zeus and Dione— her we call common; and the Eros who is 

her fellow-worker is rightly named common, as the other love is called 
heavenly. All the gods ought to have praise given to them, but not 

without distinction of their natures; and therefore I must try to 

distinguish the characters of the two gods of Love. Now actions vary 

according to the manner of their performance. Take, for example, that 



37  

which we are now doing, drinking, singing and talking—these actions 

are not in themselves either good or evil, but they turn out in this or that 

way according to the mode of performing them; and when well done 
they are good, and when wrongly done they are evil; and in like manner 

not every love, but only that which has a noble purpose, is noble and 

worthy of praise. The Eros who is the offspring of the common 

Aphrodite is essentially common, and has no discrimination, being such 
as the meaner sort of men feel, and is apt to be of women as well as of 

youths, and is of the body rather than of the soul—the most foolish 

beings are the objects of this love which desires only to gain an end, but 
never thinks of accomplishing the end nobly, and therefore does good 

and evil quite indiscriminately. The goddess who is his mother is far 

younger than the other, and she was born of the union of the male and 
female, and partakes of both. But the offspring of the heavenly 

Aphrodite is derived from a mother in whose birth the female has no 

part; she is from the male only; this is that love which is of youths, and 

the goddess being older, there is nothing of wantonness in her. Those 
who are inspired by this love turn to the male, and delight in him who is 

[of] the more valiant and intelligent nature; any one may recognise the 

pure enthusiasts in the very character of their attachments. For they love 
not boys, but intelligent beings whose reason is beginning to be 

developed, much about the time at which their beards begin to grow. 

And in choosing young men to be their companions, they mean to be 

faithful to them, and pass their whole life in company with them, not to 
take themin their inexperience, and deceive them, and play the fool with 

them, or run away from one to another of them. But the love of young 

boys should be forbidden by law, because their future is uncertain; they 
may turn out good or bad, either in body or soul, and much noble 

enthusiasm may be thrown away upon them; in this matter the good are 

a law to themselves, and the coarser sort of lovers ought to be restrained 
by force; as we restrain or attempt to restrain them from fixing their 

affections on women of free birth. These are the persons who bring a 

reproach on love; and some have been led to deny the lawfulness of 

such attachments because they see the impropriety and evil of them; for 
surely nothing that is decorously and lawfully done can justly be 

censured. Now here and in Lacedaemon the rules about love are 

perplexing, but in most cities they are simple and easily intelligible; in 



38   

Elis and Boeotia, and in countries having no gifts of eloquence, they are 

very straightforward; the law is simply in favour of these connexions, 

and no one, whether young or old, has anything to say to their discredit; 
the reason being, as I suppose, that they are men of few words in those 

parts, and therefore the lovers do not like the trouble of pleading their 

suit. In Ionia and other places, and generally in countries which are 

subject to the barbarians, the custom is held to be dishonourable; the 
love of youths shares the evil repute in which philosophy and 

gymnastics are held, because they are inimical to tyranny; for the 

interests of rulers require that their subjects should be poor in spirit, and 
that there should be no strong bond of friendship or society among 

them, which love, above all other motives, is likely to inspire, as our 

Athenian tyrants learned by experience; for the love of Aristogeiton and 
the constancy of Harmodius had a strength which undid their power. 

And, therefore, the ill-repute into which these attachments have fallen is 

to be ascribed to the evil condition of those who make them to be ill- 

reputed; that is to say, to the self-seeking of the governors and the 
cowardice of the governed; on the other hand, the indiscriminate honour 

which is given to them in some countries is attributable to the laziness 

of those who hold this opinion of them. In our own country a far better 
principle prevails, but, as I was saying, the explanation of it is rather 

perplexing. For, observe that open loves are held to be more honourable 

than secret ones, and that the love of the noblest and highest, even if 

their persons are less beautiful than others, is especially honourable. 
Consider, too, how great is the encouragement which all the world gives 

to the lover; neither is he supposed to be doing anything dishonourable; 

but if he succeeds he is praised, and if he fails he is blamed. And in the 
pursuit of his love the custom of mankind allows him to do many 

strange things, which philosophy would bitterly censure if they were 

done from any motive of [self] interest, or wish for office or power. He 
may pray, and entreat, and supplicate, and swear, and lie on a mat at the 

door, and endure a slavery worse than that of any slave—in any other 

case friends and enemies would be equally ready to prevent him, but 

now there is no friend who will be ashamed of him and admonish him, 
and no enemy will charge him with meanness or flattery; the actions of 

a lover have a grace which ennobles them; and custom has decided that 

they are highly commendable and that there [is] no loss of character in 
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them; and, what is strangest of all, he only may swear and forswear 

himself (so men say), and the gods will forgive his transgression, for 

there is no such thing as a lover’s oath. Such is the entire liberty which 
gods and men have allowed the lover, according to the custom which 

prevails in our part of the world. From this point of view a man fairly 

argues that in Athens to love and to be loved is held to be a very 

honourable thing. But when parents forbid their sons to talk with their 
lovers, and place them under a tutor’s care, who is appointed to see to 

these things, and their companions and equals cast in their teeth 

anything of the sort which they may observe, and their elders refuse to 
silence the reprovers and do not rebuke them—any one who reflects on 

all this will, on the contrary, think that we hold these practices to be 

most disgraceful. But, as I was saying at first, the truth as I imagine is, 
that whether such practices are honourable or whether they are 

dishonourable is not a simple question; they are honourable to him who 

follows them honourably, dishonourable to him who follows them 

dishonourably. There is dishonour in yielding to the evil, or in an evil 
manner; but there is honour in yielding to the good, or in an honourable 

manner. Evil is the vulgar lover who loves the body rather than the soul, 

inasmuch as he is not even stable, because he loves a thing which is in 
itself unstable, and therefore when the bloom of youth which he was 

desiring is over, he takes wing and flies away, in spite of all his words 

and promises; whereas the love of the noble disposition is life-long, for 

it becomes one with the everlasting. The custom of our country would 
have both of them proven well and truly, and would have us yield to the 

one sort of lover and avoid the other, and therefore encourages some to 

pursue, and others to fly; testing both the lover and beloved in contests 
and trials, until they show to which of the two classes they respectively 

belong. And this is the reason why, in the first place, a hasty attachment 

is held to be dishonourable, because time is the true test of this as of 
most other things; and secondly there is a dishonour in being overcome 

by the love of money, or of wealth, or of political power, whether a man 

is frightened into surrender by the loss of them, or, having experienced 

the benefits of money and political corruption, is unable to rise above 
the seductions of them. For none of these things are of a permanent or 

lasting nature; not to mention that no generous friendship ever sprang 

from them. There remains, then, only one way of honourable 
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attachment which custom allows in the beloved, and this is the way of 

virtue; for as we admitted that any service which the lover does to him 

is not to be accounted flattery or a dishonour to himself, so the beloved 
has one way only of voluntary service which is not dishonourable, and 

this is virtuous service. 

For we have a custom, and according to our custom any one who 

does service to another under the idea that he will be improved by him 
either in wisdom, or in some other particular virtue—such a voluntary 

service, I say, is not to be regarded as a dishonour, and  is not open to 

the charge of flattery. And these two customs, one the love of youth, 
and the other the practice of philosophy and virtue in general, ought to 

meet in one, and then the beloved may honourably indulge the lover. 

For when the lover and beloved come together, having each of them a 
law, and the lover thinks that he is right in doing any service which he 

can to his gracious beloved; and the [beloved] that he is right in 

showing any kindness which he can to him who is making him wise and 

good; the [lover is] capable of communicating wisdom and virtue, the 
[beloved is] seeking to acquire them with a view to education and 

wisdom; when the two laws of love are fulfilled and meet in one—then, 

and then only, may the beloved yield with honour to the lover. Nor 
when love is of this disinterested sort is there any disgrace in being 

deceived, but in every other case there is equal disgrace in being or not 

being deceived. For he who is gracious to his lover under the  

impression that he is rich, and is disappointed of his gains because he 
turns out to be poor, is disgraced all the same: for he has done his best 

to show that he would give himself up to any one’s base [usage]for the 

sake of money; but this is not honourable. And on the same principle he 
who gives himself to a lover because he is a good man, and in the hope 

that he will be improved by his company, shows himself to be virtuous, 

even [if] the object of his affection turns out to be a villain, and to have 
no virtue; and if he is [thus] deceived he has committed a noble error. 

For he has proved that for his part he will do anything for anybody with 

a view to virtue and improvement, than which there can be nothing 

nobler. Thus noble in every case is the acceptance of another for the 
sake of virtue. This is that love which is the love of the heavenly 

goddess, and is heavenly, and of great price to individuals and cities, 

making the lover and the beloved alike eager in the work of their own 
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improvement. But all other loves are the offspring of the other, who is 

the common goddess. To you, Phaedrus, I offer this my contribution in 

praise of love, which is as good as I could make extempore.” 
 

Pausanias came to a pause, saying “This is the balanced way in 

which I have been taught by the wise to speak;” and Aristodemus said 
that the turn of Aristophanes was next, but either he had eaten too  

much, or from some other cause he had the hiccups, and was obliged to 

change turns with Eryximachus the physician, who was reclining on the 
couch below him. “Eryximachus,” he said, “you ought either to stop my 

hiccups, or to speak in my turn until I have stopped hiccupping.” 

“I will do both,” said Eryximachus. “I will speak in your turn, and  

do you speak in mine; and while I am speaking let me recommend you 
to hold your breath, and if after you have done so for some time the 

hiccough is no better, then gargle with a little water; and if it still 

continues, tickle your nose with something and sneeze; and if you 
sneeze once or twice, even the most violent hiccup is sure to go.” 

“I will do as you prescribe,” said Aristophanes, “and now get on.” 
 

[ERYXIMACHUS SPEAKS] 

Seeing that Pausanias made a fair beginning, but a lame ending, I 

must endeavour to supply his deficiency. I think that he has rightly 

distinguished two kinds of love. But my art further informs me that the 

double love is not merely an affection of the soul of man towards the 
fair, or towards anything, but is to be found in the bodies of all animals 

and in productions of the earth, and I may say in all that is; such is the 

conclusion which I seem to have gathered from my own art of  
medicine, whence I learn how great and wonderful and universal is the 

deity of love, whose empire extends over all things, divine as well as 

human. And from medicine I will begin that I may do honour to my art. 
There are in the human body these two kinds of love, which are 

confessedly different and unlike, and being unlike, they have loves and 

desires which are unlike; and the desire of the healthy is one, and the 

desire of the diseased is another; and, as Pausanias was just now saying, 
that to indulge good men is honourable, and bad men, dishonourable, so 

too in the body the good and healthy elements are to be indulged, and 

the bad elements and the elements of disease are not to be indulged, but 
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discouraged. And this is what the physician has to do, and in this the art 

of medicine consists, for medicine may be regarded generally as the 

knowledge of the loves and desires of the body, and how to satisfy them 
or not; and the best physician is he who is able to separate fair love  

from foul, or to convert one into the other; and he who knows how to 

eradicate and how to implant love, whichever is required, and can 

reconcile the most hostile elements in the constitution and make them 
loving friends, is a skilful practitioner. Now the most hostile are the 

most opposite, such as hot and cold, bitter and sweet, moist and dry, and 

the like. And my ancestor, Asclepius, knowing how to implant 
friendship and accord in these elements, was the creator of our art, as 

our friends the poets here tell us, and I believe them; and not only 

medicine in every branch but the arts of gymnastics and husbandry are 
under his dominion. Any one who pays the least attention to the subject 

will also perceive that in music there is the same reconciliation of 

opposites; and I suppose that this must have been the meaning of 

Heracleitus, although his words are not accurate; for he says that The 
One is united by disunion, like the harmony of the bow and the lyre. 

Now there is an absurdity saying that harmony is discord or is 

composed of elements which are still in a state of discord. But what he 
probably meant was, that harmony is composed of differing notes of 

higher or lower pitch which disagreed once, but are now reconciled by 

the art of music; for if the higher and lower notes still disagreed, there 

could be no harmony, clearly not. For harmony is a symphony, and 
symphony is an agreement; but an agreement of disagreements while 

they disagree there cannot be; you cannot harmonize that which 

disagrees. In like manner rhythm is compounded of elements short and 
long, once differing and now in accord; which accordance, as in the 

former instance, medicine, so in all these other cases, music implants, 

making love and unison to grow up among them; and thus music, too, is 
concerned with the principles of love in their application to harmony 

and rhythm. Again, in the essential nature of harmony and rhythm there 

is no difficulty in discerning love which has not yet become double. But 

when you want to use them in actual life, either in the composition of 
songs or in the correct performance of [songs] composed already, which 

performance is called education, then the difficulty begins, and the good 

artist is needed. Then the old tale has to be repeated of fair and heavenly 
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love—the love of Urania the fair and heavenly muse, and of the duty of 

accepting the temperate, and those who are as yet intemperate only that 

they may become temperate, and of preserving their love; and again, of 
the vulgar Polyhymnia, who must be used with circumspection that the 

pleasure be enjoyed, but may not generate licentiousness; just as in my 

own art it is a great matter so to regulate the desires of the epicure that 

he may gratify his tastes without the attendant evil ofdisease. 
Whence I infer that in music, in medicine, in all other things human 

as well as divine, both loves ought to be noted as far as may be, for they 

are both present. 
The course of the seasons is also full of both these principles; and 

when, as I was saying, the elements of hot and cold, moist and dry, 

attain the harmonious love of one another and blend in temperance and 
harmony, they bring to men, animals, and plants health and plenty, and 

do them no harm; whereas the wanton love, getting the upper hand and 

affecting the seasons of the year, is very destructive and injurious, being 

the source of pestilence, and bringing many other kinds of diseases on 
animals and plants; for hoar-frost and hail and blight spring from the 

excesses and disorders of these elements of love, which to know in 

relation to the revolutions of the heavenly bodies and the seasons of the 
year is termed astronomy. Furthermore all sacrifices and the whole 

province of divination, which is the art of communion between gods 

and men— these, I say, are concerned only with the preservation of the 

good and the cure of the evil love. For all manner of impiety is likely to 
ensue if, instead of accepting and honouring and reverencing the 

harmonious love in all his actions, a man honours the other love, 

whether in his feelings towards gods or parents, towards the living or 
the dead. Wherefore the business of divination is to see to these loves 

and to heal them, and divination is the peacemaker of gods and men, 

working by a knowledge of the religious or irreligious tendencies which 
exist in human loves. Such is the great and mighty, or rather omnipotent 

force of love in general. And the love, more especially, which is 

concerned with the good, and which is perfected in company with 

temperance and justice, whether among gods or men, has the greatest 
power, and is the source of all our happiness and harmony, and makes 

us friends with the gods who are above us, and with one another. I dare 

say that I too have omitted several things which might be said in praise 
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of Eros, but this was not intentional, and you, Aristophanes, may now 

supply the omission or take some other line of commendation; for I 

perceive that you are rid of the hiccupps. 
“Yes,” said Aristophanes, “the hiccup is gone; not, however, until I 

applied the sneezing; and I wonder whether the harmony of the body 

has a love of such noises and ticklings, for I no sooner applied the 

sneezing than I was cured.” 
Eryximachus said, “Beware, friend Aristophanes, although you are 

going to speak, you are making fun of me; and I shall have to watch and 

see whether I cannot have a laugh at your expense, when you might 
speak in peace.” 

“You are right,” said Aristophanes, laughing. “I will unsay my 

words; but do you please not to watch me, as I fear that in the speech 
which I am about to make, instead of others laughing with me, which is 

[in] the manner of my Muse and would be all the better, I shall only be 

laughed at by them.” 

“Do you expect to shoot your bolt and escape, Aristophanes? Well, 
perhaps if you are very careful and bear in mind that you will be called 

to account, I may be induced to let you off.” 

Aristophanes professed to open another vein of discourse; he had a 
mind to praise Eros in another way, unlike the manner of either 

Pausanias or Eryximachus. 

 

[ARISTOPHANES SPEAKS] 
Mankind, judging by their neglect of [Eros], have never, as I think, 

at all understood [his] power. For if they had understood him they 
would surely have built noble temples and altars, and offered solemn 

sacrifices in his honour; but this is not done, and most certainly ought to 

be done, since of all the gods he is the best friend of men, the helper and 

the healer of the ills which are the great impediment to the happiness of 
the race. I will try to describe his power to you, and you shall teach the 

rest of the world what I am teaching you. In the first place, let me treat 

of the nature of mankind and what has happened to it; for the original 
human nature was not like the present, but different. The sexes were not 

two as they are now, but originally three in number; there was man, 

woman, and the union of the two, having a name corresponding to this 
double nature, which had once a real existence, but is now lost, and the 
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word ‘Androgynous’ is only preserved as a term of reproach. In the 

second place, the primeval man was round, his back and sides forming a 

circle; and he had four hands and four feet, one head with two faces, 
looking opposite ways, set on a round neck and precisely alike; also 

four ears, two privy members, and the remainder to correspond. He 

could walk upright as men now do, backwards or forwards as he 

pleased, and he could also roll over and over at a great pace, turning on 
his four hands and four feet, eight in all, like tumblers going over and 

over with their legs in the air; this was when he wanted to run fast. Now 

the sexes were three, such as I have described them, because the sun, 
moon, and earth are three, and the man was originally the child of the 

sun, the woman of the earth, and the man-woman of the moon, which is 

made up of sun and earth, and they were all round and moved round and 
round like their parents. 

Terrible was their might and strength, and the thoughts of their 

hearts were great, and they made an attack upon the gods; of them is 

told the tale of Otus and Ephialtes who, as Homer says, dared to scale 
heaven, and would have laid hands upon the gods. Doubt reigned in the 

celestial councils. Should the gods kill them and annihilate the race with 

thunderbolts, as they had done the giants, then there would be an end of 
the sacrifices and worship which men offered to them; but, on the other 

hand, the gods could not suffer their insolence to be unrestrained. At 

last, after a good deal of reflection, Zeus discovered a way. He said, 

‘Methinks I have a plan which will humble their pride and improve their 
manners; humans shall continue to exist, but I will cut them in two, and 

then they will be diminished in strength and increased in numbers; this 

will have the advantage of making them more profitable to us. They 
shall walk upright on two legs, and if they continue [to be] insolent and 

will not be quiet, I will split them again and they shall hop about on a 

single leg.’ He spoke and cut humans in two, like a sorb-apple which is 
halved for pickling, or as you might divide an egg with a hair; and as he 

cut them one after another, he bade Apollo give the face and the half of 

the neck a turn in order that the man might contemplate the [bisected 

side] of himself; he would thus learn a lesson [in] humility. Apollo was 
also bidden to heal their wounds and compose their forms. So he gave a 

turn to the face and pulled the skin from the sides all over that which in 

our language is called the belly, like the purses which draw in, and he 
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made one [opening] at the centre, which he fastened in a knot (the same 

which is called the navel); he also moulded the breast and took out most 

of the wrinkles, much as a shoemaker might smooth leather; he left a 
few wrinkles, however, in the region of the belly and navel, as a 

memorial of the primeval state. After the division the two parts of the 

humans, each desiring his other half, came together, and throwing their 

arms about one another, entwined in mutual embraces, longing to grow 
into one, they were on the point of dying from hunger and self-neglect, 

because they did not like to do anything apart; and when one of the 

halves died and the other survived, the survivor sought another mate, 
man or woman (as we call them) being the sections of entire men or 

women, and clung to that. They were being destroyed, when Zeus [for] 

pity of them invented a new plan. He turned the parts of generation 
round to the front, for this had not been always their position, and they 

sowed the seed no longer as hitherto like grasshoppers in the ground, 

but in one another; and after the transposition the male generated in the 

female in order that by the mutual embraces of man and woman they 
might breed, and the race might continue; or if man came to man they 

might be satisfied, and rest, and go their ways to the business of life, so 

ancient is the desire [for] one another which is implanted in us, 
reuniting our original nature, making one of two, and healing the state 

of humans. Each of us when separated, having one side only, like a flat 

fish, is but the indenture of a human being, and we are always looking 

for our other half. Men who are a section of that double nature which 
was once called Androgynous are lovers of women; adulterous men are 

generally of this breed, and also adulterous women who lust after men; 

the women who are a section of the woman do not care for men, but 
have female attachments; [lesbians] are of this sort. But they who are a 

section of the male follow the male, and while they are young, being 

slices of the original man, they hang about men and embrace them, and 
they are themselves the best of boys and youths, because they have the 

most manly nature. 

Some indeed assert that they are shameless, but this is not true; for 

they do not act thus from any want of shame, but because they are 
valiant and manly, and have a manly countenance, and they embrace 

that which is like them. And these when they grow up become our 

statesmen, and these only, which is a great proof of the truth of what I 
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am saying. When they reach manhood they are lovers of youth, and are 

not naturally inclined to marry or beget children; if [they do], they do so 

only in obedience to the law; but they are satisfied if they may be 
allowed to live with one another unwedded; and such a nature is prone 

to love and ready to return love, always embracing that which is akin to 

him. And when one of them meets with his other half, the actual half of 

himself, whether he be a lover of youth or a lover of another sort, the 
pair are lost in an amazement of love and friendship and intimacy, and 

one will not be out of the other’s sight, as I may say, even for a 

moment: these are the people who pass their whole lives together; yet 
they could not explain what they desire of one another. For the intense 

yearning which each of them has towards the other does not appear to 

be the desire of lover’s intercourse, but of something else which the  
soul of either evidently desires and cannot tell, and of which she has 

only a dark and doubtful presentiment. Suppose Hephaestus, with his 

instruments, to come to the pair who are lying side by side and to say to 

them, ‘What do you people want of one another?’ They would be 
unable to explain. And suppose further, that when he saw their 

perplexity he said, ‘Do you desire to be wholly one; always day and 

night to be in one another’s company? For if this is what you desire, I 
am ready to melt you into one and let you grow together, so that being 

two you shall become one, and while you live, live a common life as if 

you were a single person, and after your death in the world below still 

be one departed soul instead of two, I ask whether this is what you 
lovingly desire, and whether you are satisfied to attain this?’ There is 

not a one of them who when he heard the proposal would deny or would 

not acknowledge that this meeting and melting into one another, this 
becoming one instead of two, was the very expression of his ancient 

need. And the reason is that human nature was originally one and we 

were a whole, and the desire and pursuit of the whole is called love. 
There was a time, I say, when we were one, but now because of the 

wickedness of mankind God has dispersed us, as the Arcadians were 

dispersed into villages by the Lacedaemonians. And if we are not 

obedient to the gods, there is a danger that we shall be split up again and 
go about like outline-carvings on the tombs, with our noses sawn down 

the middle, and may thus become like tokens of split dice. Wherefore 

let us exhort all men to piety, that we may avoid evil, and obtain the 
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good, of which Eros is to us the lord and minister; and let no one oppose 

him; [that man] is the enemy of the gods who opposes [Eros]. For if we 

are friends of the god and at peace with him we shall find our own true 
loves, which rarely happens in this world at present. I am serious, and 

therefore I must beg Eryximachus not to make fun or to find any 

allusion in what I am saying to Pausanias and Agathon, who, as I 

suspect, are both of the manly nature, and belong to the class which I 
have been describing. But my words have a wider application; they 

include men and women everywhere; and I believe that if our loves 

were perfectly accomplished, and each one returning to his primeval 
nature had his original true love, then our race would be happy. And if 

this would be best of all, the best in the next degree and under present 

circumstances must be the nearest approach to such an union; and that 
will be the attainment of a congenial love. Wherefore, if we would 

praise him who has given to us the benefit, we must praise the god Eros, 

who is our greatest benefactor, both leading us in this life back to our 

own nature, and giving us high hopes for the future, for he promises that 
if we are pious, he will restore us to our original state, and heal us and 

make us happy and blessed. This, Eryximachus, is my discourse of love, 

which, although different to yours, I must beg you to leave unassailed 
by the shafts of your ridicule, in order that each may have his turn; each, 

or rather either, for Agathon and Socrates are the only ones left. 

 

“Indeed, I am not going to attack you,” said Eryximachus, “for I 
thought your speech charming, and did I not know that Agathon and 

Socrates are masters in the art of love, I should be really afraid that they 

would have nothing to say, after the world of things which have been 
said already. But, for all that, I am not without hopes.” 

Socrates said, “You played your part well, Eryximachus; but if you 

were as I am now, or rather as I shall be when Agathon has spoken, you 
would, indeed, be in a great strait.” 

“You want to cast a spell over me, Socrates,” said Agathon, “in the 

hope that I may be disconcerted at the expectation raised among the 

audience that I shall speak well.” 

“I should be strangely forgetful, Agathon,” replied Socrates, “of the 
courage and magnanimity which you showed when your own 

compositions were about to be exhibited, and you came upon the stage 
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with the actors and faced the vast theatre altogether undismayed, if I 

thought that your nerves could be fluttered at a small party of friends.” 

“Do you think, Socrates,” said Agathon, “that my head is so full of 
the theatre as not to know how much more formidable to a man of sense 

a few good judges are than many fools?” 

“Nay,” replied Socrates, “I should be very wrong in attributing to 

you, Agathon, that or any other want of refinement. And I am quite 
aware that if you happened to meet with any whom you thought wise, 

you would care for their opinion much more than for that of the many. 

But then we, having been a part of the foolish many in the theatre, 
cannot be regarded as the select wise; though I know that if you  

chanced to be in the presence, not of one of ourselves, but of some 

really wise man, you would be ashamed of disgracing yourself before 
him, would you not?” 

“Yes,” said Agathon. 
“But before the many you would not be ashamed, if you thought that 

you were doing something disgraceful in their presence?” 

Here Phaedrus interrupted them, saying, “Do not answer him, my 
dear Agathon; for if he can only get a partner with whom he can talk, 

especially a good-looking one, he will no longer care about the 

completion of our plan. Now I love to hear him talk; but just at present I 
must not forget the encomium on Eros which I ought to receive from 

him and from every one. When you and he have paid your tribute to the 

god, then you may talk.” 
“Very good, Phaedrus,” said Agathon. “I see no reason why I should 

not proceed with my speech, as I shall have many other opportunities of 

conversing with Socrates. Let me say first how I ought to speak, and 

then speak.” 
 

[AGATHON SPEAKS] 

The previous speakers, instead of praising the god Eros, or unfolding 
his nature, appear to have congratulated mankind on the benefits which 

he confers upon them. But I would rather praise the god first, and then 

speak of his gifts; this is always the right way of praising everything. 
May I say without impiety or offence, that of all the blessed gods he is 

the most blessed because he is the fairest and best? And he is the fairest, 

for, in the first place, he is the youngest, and of his youth he is himself 
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the witness, fleeing out of the way of age, who is swift enough, swifter 

truly than most of us; Eros hates him and will not come near him; but 

youth and love live and move together, like to like, as the proverb says. 
Many things were said by Phaedrus about Eros which I agree with; but I 

cannot agree that he is older than Iapetus and Kronos; not so, I maintain 

him to be the youngest of the gods, and youthful ever. The ancient 

doings among the gods of which Hesiod and Parmenides spoke, if the 
tradition of them be true, were done of Necessity and not of Eros; had 

Eros been in those days, there would have been no chaining or 

mutilation of the gods, or other violence, but peace and sweetness, as 
there is now in heaven, since the rule of Eros began. Eros is young and 

also tender; he ought to have a poet like Homer to describe his 

tenderness, as Homer says of Ate, that she is a goddess and tender: ‘Her 
feet are tender, for she sets her steps, Not on the ground but on the 

heads of men.’ Herein is an excellent proof of her tenderness, that she 

walks not upon the hard but upon the soft. Let us adduce a similar proof 

of the tenderness of Eros; for he walks not upon the earth, nor yet upon 
the skulls of men, which are not so very soft, but in the hearts and souls 

of both gods and men, which are of all things the softest; in them he 

walks and dwells and makes his home. Not in every soul without 
exception, for where there is hardness he departs, where there is 

softness there he dwells; and nestling always with his feet and in all 

manner of ways in the softest of soft places, how can he be other than 

the softest of all things? Of a truth he is the tenderest as well as the 
youngest, and also he is of flexile form; for if he were hard and without 

flexure he could not enfold all things, or wind his way into and out of 

every soul of man undiscovered. And a proof of his flexibility and 
symmetry of form is his grace, which is universally admitted to be in an 

especial manner the attribute of Eros; [lack of grace] and love are 

always at war with one another. The fairness of his complexion is 
revealed by his habitation among the flowers; for he dwells not amid 

bloomless or fading beauties, whether of body or soul or aught else, but 

in the place of flowers and scents, there he sits and abides. 

Concerning the beauty of the god I have said enough; and yet there 
remains much more which I might say. Of his virtue I have now to 

speak: his greatest glory is that he can neither do nor suffer wrong to or 

from any god or any man; for he suffers not by force if he suffers; force 
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comes not near him, neither when he acts does he act by force. For all 

men in all things serve him of their own free will, and where there is 

voluntary agreement, there, as the laws which are the lords of the city 
say, is justice. And not only is he just but exceedingly temperate, for 

Temperance is the acknowledged ruler of the pleasures and desires, and 

no pleasure ever masters Eros; he is their master and they are his 

servants; and if he conquers them he must be temperate indeed. As to 
courage, even the God of War is no match for him; he is the captive and 

Eros is the lord, for love, the love of Aphrodite, masters [Ares], as the 

tale runs; and the master is stronger than the servant. And if he conquers 
the bravest of all others, he must be himself the bravest. Of his courage 

and justice and temperance I have spoken, but I have yet to speak of his 

wisdom; and according to the measure of my ability I must try to do my 
best. In the first place he is a poet (and here, like Eryximachus, I 

magnify my art), and he is also the source of poesy in others, which he 

could not be if he were not himself a poet. And at the touch of him 

every one becomes a poet, even though he had no music in him before; 
this also is a proof that Eros is a good poet and accomplished in all the 

fine arts; for no one can give to another that which he has not himself, 

or teach that of which he has no knowledge. Who will deny that the 
creation of the animals is his doing? Are they not all the works of his 

wisdom, born and begotten of him? And as to the artists, do we not 

know that he only of them whom love inspires has the light of fame? He 

whom Eros touches not walks in darkness. The arts of medicine and 
archery and divination were discovered by Apollo, under the guidance 

of love and desire; so that he too is a disciple of Eros. Also the melody 

of the Muses, the metallurgy of Hephaestus, the weaving of Athena, the 
empire of Zeus over gods and men, are all due to Eros, who was the 

inventor of them. And so Eros set in order the empire of the gods and 

the love of beauty, as is evident, for with ugliness Eros has no concern. 
In the days of old, as I began by saying, dreadful deeds were done 

among the gods, for they were ruled by Necessity; but now since the 

birth of Eros, and from the love of the beautiful, has sprung every good 

in heaven and earth. Therefore, Phaedrus, I say of Eros that he is the 
fairest and best in himself, and the cause of what is fairest and best in all 

other things. And there comes into my mind a line of poetry in which he 

is said to be the god who “gives peace on earth and calms the stormy 
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deep, who stills the winds and bids the sufferer sleep.” This is he who 

empties men of [alienation] and fills them with [the desire for intimacy], 

who makes them to meet together at banquets such as these: in 
sacrifices, feasts, dances, he is our lord, who sends courtesy and sends 

away discourtesy, who gives kindness ever and never gives unkindness; 

the friend of the good, the wonder of the wise, the amazement of the 

gods; desired by those who have no part in him, and precious to those 
who have the better part in him; parent of delicacy, luxury, desire, 

fondness, softness, grace; regardful of the good, regardless of the evil; 

in every word, work, wish, fear [he is the] saviour, pilot, comrade, 
helper; glory of gods and men, leader best and brightest, in whose 

footsteps let every man follow, sweetly singing in his honour and 

joining in that sweet strain with which love charms the souls of gods 
and men. Such is the speech, Phaedrus, half-playful, yet having a  

certain measure of seriousness, which, according to my ability, I 

dedicate to the god. 

 

When Agathon had done speaking, Aristodemus said that there was 
a general cheer; the young man was thought to have spoken in a manner 

worthy of himself, and of the god. And Socrates, looking at 

Eryximachus, said, “Tell me, son of Acumenus, was there not reason in 
my fears, and was I not a true prophet when I said that Agathon would 

make a wonderful oration, and that I should be in a strait?” 

“The part of the prophecy which concerns Agathon,” replied 
Eryximachus, “appears to me to be true; but not the other part, that you 

will be in a strait.” 

“Why, my dear friend,” said Socrates, “must not I or any one be in a 

strait who has to speak after he has heard such a rich and varied 
discourse? I am especially struck with the beauty of the concluding 

words; who could listen to them without amazement? When I reflected 

on the immeasurable inferiority of my own powers, I was ready to run 
away for shame, if there had been a possibility of escape. [For his 

speech so reminded me of Gorgias that I was exactly in the plight 

described by Homer: I feared that Agathon in his final phrases would 
confront me with the eloquent Gorgias’ head, and by opposing his 

speech to mine would turn me thus dumbfounded into stone.] And then 

I perceived how foolish I had been in consenting to take my turn with 
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you in praising love, and saying that I too was a master of the art, when 

I really had no conception how anything ought to be praised. For in my 

simplicity I imagined that the topics of praise should be true, and that 
this being presupposed, out of the true the speaker was to choose the 

best and set them forth in the best manner. And I felt quite proud, 

thinking that I knew the nature of true praise, and should speak well. 

Whereas I now see that the intention was to attribute to Eros every 
species of greatness and glory, whether really belonging to him or not, 

without regard to truth or falsehood; that was no matter; for the original 

proposal seems to have been not that each of you should really praise 
Eros, but only that you should appear to praise him. And so you 

attribute to Eros every imaginable form of praise which can be gathered 

anywhere; and you say, “he is all this and the cause of all that,” making 
him appear the fairest and best of all to those who know him not, for 

you cannot impose upon those who know him. 

And a noble and solemn hymn of praise have you rehearsed. But as I 

misunderstood the nature of the praise when I said that I would take my 
turn, I must beg to be absolved from the promise which I made in 

ignorance, and which as Euripides would say was a promise of the lips 

and not of the mind. Farewell then to such a strain, for I do not praise in 
that way; no, indeed, I cannot. But if you like to hear the truth about 

love, I am ready to speak in my own manner, though I will not make 

myself ridiculous by entering into any rivalry with you. Say then, 

Phaedrus, whether you would like to have the truth about love, spoken 
in any words and in any order which may happen to come into my mind 

at the time. Will that be agreeable to you?” 

Aristodemus said that Phaedrus and the company bid him speak in 
any manner which he thought best. “Then,” Socrates added, “let me 

have your permission first to ask Agathon a few more questions, in 

order that I may take his admissions as the premises of my discourse.” 

“I grant the permission,” said Phaedrus. “Put your questions.” 
Socrates then proceeded as follows, “In the magnificent oration 

which you have just uttered, I think that you were right, my dear 

Agathon, in proposing to speak of the nature [or character] of Eros first 
and afterwards of his works; that is a way of beginning which I very 

much approve. And as you have spoken so eloquently of his nature, 

may I ask you further, whether Eros is the love of [some object] or of 
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[no object]? And here I must explain myself; I do not want you to say 

that Eros is the love of a father or the love of a mother; that would be 

ridiculous; but to answer as you would, if I asked is a father a father of 
[somebody]? To which you would find no difficulty in replying, [a 

father is the father] of a son or a daughter, and the answer would be 

right.” 

“Very true,” said Agathon. 

“And you would say the same of a mother?” He assented. 
“Yet let me ask you one more question in order to illustrate my 

meaning. Is not a brother to be regarded essentially as a brother of 
[someone]?” 

“Certainly,” he replied. 

“That is, of a brother or a sister?” “Yes,” he said. 
“And now,” said Socrates, “I will ask about Eros. Is Eros [a love] of 

something or of nothing?” “Of something, surely,” he replied. 

“Keep in mind what this is, and tell me what I want to know, 
whether Eros desires [the particular thing that is his object].” 

“Yes,” surely. 
“And does he possess, or does he not possess, that which he loves 

and desires?” “Probably not, I should say.” 
“Nay,” replied Socrates, “I would have you consider whether 

‘necessarily’ is not rather the word. The inference that he who desires 

something is in want of something, and that he who desires nothing is in 
want of nothing, is in my judgment, Agathon, absolutely  and 

necessarily true. What do you think?” 

“I agree with you,” said Agathon. 
“Very good. Would he who is great, desire to be great, or he who is 

strong, desire to be strong?” 

“That would be inconsistent with our previous admissions.” 
“True. For he who is anything cannot want to be that which he is?” 

“Very true.” 

“And yet,” added Socrates, “if a man being strong desired to be 
strong, or being swift desired to be swift, or being healthy desired to be 

healthy, in that case he might be thought to desire something which he 

already has or is. I give the example in order that we may avoid 

misconception. For the possessors of these qualities, Agathon, must be 
supposed to have their respective advantages at the time, whether they 
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choose or not; and who can desire that which he has? Therefore, when a 

person says, I am well and wish to be well, or I am rich and wish to be 

rich, and I desire simply to have what I have, to him we shall reply, 
‘You, my friend, having wealth and health and strength, want to have 

the continuance of them; for at this moment, whether you choose or no, 

you have them. And when you say, I desire that which I have and 

nothing else, is not your meaning that you want to have what you now 
have in the future?’ He must agree with us, must he not?” 

“He must,” replied Agathon. 
“Then,” said Socrates, “he desires that what he has at present may be 

preserved to him in the future, which is equivalent to saying that he 

desires something which is non-existent to him, and which as yet he has 

not got.” 

“Very true,” he said. 
“Then he and every one who desires, desires that which he has not 

already, and which is future and not present, and which he has not, and 

is not, and of which he is in want; these are the sort of things which love 

and desire seek?” 

“Very true,” he said. 
“Then now,” said Socrates, “let us recapitulate the argument. [First, 

is not Love directed to certain things of which, in the second place, he 

has a want or (need)]?” 

“Yes,” he replied. 
“Remember further what you said in your speech, or if you do not 

remember I will remind you. You said that the love of the beautiful set 

in order the empire of the gods, for that of ugly things there is no love. 
Did you not say something of that kind?” 

“Yes,” said Agathon. 
“Yes, my friend, and the remark was a just one. And if this is true, 

Eros is the love of beauty and not of ugliness?” 

He assented. 
“And the admission has been already made that Eros is [desire] of 

something which a man wants and has not?” 

“True,” he said. 

“Then Eros wants and has not beauty?” “That must be,” he replied. 
“And would you call that beautiful which wants and does not 

possess beauty?” “Certainly not.” 
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“Then would you still say that Eros is beautiful?” 
Agathon replied, “I fear that I did not understand what I was saying.” 

“You made a very good speech, Agathon,” replied Socrates. “But there 
is yet one small question which I would fain ask. Is not the Good 

also the Beautiful?” 

“Yes.” 
“Then in wanting the beautiful, love wants also the good?” 

“I cannot refute you,” Socrates, said Agathon. “Let us assume that 

what you say is true.” 

“Say rather, beloved Agathon, that you cannot refute the truth; for 
Socrates is easily refuted.” 

 

[SOCRATES SPEAKS] 
And now, taking my leave of you, I would rehearse a tale of love 

which I heard from Diotima of Mantineia, a woman wise in this and in 

many other kinds of knowledge, who in the days of old, when the 
Athenians offered sacrifice before the coming of the plague, delayed the 

disease ten years. She was my instructress in the art of love, and I shall 

repeat to you what she said to me, beginning with the admissions made 

by Agathon, which are nearly if not quite the same which I made to the 
wise woman when she questioned me. I think that this will be the 

easiest way, and I shall take both parts myself as well as I can. As you, 

Agathon, suggested, I must speak first of the being and nature of Eros, 
and then of his works. First I said to her in nearlythe same words which 

[Agathon] used to me, that Eros was a mighty god, and likewise fair; 

and she proved to me as I proved to him that, by my own showing, Eros 
was neither fair norgood. 

‘What do you mean, Diotima,’ I said, ‘is love then evil and foul?’ 

‘Hush,’ she cried; ‘must that be foul which is not fair?’ ‘Certainly,’ I 

said. 
‘And is that which is not wise, ignorant? Do you not see that there is 

a mean between wisdom and ignorance?’ 

‘And what may that be?’ I said. 
‘You know, of course, that to have [a] correct opinion, if you can 

give no reason for it, is neither full knowledge (how can an unreasoned 

thing be knowledge?), nor yet ignorance (for what hits on the truth 
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cannot be ignorance). So [a] correct opinion, I take it, is just in that 

position, between understanding and ignorance.’ 

‘Quite true,’ I replied. 
‘Do not then insist,’ she said, ‘that what is not fair is of necessity 

foul, or [that] what is not good [is] evil; or infer that because love is not 

fair and good he is therefore foul and evil; for he is in a mean between 
them.’ 

‘Well,’ I said, ‘Eros is surely admitted by all to be a great god.’ ‘By 

those who know or by those who do not know?’ 

‘By all.’ 
‘And how, Socrates,’ she said with a smile, ‘can Eros be 

acknowledged to be a great god by those who say that he is not a god at 

all?’ 

‘And who are they?’ I said. 
‘You and I are two of them,’ she replied. ‘How can that be?’ I said. 

‘It is quite intelligible,’ she replied; ‘for you yourself would 
acknowledge that the gods are happy and fair (of course you would). 

Would you dare to say that any god was not?’ 

‘Certainly not,’ I replied. 
‘And you mean by the happy, those who are the possessors of things 

good or fair?’ ‘Yes.’ 

‘And you admitted that Eros, because he was in want, desires those 

good and fair things of which he is in want?’ 

‘Yes, I did.’ 
‘But how can he be a god who has no portion in what is either good 

or fair?’ ‘Impossible.’ 
‘Then you see that you also deny the divinity of Eros.’ ‘What then is 

Eros?’ I asked; ‘Is he mortal?’ 

‘No.’ 
‘What then?’ 
‘As in the former instance, he is neither mortal nor immortal, but in a 

mean between the two.’ 

‘What is he, Diotima?’ 
‘He is a great spirit, and like all spirits he is intermediate between the 

divine and the mortal.’ 

‘And what,’ I said, ‘is his power?’ 
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‘He interprets,’ she replied, ‘between gods and men, conveying and 

taking across to the gods the prayers and sacrifices of men, and to men 

the commands and replies of the gods; he is the mediator who spans the 
chasm which divides them, and therefore in him all is bound together, 

and through him the arts of the prophet and the priest, their sacrifices 

and mysteries and charms, and all prophecy and incantation, find their 

way. For God mingles not with man; but through Eros all the 
intercourse and converse of God with man, whether awake or asleep, is 

carried on. [Whosoever has skill in these affairs is a spiritual man to 

have it in other matters, as in common arts and crafts, is for the 
mechanical]. Now these spirits or intermediate powers are many and 

diverse, and one of them is Eros.’ 

‘And who,’ I said, ‘was his father, and who his mother?’ 
‘The tale,’ she said, ‘will take time; nevertheless I will tell you. On 

the birthday of Aphrodite there was a feast of the gods, at which the god 

[Resource], who is the son of [Cunning], was one of the guests. When 

the feast was over, Poverty, as [is] the [custom] is on such occasions, 
came about the doors to beg. Now Resource who was [drunk on] nectar 

(there was no wine in those days), went into the garden of Zeus and fell 

into a heavy sleep, and Poverty considering her own straitened 
circumstances, plotted to have a child by him, and accordingly she lay 

down at his side and conceived Eros, who partly because he is naturally 

a lover of the beautiful, and because Aphrodite is herself beautiful, and 

also because he was born on her birthday, is her follower and attendant. 
And as his parentage is, so also are his fortunes. In the first place he is 

always poor, and anything but tender and fair, as the many imagine him; 

and he is rough and squalid, and has no shoes, nor a house to dwell in; 
on the bare earth exposed he lies under the open heaven, in the streets, 

or at the doors of houses, taking his rest; and like his mother he is 

always in distress. Like his father too, whom he also partly resembles, 
he is always plotting against the fair and the good; he is bold, 

enterprising, strong, a mighty hunter, always weaving some intrigue or 

other, keen in the pursuit of wisdom, fertile in resources; a philosopher 

at all times, terrible as an enchanter, sorcerer, sophist. He is by nature 
neither mortal nor immortal, but alive and flourishing at one moment 

when he is in plenty, and dead at another moment, and again alive by 

reason of his father’s nature. But that which is always flowing in is 
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always flowing out, and so he is never in want and never in wealth; and, 

further, he is in a mean between ignorance and knowledge. The truth of 

the matter is this, no god is a philosopher or seeker after wisdom, for he 
is wise already; nor does any man who is wise seek after wisdom. 

Neither do the ignorant seek after wisdom. For herein is the evil of 

ignorance, that he who is neither good nor wise is nevertheless satisfied 

with himself; he has no desire for that of which he feels no want.’ 
‘But who then, Diotima,’ I said, ‘are the lovers of wisdom, if they 

are neither the wise nor the foolish?’ 

‘A child may answer that question,’ she replied; ‘they are those who 
are in a mean between the two; Eros is one of them. For wisdom is a 

most beautiful thing, and Eros is a love of the beautiful; and therefore 

Eros is also a philosopher or lover of wisdom, and being a lover of 
wisdom is in a mean between the wise and the ignorant. And of this too 

his birth is the cause; for his father is wealthy and wise, and his mother 

poor and foolish. Such, my dear Socrates, is the nature of the spirit  

Eros. The error in your conception of him was very natural, and as I 
imagine from what you say, has arisen out of a confusion of love and 

the beloved, which made you think that love was all beautiful. For the 

beloved is the truly beautiful, and delicate, and perfect, and blessed; but 
the principle of love is of another nature, and is such as I have 

described.’ 

I said, ‘O thou stranger woman, thou sayest well; but, assuming Eros 

to be such as you say, what is the use of him to men?’ 
‘That, Socrates,’ she replied, ‘I will attempt to unfold. Of his nature 

and birth I have already spoken; and you acknowledge that Eros  

[desires beautiful things]. But some one will say, “The beautiful in 

what, Socrates and Diotima?” Or rather let me put the question more 
clearly, and ask, when a man loves the beautiful, what does he desire?’ 

I answered her, ‘That the beautiful may be his.’ 

‘Still,’ she said, ‘the answer suggests a further question. What is 
given by the possession of beauty?’ 

‘To what you have asked,’ I replied, ‘I have no answer ready.’ 
‘Then,’ she said, ‘let me put the word "good" in the place of the 

beautiful, and repeat the question once more. If he who loves loves the 

Good, what is it then that he loves?’ 

‘The possession of the Good,’ I said. 
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‘And what does he gain who possesses the Good?’ 
‘Happiness,’ I replied; ‘there is less difficulty in answering that 

question.’ 
‘Yes,’ she said, ‘the happy are made happy by the acquisition of 

good things. Nor is there any need to ask why a man desires happiness; 

the answer is already final.’ 

‘You are right.’ I said. 
‘And is this wish and this desire common to all? And do all men 

always desire their own good, or only some men? What say you?’ 

‘All men,’ I replied; ‘the desire is common to all.’ 
‘Why, then,’ she rejoined, ‘are not all men, Socrates, said to love, 

but only some of them? 

Whereas you say that all men are always loving the same things.’ ‘I 
myself wonder,’ I said, ‘why this is.’ 

‘There is nothing to wonder at,’ she replied; ‘the reason is that one 

part of love is separated off and receives the name of the whole, but the 

other parts have other names.’ 

‘Give an illustration,’ I said. 
She answered me as follows. ‘There is poetry, which, as you know, 

is complex and manifold. All creation or passage of non-being into 
being is poetry or making, and the processes of all art are creative; and 

the masters of arts are all poets or makers.’ 

‘Very true.’ 
‘Still,’ she said, ‘you know that they are not called poets, but have 

other names; only that portion of the art which is separated off from the 

rest, and is concerned with music and metre, is termed poetry, and they 
who possess poetry in this [more narrow] sense of the word are called 

poets.’ 

‘Very true,’ I said. 
‘And the same holds of love. For you may say generally that all 

desire of good and happiness is only the great and subtle power of love; 

but they who are drawn towards him by any other path, whether the 
path of money-making or gymnastics or philosophy, are not called 

lovers—the name of the whole is appropriated to those whose affection 

takes one form only; they alone are said to love, or to be lovers.’ 

‘I dare say,’ I replied, ‘that you are right.’ 



61  

‘Yes,’ she added, ‘and you hear people say that lovers are seeking 

for their other half; but I say that they are seeking neither for the half of 

themselves, nor for the whole, unless the half or the whole be also a 
Good. And they will cut off their own hands and feet and cast them 

away, if they are evil; for they love not what is their own, unless 

perchance there be some one who calls what belongs to him the Good, 

and what belongs to another evil. For there is nothing which men love 
but the Good. Is there anything?’ 

‘Certainly, I should say, that there is nothing.’ 
‘Then,’ she said, ‘the simple truth is, that men love the Good.’ ‘Yes,’ 

I said. 

‘To which must be added that they love the possession of the Good?’ 

‘Yes, that must be added.’ 
‘And not only the possession [now], but the everlasting possession 

of the Good?’ ‘That must be added too.’ 

‘Then love,’ she said, ‘may be described generally as the love of the 

everlasting possession of the Good?’ 

‘That is most true.’ 
‘Then if this be the nature of love, can you tell me further,’ she said, 

‘what is the manner of the pursuit? What are they doing who show all 
this eagerness and heat which is called love? And what is the object 

which they have in view? Answer me.’ 

‘Nay, Diotima,’ I replied, ‘if I had known, I should not have 

wondered at your wisdom, neither should I have come to learn from you 
about this very matter.’ 

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I will teach you. The object which they have in 

view is birth in beauty, whether of body or soul.’ 
‘I do not understand you,’ I said; ‘It wants some divination to make 

out what you mean.’ 

‘I will make my meaning clearer,’ she replied. ‘I mean to say, that all 
men are bringing to the birth in their bodies and in their souls. There is a 

certain age at which human nature is desirous of procreation, 

procreation which must be in beauty and not in ugliness; and this 

procreation is the union of man and woman, and is a divine thing; for 
conception and generation are an immortal principle in the mortal 

creature, and in the inharmonious they can never be. But the ugly is 

always inharmonious with the divine, and the beautiful, harmonious. 
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Beauty, then, is the destiny or goddess of parturition who presides at 

birth, and therefore, when approaching beauty, the conceiving power is 

propitious, and diffusive, and benign, and begets and bears fruit: at the 
sight of ugliness she frowns and contracts and has a sense of pain, and 

turns away, and shrivels up, and not without a pang refrains from 

conception. And this is the reason why, when the hour of conception 

arrives, and the teeming nature is full, there is such a flutter and ecstasy 
about beauty whose approach is the alleviation of the pain of travail.  

For love, Socrates, is not, as you imagine, the love of the beautiful 

only.’ 

‘What then?’ 
‘The love of generation and of birth in beauty.’ ‘Yes,’ I said. 

‘Yes, indeed,’ she replied. ‘But why of generation?’ 
‘Because to the mortal creature, generation is a sort of eternity and 

immortality,’ she replied; ‘and if, as has been already admitted, love is 

of the everlasting possession of the Good, all men will necessarily 
desire immortality together with goodness: Wherefore [Eros is the love 

of] immortality.’ 

All this she taught me at various times when she spoke of love. And 
I remember her once saying to me, ‘What is the cause, Socrates, of love, 

and the attendant desire? See you not how all animals, birds, as well as 

beasts, in their desire of procreation, are in agony when they take the 

infection of love, which begins with the desire of union; whereto is 
added the care of offspring, on whose behalf the weakest are ready to 

battle against the strongest even to the uttermost, and to die for them, 

and will let themselves be tormented with hunger or suffer anything in 
order to maintain their young. Man may be supposed to act thus from 

reason; but why should animals have these passionate feelings? Can you 

tell me why?’ 

Again I replied that I did not know. 
She said to me, ‘And do you expect ever to become a master in the 

art of love, if you do not know this?’ 

‘But I have told you already, Diotima, that my ignorance is the 

reason why I come to you; for I am conscious that I want a teacher; tell 
me then the cause of this and of the other mysteries of love.’ 

‘Marvel not,’ she said, ‘if you believe [that love is desire for 

immortality], as we have several times acknowledged; for here again, 
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and on the same principle too, the mortal nature is seeking as far as is 

possible to be everlasting and immortal: and this is only to be attained 

by generation, because generation always leaves behind a new existence 
in the place of the old. 

Nay even in the life of the same individual there is succession and 

not absolute unity; a man is called the same, and yet in the short interval 

which elapses between youth and age, and in which every animal is said 
to have life and identity, he is undergoing a perpetual process of loss 

and reparation, hair, flesh, bones, blood, and the whole body are always 

changing. Which is true not only of the body, but also of the soul, 
whose habits, tempers, opinions, desires, pleasures, pains, fears, never 

remain the same in any one of us, but are always coming and going; and 

equally true of knowledge, and what is still more surprising to us 
mortals, not only do the sciences in general spring up and decay, so that 

in respect of them we are never the same; but each of them individually 

experiences a like change. For what is implied in the word 

"recollection," but the departure of knowledge, which is ever being 
forgotten, and is renewed and preserved by recollection, and appears to 

be the same although in reality new, according to that law of succession 

by which all mortal things are preserved, not absolutely the same, but 
by substitution, the old worn-out mortality leaving another new and 

similar existence behind, unlike the divine, which is always the same 

and not another? And in this way, Socrates, the mortal body, or mortal 

anything, partakes of immortality; but the immortal in another way. 
Marvel not then at the love which all men have of their offspring; for 

that universal love and interest is for the sake of immortality.’ 

I was astonished at her words, and said, ‘Is this really true, O thou 
wise Diotima?’ 

And she answered with all the authority of an accomplished sophist: 

‘Of that, Socrates, you may be assured; think only of the ambition of 
men, and you will wonder at the senselessness of their ways, unless you 

consider how they are stirred by the love of an immortality of fame. 

They are ready to run all risks greater far than they would have run for 

their children, and to spend money and undergo any sort of toil, and 
even to die, for the sake of leaving behind them a name which shall be 

eternal. Do you imagine that Alcestis would have died to save Admetus, 

or Achilles to avenge Patroclus, or your own Codrus in order to 
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preserve the kingdom for his sons, if they had not imagined that the 

memory of their virtues, which still survives among us, would be 

immortal? Nay,’ she said, ‘I am persuaded that all men do all things, 
and the better they are the more they do them, in hope of the glorious 

fame of immortal virtue; for they desire the immortal. 

‘Those who are pregnant in the body only, betake themselves to 

women and beget children; this is the character of their love; their 
offspring, as they hope, will preserve their memory and giving them the 

blessedness and immortality which they desire in the future. But souls 

which are pregnant (for there certainly are men who are more creative 
in their souls than in their bodies) conceive that which is proper for the 

soul to conceive or contain. And what are these conceptions? Wisdom 

and virtue, in general. And such creators are poets and all artists who 
are deserving of the name inventor. But the greatest and fairest sort of 

wisdom by far is that which is concerned with the ordering of states and 

families, and which is called temperance and justice. And he who in 

youth has the seed of these implanted in him and is himself inspired, 
when he comes to maturity desires to beget and generate. He wanders 

about seeking beauty that he may beget offspring (for in ugliness he will 

beget nothing) and naturally embraces the beautiful rather than the ugly 
body; above all when he finds a fair and noble and well-nurtured soul, 

he embraces the two in one person, and to such an one he is full of 

speech about virtue and the nature and pursuits of a good man; and he 

tries to educate him; and at the touch of the beautiful which is ever 
present to his memory, even when absent, he brings forth that which he 

had conceived long before, and in company with him tends that which 

he brings forth; and they are married by a far nearer tie and have a 
closer friendship than those who beget mortal children, for the children 

who are their common offspring are fairer and more immortal. Who, 

when he thinks of Homer and Hesiod and other great poets, would not 
rather have their children than ordinary human ones? Who would not 

emulate them in the creation of children such as theirs, which have 

preserved their memory and given them everlasting glory? Or who 

would not have such children as Lycurgus left behind him to be the 
saviours, not only of Lacedaemon, but of Greece, as one may say? 

There is Solon, too, who is the revered father of Athenian laws; and 

many others there are in many other places, both among Greeks and 
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barbarians, who have given to the world many noble works, and have 

been the parents of virtue of every kind; and many temples have been 

raised in their honour for the sake of children such as theirs; which were 
never raised in honour of any one, for the sake of his mortal children. 

‘These are the lesser mysteries of love, into which even you, 

Socrates, may enter; to the greater and more hidden ones which are the 

crown of these, and to which, if you pursue them in a right spirit, they 
will lead, I know not whether you will be able to attain. But I will do 

my utmost to inform you, and do you follow if you can. For he who 

would proceed aright in this matter should begin in youth to visit 
beautiful forms; and first, if he be guided by his instructor aright, to  

love one such form only; out of that he should create fair thoughts; and 

soon he will of himself perceive that the beauty of one form is akin to 
the beauty of another; and then if beauty of form in general is his 

pursuit, how foolish would he be not to recognize that the beauty in 

every form is one and the same! And when he perceives this he will 

abate his violent love of the one, which he will despise and deem a 
small thing, and will become a lover of all beautiful forms; in the next 

stage he will consider that the beauty of the mind is more honourable 

than the beauty of the outward form. So that if a virtuous soul have but 
a little comeliness, he will be content to love and tend him, and will 

search out and bring to the birth thoughts which may improve the 

young, until he is compelled to contemplate and see the beauty of 

institutions and laws, and to understand that the beauty of them all is of 
one family, and that [physical] beauty is a trifle; and after laws and 

institutions he will go on to the sciences, that he may see their beauty, 

being not like a servant in love with the beauty of one youth or man or 
institution, himself a slave mean and narrow-minded, but drawing 

towards and contemplating the vast sea of beauty, he will create many 

fair and noble thoughts and notions in boundless love of wisdom; until 
on that shore he grows and waxes strong, and at last the vision is 

revealed to him of a single science, which is the science of beauty 

everywhere. To this I will proceed; please to give me your very best 

attention. 

‘He who has been instructed thus far in the things of love, and who 
has learned to see the beautiful in due order and succession, when he 

comes toward the end will suddenly perceive a nature of wondrous 
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beauty (and this, Socrates, is the final cause of all our former toils), a 

nature which in the first place is everlasting, not growing and decaying, 

or waxing and waning; secondly, not fair in one point of view and foul 
in another, or at one time or in one [context] or at one place fair, at 

another time or in another [context] or at another place foul, as if fair to 

some and foul to others, or in the likeness of a face or hands or any 

other part of the bodily frame, or in any form of speech or knowledge, 
or existing in any other being, as for example, in an animal, or in 

heaven, or in earth, or in any other place; but beauty absolute, separate, 

simple, and everlasting, which without diminution and without increase, 
or any change, is imparted to the ever-growing and perishing beauties of 

all other things. He who from these ascending under the influence of 

true love, begins to perceive that beauty, is not far from the end. And 
the true order of going, or being led by another, to the things of love, is 

to begin from the beauties of earth and mount upwards for the sake of 

that other beauty, using these as steps only, and from one going on to 

two, and from two to all fair forms, and from fair forms to fair practices, 
and from fair practices to fair notions, until from fair notions he arrives 

at the notion of absolute beauty, and at last knows what the essence of 

beauty is. This, my dear Socrates,’ said the woman of Mantineia, ‘is that 
life above all others which man should live, in the contemplation of 

beauty absolute; a beauty which if you once beheld, you would see not 

to be after the measure of gold, and garments, and fair boys and youths, 

whose presence now entrances you; and you and many a one would be 
content to live seeing them only and conversing with them without meat 

or drink, if that were possible; you only want to look at them and to be 

with them. But what if man had eyes to see the true beauty, the divine 
beauty, I mean, pure and clear and unalloyed, not clogged with the 

pollutions of mortality and all the colours and vanities of human life, 

thither looking, and holding converse with the true beauty simple and 
divine? Remember how in that communion only, beholding beauty with 

the eye of the mind, he will be enabled to bring forth, not images of 

beauty, but realities (for he has hold not of an image but of a reality), 

and bringing forth and nourishing true virtue to become the friend of 
God and be immortal, if mortal man may. Would that be an ignoble 

life?’ 
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“Such, Phaedrus—and I speak not only to you, but to all of you— 

were the words of Diotima; and I am persuaded of their truth. And 

being persuaded of them, I try to persuade others, that in the attainment 
of this end human nature will not easily find a helper better than love. 

And therefore, also, I say that every man ought to honour him as I 

myself honour him, and walk in his ways, and exhort others to do the 

same, and praise the power and spirit of love according to the measure 
of my ability now and ever. 

“The words which I have spoken, you, Phaedrus, may call an 

encomium of love, or anything else which you please.” 
 

When Socrates had done speaking, the company applauded, and 

Aristophanes was beginning to say something in answer to the allusion 
which Socrates had made to his own speech, when suddenly there was a 

great knocking at the door of the house, as of revellers, and the sound of 

a flute-girl was heard. Agathon told the attendants to go and see who 
were the intruders. 

“If they are friends of ours,” he said, “invite them in, but if not, say 

that the drinking is over.” 

A little while afterwards they heard the voice of Alcibiades 

resounding in the court; he was in a great state of intoxication, and kept 
roaring and shouting, “Where is Agathon? Lead me to Agathon,” and at 

length, supported by the flute-girl and some of his attendants, he found 

his way to them. “Hail, friends,” he said, appearing at the door crowned 
with a massive garland of ivy and violets, his head flowing with 

ribbons. “Will you have a very drunken man as a companion of your 

revels? Or shall I crown Agathon, which was my intention in coming, 
and go away? For I was unable to come yesterday, and therefore I am 

here today, carrying on my head these ribbons, that taking them from 

my own head, I may crown the head of this fairest and wisest of men, as 

I may be allowed to call him. Will you laugh at me because I am drunk? 
Yet I know very well that I am speaking the truth, although you may 

laugh. But first tell me; if I come in shall we have the understanding of 

which I? Will you drink with me or not?” 

The company were vociferous in begging that he would take his 
place among them, and Agathon specially invited him. Thereupon he 

was led in by the people who were with him; and as he was being led, 
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intending to crown Agathon, he took the ribbons from his own head and 

held them in front of his eyes; he was thus prevented from seeing 

Socrates, who made way for him, and Alcibiades took the vacant place 
between Agathon and Socrates, and in taking the place he embraced 

Agathon and crowned him. 

“Take off his sandals,” said Agathon, “and let him make a third on 

the same couch.” 
“By all means; but who makes the third partner in our revels?” said 

Alcibiades, turning round and starting up as he caught sight of Socrates. 

“By Heracles,” he said, “what is this? Here is Socrates always lying in 
wait for me, and always, as his way is, coming out [of] all sorts of 

unsuspected places: and now, what have you to say for yourself, and 

why are you lying here, where I perceive that you have contrived to find 
a place, not by a joker or lover of jokes, like Aristophanes, but by the 

fairest of the company?” 

Socrates turned to Agathon and said, “I must ask you to protect me, 

Agathon; for the passion of this man has grown quite a serious matter to 
me. Since I became his admirer I have never been allowed to speak to 

any other fair one, or so much as to look at them. If I do, he goes wild 

with envy and jealousy, and not only abuses me but can hardly keep his 
hands off me, and at this moment he may do me some harm. Please to 

see to this, and either reconcile me to him, or, if he attempts violence, 

protect me, as I am in bodily fear of his mad and passionate attempts.” 

“There can never be reconciliation between you and me,” said 
Alcibiades; “but for the present I will defer your chastisement. And I 

must beg you, Agathon, to give me back some of the ribbons that I may 

crown the marvellous head of this universal despot; I would not have 
him complain [to] me for crowning you, and neglecting him, who in 

conversation is the conqueror of all mankind; and this not only once, as 

you were the day before yesterday, but always. 

Whereupon, taking some of the ribbons.” He crowned Socrates, and 
again reclined. Then he said, “You seem, my friends, to be sober, which 

is a thing not to be endured; you must drink (for that was the agreement 

under which I was admitted), and I elect myself master of the feast until 
you are well drunk. Let us have a large goblet, Agathon, or rather,” he 

said, addressing the attendant, “bring me that wine-cooler.” The wine- 

cooler which had caught his eye was a vessel holding more than two 
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quarts; this he filled and emptied, and bade the attendant fill it again for 

Socrates. “Observe, my friends,” said Alcibiades, “that this ingenious 

trick of mine will have no effect on Socrates, for he can drink any 
quantity of wine and not be at all nearer being drunk.” Socrates drank 

the cup which the attendant filled for him. 

Eryximachus said, “What is this, Alcibiades? Are we to have neither 

conversation nor singing over our cups; but simply to drink as if we 
were thirsty?” 

Alcibiades replied, “Hail, worthy son of a most wise and worthy 

sire!” “The same to you,” said Eryximachus “but what shall we do?” 
“That I leave to you,” said Alcibiades. “The wise physician, skilled 

our wounds to heal, shall prescribe, and we will obey. What do you 

want?” 
“Well,” said Eryximachus, “before you appeared we had passed a 

resolution that each one of us in turn should make a speech in praise of 

Eros, and as good a one as he could. The turn was passed round from 

left to right; and as all of us have spoken, and you have not spoken but 
have well drunken, you ought to speak, and then impose upon Socrates 

any task which you please, and he on his right hand neighbour, and so 

on.” 
“That is good, Eryximachus,” said Alcibiades, “and yet the 

comparison of a drunken man’s speech with those of sober men is 

hardly fair; and I should like to know, sweet friend, whether you really 

believe what Socrates was just now saying; for I can assure you that the 
very reverse is the fact, and that if I praise any one but himself in his 

presence, whether God or man, he will hardly keep his hands off me.” 

“For shame,” said Socrates. 
“Hold your tongue,” said Alcibiades, “for by Poseidon, there is no 

one else whom I will praise when you are of the company.” 

“Well then,” said Eryximachus, “if you like praise Socrates.” 

“What do you think, Eryximachus?” said Alcibiades. “Shall I attack 
him and inflict the punishment before you all?” 

“What are you about?” said Socrates. “Are you going to raise a 

laugh at my expense? Is that the meaning of your praise?” 

“I am going to speak the truth, if you will permit me.” “I not only 
permit, but exhort you to speak the truth.” 
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“Then I will begin at once,” said Alcibiades, “and if I say anything 

which is not true, you may interrupt me if you will, and say ‘that is a 

lie,’ though my intention is to speak the truth. [Still, you are not to be 
surprised if I tell my reminiscences at haphazard; it is anything but easy 

for a man in my condition to give a fluent and regular enumeration of 

your oddities]. 

 

[ALCIBIADES SPEAKS] 
And now, my boys, I shall praise Socrates in a figure which will 

appear to him to be a caricature, and yet I speak, not to make fun of 
him, but only for the truth’s sake. I say, that he is exactly like the busts 

of Silenus, which are set up in the statuaries’ shops, holding pipes and 

flutes in their mouths; and they are made to open in the middle, and 
have images of gods inside them. I say also that he is like Marsyas the 

satyr. You yourself will not deny, Socrates, that your face is like that of 

a satyr. Aye, and there is a resemblance in other points too. For 

example, you are a bully, as I can prove by witnesses, if you will not 
confess. And are you not a flute-player? That you are, and a performer 

far more wonderful than Marsyas. He indeed with instruments used to 

charm the souls of men by the power of his breath, and the players of 
his music do so still, for the melodies of Olympus are derived from 

Marsyas who taught them, and these, whether they are played by a great 

master or by a miserable flute-girl, have a power which no others have; 

they alone possess the soul and reveal the wants of those who have need 
of gods and mysteries, because they are divine. But you produce the 

same effect with your words only, and do not require the flute; that is 

the difference between you and him. When we hear any other speaker, 
even a very good one, he produces absolutely no effect upon us, or not 

much, whereas the mere fragments of you and your words, even at 

second-hand, and however imperfectly repeated, amaze and possess the 
souls of every man, woman, and child who comes within hearing of 

them. And if I were not afraid that you would think me hopelessly 

drunk, I would have sworn as well as spoken to the influence which 

they have always had and still have over me. For my heart leaps within 
me more than that of any Corybantian reveller, and my eyes rain tears 

when I hear them. And I observe that many others are affected in the 

same manner. I have heard Pericles and other great orators, and I 
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thought that they spoke well, but I never had any similar feeling; my 

soul was not stirred by them, nor was I angry at the thought of my own 

slavish state. But this Marsyas has often brought me to such a pass, that 
I have felt as if I could hardly endure the life which I am leading (this, 

Socrates, you will admit); and I am conscious that if I did not shut my 

ears against him, and fly as from the voice of the siren [as possible], my 

fate would be like that of others; he would transfix me, and I should 
grow old sitting at his feet. For he makes me confess that I ought not to 

live as I do, neglecting the wants of my own soul, and busying myself 

with the concerns of the Athenians; therefore I hold my ears and tear 
myself away from him. And he is the only person who ever made me 

ashamed, which you might think not to be in my nature, and there is no 

one else who does the same. For I know that I cannot answer him or say 
that I ought not to do as he bids, but when I leave his presence the love 

of popularity gets the better of me. And therefore I run away and fly 

from him, and when I see him I am ashamed of what I have confessed 

to him. Many a time have I wished that he were dead, and yet I know 
that I should be much more sorry than glad, if he were to die, so that I 

am at my wit’s end. 

 
And this is what I and many others have suffered from the flute- 

playing of this satyr. Yet hear me once more while I show you how 

exact the image is, and how marvellous his power. For let me tell you; 

none of you know him; but I will reveal him to you; having begun, I 
must go on. See you how fond he is of the fair? He is always with them 

and is always being smitten by them, and then again he knows nothing 

and is ignorant of all things; such is the appearance which he puts on. Is 
he not like a Silenus in this? To be sure he is; his outer mask is the 

carved head of the Silenus; but, O my companions in drink, when he is 

opened, what temperance there is residing within! Know you that 
beauty and wealth and honour, at which the many wonder, are of no 

account with him, and are utterly despised by him; he regards not at all 

the persons who are gifted with them; mankind are nothing to him; all 

his life is spent in mocking and flouting at them. But when I opened 
him, and looked within at his serious purpose, I saw in him divine and 

golden images of such fascinating beauty that I was ready to do in a 

moment whatever Socrates commanded; they may have escaped the 
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observation of others, but I saw them. Now I fancied that he was 

seriously enamoured of my beauty, and I thought that I should therefore 

have a grand opportunity of hearing him tell what he knew, for I had a 
wonderful opinion of the attractions of my youth. In the prosecution of 

this design, when I next went to him, I sent away the attendant who 

usually accompanied me (I will confess the whole truth, and beg you to 

listen; and if I speak falsely, do you, Socrates, expose the falsehood). 
Well, he and I were alone together, and I thought that when there was 

nobody with us, I should hear him speak the language which lovers use 

to their beloveds when they are by themselves, and I was delighted. 
Nothing of the sort; he conversed as usual, and spent the day with me 

and then wentaway. 

Afterwards I challenged him to the palaestra; and he wrestled and 

closed with me several times when there was no one present; I fancied 
that I might succeed in this manner. Not a bit; I made no way with him. 

Lastly, as I had failed hitherto, I thought that I must take stronger 

measures and attack him boldly, and, as I had begun, not give him up, 

but see how matters stood between him and me. So I invited him to sup 
with me, just as if he were a fair youth, and I a designing lover. He was 

not easily persuaded to come; he did, however, after a while accept the 

invitation, and when he came the first time, he wanted to go away at 
once as soon as supper was over, and I had not the face to detain him. 

The second time, still in pursuance of my design, after we had supped, I 

went on conversing far into the night, and when he wanted to go away, I 
pretended that the hour was late and that he had much better remain. So 

he lay down on the couch next to me, the same on which he had supped, 

and there was no one but ourselves sleeping in the apartment. All this 

may be told without shame to any one. But what follows I could hardly 
tell you if I were sober. Yet as the proverb says, ‘In vino veritas,’ 

whether with boys, or without them; and therefore I must speak. Nor, 

again, should I be justified in concealing the lofty actions of Socrates 
when I come to praise him. Moreover I have felt the serpent’s sting; and 

he who has suffered, as they say, is willing to tell his fellow-sufferers 

only, as they alone will be likely to understand him, and will not be 
extreme in judging the sayings or doings which have been wrung from 

his agony. For I have been bitten by more than a viper’s tooth; I have 

known in my soul, or in my heart, or in some other part, that worst of 
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pangs, more violent in ingenuous youth than any serpent’s tooth, the 

pang of philosophy, which will make a man say or do anything. And 

you whom I see around me, Phaedrus and Agathon and Eryximachus 
and Pausanias and Aristodemus and Aristophanes, all of you, and I need 

not say Socrates himself, have had experience of the same madness and 

passion in your longing after wisdom. Therefore listen and excuse my 

doings then and my sayings now. But let the attendants and other 
profane and unmannered persons close up the doors of their ears. 

When the lamp was put out and the servants had gone away, I 

thought that I must be plain with him and have no more ambiguity. So I 
gave him a shake, and I said: ‘Socrates, are you asleep?’ 

‘No,’ he said. 
‘Do you know what I am meditating?’ ‘What are you meditating?’ 

he said. 

‘I think,’ I replied, ‘that of all the lovers whom I have ever had you 

are the only one who is worthy of me, and you appear to be too modest 

to speak. Now I feel that I should be a fool to refuse you this or any 
other favour, and therefore I come to lay at your feet all that I have and 

all that my friends have, in the hope that you will assist me in the way 

of virtue, which I desire above all things, and in which I believe that 
you can help me better than any one else. And I should certainly have 

more reason to be ashamed of what wise men would say if I were to 

refuse a favour to such as you, than of what the world, who are mostly 

fools, would say of me if I granted it.’ 
To these words he replied in the ironical manner which is so 

characteristic of him, ‘Alcibiades, my friend, you have indeed an 

elevated aim if what you say is true, and if there really is in me any 
power by which you may become better; truly you must see in me some 

rare beauty of a kind infinitely higher than any which I see in you. And 

therefore, if you mean to share with me and to exchange beauty for 
beauty, you will have greatly the advantage of me; you will gain true 

beauty in return for appearance, like Diomede, gold in exchange for 

brass. But look again, sweet friend, and see whether you are not 

deceived in me. The mind begins to grow critical when the bodily eye 
fails, and it will be a long time before you get old.’ 

Hearing this, I said, ‘I have told you my purpose, which is quite 

serious, and do you consider what you think best for you and me.’ 
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‘That is good,’ he said; ‘at some other time then we will consider 

and act as seems best about this and about other matters.’ 

Whereupon, I fancied that he was smitten, and that the words which 
I had uttered like arrows had wounded him, and so without waiting to 

hear more I got up, and throwing my coat about him crept under his 

threadbare cloak, as the time of year was winter, and there I lay during 

the whole night having [this truly spiritual and miraculous creature] in 
my arms. This again, Socrates, will not be denied by you. And yet, 

notwithstanding all, he was so superior to my solicitations, so 

contemptuous and derisive and disdainful of my beauty (which really, 
as I fancied, had some attractions) hear, O judges; for judges you shall 

be of the haughty virtue of Socrates; nothing more happened, but in the 

morning when I awoke (let all the gods and goddesses be my witnesses) 
I arose as from the couch of a father or an elder brother. 

What do you suppose must have been my feelings, after this 

rejection, at the thought of my own dishonour? And yet I could not help 

wondering at his natural temperance and self-restraint and manliness. I 
never imagined that I could have met with a man such as he is in 

wisdom and endurance. And therefore I could not be angry with him or 

renounce his company, any more than I could hope to win him. For I 
well knew that Ajax could not be wounded by steel, much less [could 

Socrates be weakened] by money; and my only chance of captivating 

him by my personal attractions had failed. So I was at my wit’s end; no 

one was ever more hopelessly enslaved by another. 
All this happened before he and I went on the expedition to  

Potidaea; there we messed together, and I had the opportunity of 

observing his extraordinary power of sustaining fatigue. His endurance 
was simply marvellous when, being cut off from our supplies, we were 

compelled to go without food; on such occasions, which often happen in 

time of war, he was superior not only to me but to everybody; there was 
no one to be compared to him. Yet at a festival he was the only person 

who had any real powers of enjoyment; though not willing to drink, he 

could if compelled beat us all at that, wonderful to relate! No human 

being had ever seen Socrates drunk; and his powers, if I am not 
mistaken, will be tested before long. His fortitude in enduring cold was 

also surprising. There was a severe frost, for the winter in that region is 

really tremendous, and everybody else either remained indoors, or if 
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they went out had on an amazing quantity of clothes, and were well 

shod, and had their feet swathed in felt and fleeces: in the midst of this, 

Socrates with his bare feet on the ice and in his ordinary dress marched 
better than the other soldiers who had shoes, and they looked daggers at 

him because he seemed to despise them. 

I have told you one tale, and now I must tell you another, which is 

worth hearing, ‘Of the doings and sufferings of the enduring man’ while 
he was on the expedition. One morning he was thinking about 

something which he could not resolve; he would not give it up, but 

continued thinking from early dawn until noon; there he stood fixed in 
thought; and at noon attention was drawn to him, and the rumour ran 

through the wondering crowd that Socrates had been standing and 

thinking about something ever since the break of day. At last, in the 
evening after supper, some Ionians out of curiosity (I should explain 

that this was not in winter but in summer), brought out their mats and 

slept in the open air that they might watch him and see whether he 

would stand all night. There he stood until the following morning; and 
with the return of light he offered up a prayer to the sun, and went his 

way. I will also tell, if you please, and indeed I am bound to tell, of his 

courage in battle; for who but he saved my life? Now this was the 
engagement in which I received the prize of valour, for I was wounded 

and he would not leave me, but he rescued me and my arms; and he 

ought to have received the prize of valour which the generals wanted to 

confer on me partly on account of my rank, and I told them so, (this, 
again, Socrates will not impeach or deny), but he was more eager than 

the generals that I and not he should have the prize. 

There was another occasion on which his behaviour was very 
remarkable, in the flight of the army after the battle of Delium, where  

he served among the heavy-armed, I had a better opportunity of seeing 

him than at Potidaea, for I was myself on horseback, and therefore 
comparatively out of danger. He and Laches were retreating, for the 

troops were in flight, and I met them and told them not to be 

discouraged, and promised to remain with them; and there you might 

see him, Aristophanes, as you describe, just as he is in the streets of 
Athens, stalking like a pelican, and rolling his eyes, calmly 

contemplating enemies as well as friends, and making very intelligible 

to anybody, even from a distance, that whoever attacked him would be 
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likely to meet with a stout resistance; and in this way he and his 

companion escaped; for this is the sort of man who is never touched in 

war; those only are pursued who are running away headlong. I 
particularly observed how superior he was to Laches in presence of 

mind. Many are the marvels which I might narrate in praise of Socrates; 

most of his ways might perhaps be paralleled in another man, but his 

absolute unlikeness to any human being that is or ever has been is 
perfectly astonishing. You may imagine Brasidas and others to have 

been like Achilles; or you may imagine Nestor and Antenor to have 

been like Pericles; and the same may be said of other famous men, but 
of this strange being you will never be able to find any likeness, 

however remote, either among men who now are or who ever have 

been, other than that which I have already suggested of Silenus and the 
satyrs; and they represent in a figure not only himself, but his words. 

For, although I forgot to mention this to you before, his words are like 

the images of Silenus which open; they are ridiculous when you first 

hear them; he clothes himself in language that is like the skin of the 
wanton satyr, for his talk is of pack-asses and smiths and cobblers and 

curriers, and he is always repeating the same things in the same words, 

so that any ignorant or inexperienced person might feel disposed to 
laugh at him; but he who opens the bust and sees what is within will 

find that they are the only words which have a meaning in them, and 

also the most divine, abounding in fair images of virtue, and of the 

widest comprehension, or rather extending to the whole duty of a good 
and honourable man. 

This, friends, is my praise of Socrates. I have added my blame of 

him for his ill-treatment of me; and he has ill-treated not only me, but 
Charmides the son of Glaucon, and Euthydemus the son of Diocles, and 

many others in the same way, beginning as their lover he has ended by 

making them pay their addresses to him. Wherefore I say to you, 
Agathon, ‘Be not deceived by him; learn from me and take warning, 

and do not be a fool and learn by experience, as the proverb says.’ 

When Alcibiades had finished, there was a laugh at his 

outspokenness; for he seemed to be still in love with Socrates. 

“You are sober, Alcibiades,” said Socrates, “or you would never 
have gone so far about to hide the purpose of your satyr’s praises, for all 

this long story is only an ingenious circumlocution, of which the point 
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comes in by the way at the end; you want to get up a quarrel between 

me and Agathon, and your notion is that I ought to love you and nobody 

else, and that you and you only ought to love Agathon. But the plot of 
this Satyric or Silenic drama has been detected, and you must not allow 

him, Agathon, to set us at variance.” 

“I believe you are right,” said Agathon, “and I am disposed to think 

that his intention in placing himself between you and me was only to 
divide us; but he shall gain nothing by that move; for I will go and lie 

on the couch next to you.” 

‘Yes, yes,” replied Socrates, “by all means come here and lie on the 
couch below me.” “Alas,” said Alcibiades, “how I am fooled by this 

man; he is determined to get the better of 

me at every turn. I do beseech you, allow Agathon to lie between 

us.” 
“Certainly not,” said Socrates, “as you praised me, and I in turn 

ought to praise my neighbour on the right, he will be out of order in 

praising me again when he ought rather to be praised by me, and I must 

entreat you to consent to this, and not be jealous, for I have a great 
desire to praise the youth.” 

“Hurrah!” cried Agathon, “I will rise instantly, that I may be praised 

by Socrates.” 
“The usual way,” said Alcibiades, “where Socrates is, no one else 

has any chance with the [beautiful men]; and now how readily has he 

invented a specious reason for attracting Agathon to himself.” 
Agathon arose in order that he might take his place on the couch by 

Socrates, when suddenly a band of revellers entered, and spoiled the 

order of the banquet. Some one who was going out having left the door 

open, they had found their way in, and made themselves at home; great 
confusion ensued, and every one was compelled to drink large 

quantities of wine. Aristodemus said that Eryximachus, Phaedrus, and 

others went away; he himself fell asleep, and as the nights were long 
took a good rest; he was awakened towards daybreak by a crowing of 

cocks, and when he awoke, the others were either asleep, or had gone 

away; there remained only Socrates, Aristophanes, and Agathon, who 
were drinking out of a large goblet which they passed round, and 

Socrates was discoursing to them. Aristodemus was only half awake, 

and he did not hear the beginning of the discourse; the chief thing which 
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he remembered was Socrates compelling the other two to acknowledge 

that the genius of comedy was the same with that of tragedy, and that 

the true artist in tragedy was an artist in comedy also. To this they were 
constrained to assent, being drowsy, and not quite following the 

argument. And first of all Aristophanes dropped off, then, when the day 

was already dawning, Agathon. Socrates, having laid them to sleep, rose 

to depart; Aristodemus, as his manner was, following him. At the 
Lyceum he took a bath, and passed the day as usual. In the evening he 

retired to rest at hisown home. 
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PLATO. 

 
«Phaedo» 

 

ECHECRATES: Were you there with Socrates yourself, Phaedo, 
when he was executed, or did you hear about it from somebody else? 

PHAEDO: No, I was there myself, Echecrates. 

ECHECRATES: Then what did the master say before he died, and 

how did he meet his end? I should very much like to know. None of the 

people in Phlius go to Athens much in these days, and it is a long time 

since we had any visitor from there who could give us any definite 
information, except that he was executed by drinking hemlock. Nobody 

could tell us anything more than that. 

PHAEDO: Then haven't you even heard how his trial went? 
ECHECRATES: Yes, someone told us about that, and we were 

surprised because there was obviously a long interval between it and the 
execution. How was that, Phaedo? 

PHAEDO: A fortunate coincidence, Echecrates. It so happened that 

on the day before the trial they had just finished garlanding the stern of 

the ship which Athens sends to Delos. 

ECHECRATES : What ship is that? 
PHAEDO: The Athenians say that it is the one in which Theseus 

sailed away to Crete with the seven youths and seven maidens, and 
saved their lives and his own as well. The story says that the Athenians 

made a vow to Apollo that if these young people's lives were saved they 

would send a solemn mission to Delos every year, and ever since then 

they have kept their vow to the god, right down to the present day. They 
have a law that as soon as this mission begins the city 

must be kept pure, and no public executions may take place until the 

ship has reached Delos and returned again, which sometimes takes a 
long time, if the winds happen to hold it back. The mission is 

considered to begin as soon as the priest of Apollo has garlanded the 

stern of the ship, and this happened, as I say, on the day before the trial. 

That is why Socrates spent such a long time in prison between his trial 
and execution. 
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ECHECRATES: But what about the actual circumstances of his 

death, Phaedo? What was said and done, and which of the master's 

companions were with him? Or did the authorities refuse them 
admission, so that he passed away without a friend at his side? 

PHAEDO: Oh no, some of them were there—quite a number, in  

fact. 

ECHECRATES: I wish you would be kind enough to give us, a 
really detailed account—unless you are pressed for time. 

PHAEDO: No, not at all. I will try to describe it for you. Nothing 

gives me more pleasure than recalling the memory of Socrates, either by 
talking myself or by listening to someone else. 

ECHECRATES: Well, Phaedo, you will find that your audience 

feels just the same about it. Now try to describe every detail as carefully 
as you can. 

PHAEDO: In the first place, my own feelings at the time were quite 

extraordinary. It never occurred to me to feel sorry for him, as you 

might have expected me to feel at the deathbed of a very dear friend. 
The master seemed quite happy, Echecrates, both in his manner and in 

what he said; he met his death so fearlessly and nobly. I could not help 

feeling that even on his way to the other world he would be under the 
providence of God, and that when he arrived there all would be well 

with him, if it ever has been so with anybody. So I felt no sorrow at all, 

as you might have expected on such a solemn occasion, and at the same 

time I felt no pleasure at being occupied in our usual philosophical 
discussions—that was the form that our conversation took. I felt an 

absolutely incomprehensible emotion, a sort of curious blend of 

pleasure and pain combined, as my mind took it in that in a little while 
my friend was going to die. All of us who were there were affected in 

much the same way, between laughing and crying; one of us in 

particular, Apollodorus—you know what he is like, don't you? 

ECHECRATES: Of course I do. 
PHAEDO: Well, he quite lost control of himself, and I and the 

others were very much. 

ECHECRATES: Who were actually there, Phaedo? 

PHAEDO: Why, of the local people there were this man 
Apollodorus, and Critobulus and his father, and then there were 

Hermogenes and Epigenes and Aeschines and Antisthenes. Oh yes, and 
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Ctesippus of Paeania, and Menexenus, and some other local people. I 

believe that Plato was ill. 

ECHECRATES: Were there any visitors from outside? 
PHAEDO: Yes, Simmias of Thebes, with Cebes and Phaedondas, 

and Euclides and Terpsion from Megara. 

ECHECRATES: Why, weren't Aristippusand Cleombrotus there? 

PHAEDO: No, they were in Aegina, apparently. 
ECHECRATES: Was there anybody else? 

PHAEDO: I think that's about all. 

ECHECRATES: Well, what form did the discussion take? 
PHAEDO: I will try to tell you all about it from the very beginning; 

We had all made it our regular practice, even in the period before, to 

visit Socrates every day. We used to meet at daybreak by the courthouse 
where the trial was held, because it was close to the prison. We always 

spent some time in conversation while we waited for the door to open, 

which was never very early; and when it did open, we used to go in to 

see Socrates, and generally spent the day with him. On this particular 
day we met earlier than usual, because when we left the prison on the 

evening before, we heard that the boat had just arrived back from Delos; 

so we urged one another to meet at the same place as early as possible. 
When we arrived, the porter, instead of letting us in as usual, told us to 

wait and not to come in until he gave us the word. The commissioners 

are taking off Socrates' chains, he said, and warning him that he is to die 

today. 
After a short interval he came back and told us to go in. When we 

went inside we found Socrates just released from his chains, and 

Xanthippe—you knowher!— sitting by him with the little boy on her 
knee. As soon as Xanthippe saw us she broke out into the sort of remark 

you would expect from a woman, Oh, Socrates, this is the last time that 

you and your friends will be able to talk together! 

Socrates looked at Crito. Crito, he said, someone had better take her 
home. 

Some of Crito's servants led her away crying hysterically. Socrates 

sat up on the bed and drew up his leg and massaged it, saying as he did 
so, What a queer thing it is, my friends, this sensation which is 

popularly called pleasure! It is remarkable how closely it is connected 

with its conventional opposite, pain. They will never come to a man 
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both at once, but if you pursue one of them and catch it, you are nearly 

always compelled to have the other as well; they are like two bodies 

attached to the same head. I am sure that if Aesop had thought of it he 
would have made up a fable about them, something like this— God 

wanted to stop their continual quarreling; and when he found that it was 

impossible, he fastened their heads together; so wherever one of them 

appears, the other is sure to follow after. That is exactly what seems to 
be happening to me. I had a pain in my leg from the fetter, and now I 

feel the pleasure coming that follows it. 

Here Cebes broke in and said, Oh yes, Socrates, I am glad you 
reminded me. Evenus asked me a day or two ago, as others have done 

before, about the lyrics which you have been composing lately by 

adapting Aesop’s fables and ‘The Prelude’ to Apollo. He wanted to 
know what induced you to write them now after you had gone to prison, 

when you had never done anything of the kind before. If you would like 

me to be able to answer Evenus when he asks me again— as I am sure 

he will— tell me what I am to say. 

Tell him the truth, said Socrates, that I did not compose them to rival 
either him or his poetry—which I knew would not be easy. I did it in the 

attempt to discover the meaning of certain dreams, and to clear my 

conscience, in case this was the art which I had been told to practice. It 
is like this, you see. In the course of my life I have often had the same 

dream, appearing in different forms at different times, but always saying 

the same thing, ‘Socrates, practice and cultivate the arts.’ In the past I 
used to think that it was impelling and exhorting me to do what I was 

actually doing; I mean that the dream, like a spectator encouraging a 

runner in a race, was, urging me on to do what I was doing already, that 

is, practicing the arts, because philosophy is the greatest of the arts, and 
I was practicing it. But ever since my trial, while the festival of the god 

has been delaying my execution, I have felt that perhaps it might be this 

popular form of art that the dream intended me to practice, in which 
case I ought to practice it and not disobey. 1 thought it would be safer 

not to take my departure before I had cleared my conscience by writing 

poetry and so obeying the dream. I began with some verses in honor of 
the god whose festival it was. When I had finished my hymn, I reflected 

that a poet, if he is to be worthy of the name, ought to work on 

imaginative themes, not descriptive ones, and I was not good at 
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inventing stories. So I availed myself of some of Aesop’s fables which 

were ready to hand and familiar to me, and I versified the first of them 

that suggested themselves. You can tell Evenus this, Cebes, and bid him 
farewell from me, and tell him, if he is wise, to follow me as quickly as 

he can. I shall be going today, it eems; those are my country’s orders. 

What a piece of advice for Evenus, Socrates! said Simmias. I have 

had a good deal to do with him before now, and from what I know of 
him he will not be at all ready to obey you. 

Why? he asked. Isn't Evenus a philosopher? 

So I believe, said Simmias. 
Well then, he will be quite willing, just like anyone else who is 

properly grounded in philosophy. However, he will hardly do himself 

violence, because they say that it is not legitimate. 
As he spoke he lowered his feet to the ground, and sat like this for 

the rest of the discussion. 

Cebes now asked him, Socrates, what do you mean by saying that it 

is not legitimate to do oneself violence, although a philosopher will be 
willing to follow a friend who dies? 

Why, Cebes, have you and Simmias never heard about these things 

while you have been with Philolaus? 

Nothing definite, Socrates. 
Well, even my information is only based on hearsay, but  I don't 

mind at all telling you what I have heard. I suppose that for one who is 
soon to leave this world there is no more suitable occupation than 

inquiring into our views about the future life, and trying to imagine 

what it is like. What else can one do in the time before sunset? 
Tell me then, Socrates, what are the grounds for saying that suicide 

is not legitimate? I have heard it described as wrong before now, as you 

suggested, both byPhilolaus, when he was staying with us, and  by 

others as well, but I have never yet heard any definite explanation for it. 
Well, you must not lose heart, he said. Perhaps you will hear one 

someday. However, no doubt you will feel it strange that this should be 

the one question that has an unqualified answer—I mean, if it never 
happens in the case of life and death, as it does in all other connections, 

that sometimes and for some people death is better than life. And it 

probably seems strange to you that it should not be right for those to 
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whom death would be an advantage have to await the services of 

someone else. 

Cebes laughed gently and, dropping into his own dialect, said, Aye, 
that it does. 

Yes, went on Socrates, put in that way it certainly might seem 

unreasonable, though perhaps it has some justification. The allegory 

which the mystics tell us—that we men are put in a sort of guard post, 
from which one must not release oneself or run away—seems to me to 

be a high doctrine with difficult implications. All the same, Cebes, I 

believe that this much is true; that the gods are our keepers, and we men 
are one of their possessions. Don't you think so? 

Yes, I do, said Cebes. 

Then take your own case. If one of your possessions were to destroy 

itself without intimation from you that you wanted it to die, wouldn't 
you be angry with it and punish it, if you had any means of doing so? 

Certainly. 
So if you look at it in this way I suppose it is not unreasonable to say 

that we must not put an end to ourselves until God sends some 

compulsion like the one which we are facing now. 

That seems likely, I admit, said Cebes. But what you were saying 
just now, that philosophers would be readily willing to die—that seems 

illogical, Socrates, assuming that we were right in saying a moment ago 

that God is our keeper and we are his possessions. If this service is 

directed by the gods, who are the very best of masters, it is inexplicable 
that the very wisest of men should not be grieved at quitting it, because 

he surely cannot expect to provide for himself any better when he is 

free. On the other hand a stupid person might get the idea that it would 
be to his advantage to escape from his master. He might not reason it 

out that one should not escape from a good master, but remain with him 

as long as possible, and so he might run away unreflectingly. A sensible 
man would wish to remain always with his superior. If you look at it in 

this way, Socrates, the probable thing is just the opposite of what we 

said just now. It is natural for the wise to be grieved when they die, and 

for fools to be happy. 

When Socrates had listened to this he seemed to me to be amused at 
Cebes’ persistence, and looking round at us he said, You know, Cebes 
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is always investigating arguments, and he is not at all willing to accept 

every statement at its face value. 

Simmias said, Well, but, Socrates, I think that this time there is 
something in what he says. Why should a really wise man want to 

desert masters who are better than himself, and to get rid of them so 

lightly? I think Cebes is aiming his criticism at you, because you are 

making so light of leaving us, and the gods too, who as you admit are 
good masters. 

What you and Cebes say is perfectly fair, said Socrates. You mean, I 

suppose, that I must make a formal defense against this charge. 

Exactly, said Simmias. 
Very well then, let me try to make a more convincing defense to you 

than I made at my trial. If I did not expect to enter the company, first, of 
other wise and good gods, and secondly of men now dead who are 

better than those who are in this world now, it is true that I should be 

wrong in not grieving at death. As it is, you can be assured that I expect 
to find myself among good men. I would not insist particularly on this 

point, but on the other I assure you that I shall insist most strongly—that 

I shall find there divine masters who are supremely good. That is why I 
am not so much distressed as I might be, and why I have a firm hope 

that there is something in store for those who have died, and, as we have 

been told for many years, something much better for the good than for 

the wicked. 
Well, what is your idea, Socrates? asked Simmias. Do you mean to 

keep this knowledge to yourself now that you are leaving us, or will you 

communicate it to us too? I think that we ought to have a share in this 
comfort; besides, it will serve as your defense, if we are satisfied with 

what you say. 

Very well, I will try, he replied. But before I begin, Crito here seems 

to have been wanting to say something for some time. Let us find out 
what it is. 

Only this, Socrates, said Crito, that the man who is to give you the 

poison has been asking me for a long time to tell you to talk as little as 

possible. He says that talking makes you heated, and that you ought not 
to do anything to affect the action of the poison. Otherwise it is 

sometimes necessary to take a second dose, or even a third. 
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That is his affair, said Socrates. Let him make his own preparations 

for administering it twice or three times if necessary. 

I was pretty sure you would say that, said Crito, but he's been 
bothering me for a long time. 

Never mind him, said Socrates. Now for you, my jury. I want to 

explain to you how it seems to me natural that a man who has really 

devoted his life to philosophy should be cheerful in the face of death, 
and confident of finding the greatest blessing in the next world when his 

life is finished. I will try to make clear to you, Simmias and Cebes, how 

this can be so. 
Ordinary people seem not to realize that those who really apply 

themselves in the right way to philosophy are directly and of their own 

accord preparing themselves for dying and death. If this is true, and they 
have actually been looking forward to death all their lives, it would of 

course be absurd to be troubled when the thing comes for which they 

have so long been preparing and looking forward. 

Simmias laughed and said, Upon my word, Socrates, you have made 
me laugh, though I was not at all in the mood for it. I am sure that if 

they heard what you said, most people would think—and our fellow 

countrymen would heartily agree—that it was a very good hit at the 
philosophers to say that they are half dead already, and that they, the 

normal people, are quite aware that death would serve the philosophers 

right. 

And they would be quite correct, Simmias—except in thinking that 
they are ‘quite aware. They are not at all aware in what sense true 

philosophers are half dead, or in what sense they deserve death, or what 

sort of death they deserve. But let us dismiss them and talk among 
ourselves. Do we believe that there is such a thing as death? 

Most certainly, said Simmias, taking up the role of answering. 
Is it simply the release of the soul from the body? Is death nothing 

more or less than this, the separate condition of the body by itself when 

it is released from the soul, and the separate condition by itself of the 

soul when released from the body? Is death anything else than this? 

No, just that. 

Well then, my boy, see whether you agree with me. I fancy that this 
will help us to find out the answer to our problem. Do you think that it 
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is right for a philosopher to concern himself with the so-called pleasures 

connected with food and drink? 

Certainly not, Socrates, said Simmias. 
What about sexual pleasures? 

No, not at all. 

And what about the other attentions that we pay to our bodies? Do 

you think that a philosopher attaches any importance to them? I mean 
things like providing himself with smart clothes and shoes and other 

bodily ornaments; do you think that he values them or despises them— 

in so far as there is no real necessity for him to go in for that sort of 
thing? 

I think the true philosopher despises them, he said. 
Then it is your opinion in general that a man of this kind is not 

concerned with the body, but keeps his attention directed as much as he 
can away from it and toward the soul? 

Yes, it is. 
So it is clear first of all in the case of physical pleasures that the 

philosopher frees his soul from association with the body, so far as is 

possible, to a greater extent than other men? 

It seems so. 

And most people think, do they not, Simmias, that a man who finds 
no pleasure and takes no part in these things does not deserve to live, 

and that anyone who thinks nothing of physical pleasures has one foot 

in the grave? 

That is perfectly true. 
Now take the acquisition of knowledge. Is the body a hindrance or 

not, if one takes it into partnership to share an investigation? What I 
mean is this. Is there any certainty in human sight and hearing, or is it 

true, as the poets are always dinning into our ears, that we neither hear 

nor see anything accurately? Yet if these senses are not clear and 
accurate, the rest can hardly be so, because they are all inferior to the 

first two. Don't you agree? 

Certainly. 
Then when is it that the soul attains to truth? When it tries to 

investigate anything with the help of the body, it is obviously led astray. 

Quite so. 
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Is it not in the course of reflection, if at all, that the soul gets a clear 

view of facts? 

Yes. 
Surely the soul can best reflect when it is free of all distractions such 

as hearing or sight or pain or pleasure of any kind—that is, when it 

ignores the body and becomes as far as possible independent, avoiding 
all physical contacts and associations as much as it can, in its search for 

reality. 

That is so. 
Then here too—in despising the body and avoiding it, and 

endeavoring to become independent—the philosopher’s soul is ahead of 

all the rest. 

It seems so. 
Here are some more questions, Simmias. Do we recognize such a 

thing as absolute uprightness? 

Indeed, we do. 
And absolute beauty and goodness too? 

Of course. 

Have you ever seen any of these things with your eyes? 
Certainly not, said he. 

Well, have you ever apprehended them with any other bodily sense? 

By ‘them’ I mean not only absolute tallness or health or strength, but 

the real nature of any given thing—what it actually is. Is it through the 
body that we get the truest perception of them? Isn't it true that in any 

inquiry you are likely to attain more nearly to knowledge of your object 

in proportion to the care and accuracy with which you have prepared 
yourself to understand that object in itself? 

Certainly. 
Don't you think that the person who is likely to succeed in this 

attempt most perfectly is the one who approaches each object, as far as 
possible, with the unaided intellect, without taking account of any sense 

of sight in his thinking, or dragging any other sense into his 

reckoning—the man who pursues the truth by applying his pure and 
unadulterated thought to the pure and unadulterated object, cutting 

himself off as much as possible from his eyes and ears and virtually all 

the rest of his body, as an impediment which by its presence prevents 
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the soul from attaining to truth and clear thinking? Is not this the person, 

Simmias, who will reach the goal of reality, if anybody can? 

What you say is absolutely true, Socrates, said Simmias. 
All these considerations, said Socrates, must surely prompt serious 

philosophers to review the position in some such way as this. It looks as 

though this were a bypath leading to the right track. So long as we keep 
to the body and our soul is contaminated with this imperfection, there is 

no chance of our ever attaining satisfactorily to our object, which we 

assert to be truth. In the first place, the body provides us with 
innumerable distractions in the pursuit of our necessary sustenance, and 

any diseases which attack us hinder our quest for reality. Besides, the 

body fills us with loves and desires and fears and all sorts of fancies and 

a great deal of nonsense, with the result that we literally never get an 
opportunity to think at all about anything. Wars and revolutions and 

battles are due simply and solely to the body and its desires. All wars 

are undertaken for the acquisition of wealth, and the reason why we 
have to acquire wealth is the body, because we are slaves in its service. 

That is why, on all these accounts, we have so little time for philosophy. 

Worst of all, if we do obtain any leisure from the body's claims and turn 
to some line of inquiry, the body intrudes once more into our 

investigations, interrupting, disturbing, distracting, and preventing us 

from getting a glimpse of the truth. We are in fact convinced that if we 

are ever to have pure knowledge of anything, we must get rid of the 
body and contemplate things by themselves with the soul by itself. It 

seems, to judge from the argument, that the wisdom which we desire 

and upon which we profess to have set our hearts will be attainable only 
when we are dead, and not in our lifetime. If no pure knowledge is 

possible in the company of the body, then either it is totally impossible 

to acquire knowledge, or it is only possible after death, because it is 

only then that the soul will be separate and independent of the body. It 
seems that so long as we are alive, we shall continue closest to 

knowledge if we avoid as much as we can all contact and association 

with the body, except when they are absolutely necessary, and instead 
of allowing ourselves to become infected with its nature, purify 

ourselves from it until God himself gives us deliverance. In this way, by 

keeping ourselves uncontaminated by the follies of the body, we shall 
probably reach the company of others like ourselves and gain direct 
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knowledge of all that is pure and uncontaminated—that is, presumably, 

of truth. For one who is not pure himself to attain to the realm of purity 

would no doubt be a breach of universal justice. 
Something to this effect, Simmias, is what I imagine all real lovers 

of learning must think themselves and say to one another. Don’t you 

agree with me? 

Most emphatically, Socrates. 
Very well, then, said Socrates, if this is true, there is good reason for 

anyone who reaches the end of this journey which lies before me to 

hope that there, if anywhere, he will attain the object to which all our 
efforts have been directed during my past life. So this journey which is 

now ordained for me carries a happy prospect for any other man also 

who believes that his mind has been prepared by purification. 

It does indeed, said Simmias. 
And purification, as we saw some time ago in our discussion, 

consists in separating the soul as much as possible from the body, and 
accustoming it to withdraw from all contact with the body and 

concentrate itself by itself, and to have its dwelling, so far as it can, both 

now and in the future, alone by itself, freed from the shackles of the 

body. Does not that follow? 

Yes, it does, said Simmias. 
Is not what we call death a freeing and separation of soul from body? 

Certainly, he said. 
And the desire to free the soul is found chiefly, or rather only, in the 

true philosopher. In fact the philosopher's occupation consists precisely 

in the freeing and separation of soul from body. Isn't that so? 
Apparently. 

Well then, as I said at the beginning, if a man has trained himself 

throughout his life to live in a state as close as possible to death, would 

it not be ridiculous for him to be distressed when death comes to him? 

It would, of course. 
Then it is a fact, Simmias, that true philosophers make dying their 

profession, and that to them of all men death is least alarming. Look at 
it in this way. If they are thoroughly dissatisfied with the body, and long 

to have their souls independent of it, when this happens would it not be 

entirely unreasonable to be frightened and distressed? Would they not 
naturally be glad to set out for the place where there is a prospect of 
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attaining the object of their lifelong desire—which is wisdom—and of 

escaping from an unwelcome association? Surely there are many who 

have chosen of their own free will to follow dead lovers and wives and 
sons to the next world, in the hope of seeing and meeting there the 

persons whom they loved. If this is so, will a true lover of wisdom who 

has firmly grasped this same conviction—that he will never attain to 

wisdom worthy of the name elsewhere than in the next world—will he 
be grieved atdying? Will he not be glad to make that journey? We must 

suppose so, my dear boy, that is, if he is a real philosopher, because 

then he will be of the firm belief that he will never find wisdom in all its 
purity in any other place. If this is so, would it not be quite 

unreasonable, as I said just now, for such a man to be afraid of death? 

It would, indeed. 
So if you see anyone distressed at the prospect of dying, said 

Socrates, it will be proof enough that he is a lover not of wisdom but of 

the body. As a matter of fact, I suppose he is also a lover of wealth and 

reputation—one or the other, or both. And if you don't find that 
convincing, Simmias, said Socrates, see whether this appeals to you. I 

suppose that you find it hard to understand how what we call learning 

can be recollection? 
Not at all, said Simmias. All that I want is to be helped to do what 

we are talking about—to recollect. I can practically remember enough 

to satisfy me already, from Cebes' approach to the subject, but I should 

be nonetheless glad to hear how you meant to approach it. 
I look at it in this way, said Socrates. We are agreed, I suppose, that 

if a person is to be reminded of anything, he must first know it at some 

time or other? 

Quite so. 
Are we also agreed in calling it recollection when knowledge comes 

in a particular way? I will explain what I mean. Suppose that a person 
on seeing or hearing or otherwise noticing one thing not only becomes 

conscious of that thing but also thinks of a something else which is an 

object of a different sort of knowledge. Are we not justified in saying 

that he was reminded of the object which he thought of? 
What do you mean? 
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Let me give you an example. A human being and a musical 

instrument, I suppose you will agree, are different objects of 

knowledge. 

Yes, certainly. 
Well, you know what happens to lovers when they see a musical 

instrument or a piece of clothing or any other private property of the 
person whom they love. When they recognize the thing, their minds 

conjure up a picture of its owner. That is recollectian. In the same way 

the sight of Simmias often reminds one of Cebes, and of course there 
are thousands of other examples. 

Yes, of course there are, said Simmias. 
So by recollection we mean the sort of experience which I have just 

described, especially when it happens with reference to things which we 
had not seen for such a long time that we had forgotten them. 

Quite so. 
Well, then, is it possible for a person who sees a picture of a horse or 

a musical instrument to be reminded of a person, or for someone who 

sees a picture of Simmias to be reminded of Cebes? 

Perfectly. 
And is it possible for someone who sees a portrait of Simmias to be 

reminded of Simmias himself? 

Yes, it is. 

Does it not follow from all this that recollection may be caused 
either by similar or by dissimilar objects? 

Yes, it does. 

When you are reminded by similarity, surely you must also be 
conscious whether the similarity is perfect or only partial. 

Yes, you must. 
Here is a further step, said Socrates. We admit, I suppose, that there 

is such a thing as equality—not the equality of stick to stick and stone to 
stone, and so on, but something beyond all that and distinct from it— 

absolute equality. Are we to admit this or not? 

Yes indeed, said Simmias, most emphatically. 
And do we know what it is? 

Certainly. 
Where did we get our knowledge? Was it not from the particular 

examples that we mentioned just now? Was it not from seeing equal 



93  

sticks or stones or other equal objects that we got the notion of equality, 

although it is something quite distinct from them? Look at it in this way. 

Is it not true that equal stones and sticks sometimes, without changing  
in themselves, appear equal to one person and unequal to another? 

Certainly. 

Well, now, have you ever thought that things which were absolutely 
equal were unequal, or that equality was inequality? 

No, never, Socrates. 
Then these equal things are not the same as absolute equality. 

Not in the least, as I see it, Socrates. 
And yet it is these equal things that have suggested and conveyed to 

you your knowledge of absolute equality, although they are distinct 

from it? 

Perfectly true. 
Whether it is similar to them or dissimilar? 

Certainly. 
It makes no difference, said Socrates. So long as the sight of one 

thing suggests another to you, it must be a cause of recollection, 

whether the two things are alike or not. 

Quite so. 
Well, now, he said, what do we find in the case of the equal sticks 

and other things of which we were speaking just now? Do they seem to 

us to be equal in the sense of absolute equality, or do they fall short of it 

in so far as they only approximate to equality? Or don't they fall short at 
all? 

They do, said Simmias, a long way. 
Suppose that when you see something you say to yourself, This  

thing which I can see has a tendency to be like something else, but it 

falls short and cannot be really like it, only a poor imitation. Don't you 

agree with me that anyone who receives that impression must in fact 
have previous knowledge of that thing which he says that the other 

resembles, but inadequately? 

Certainly he must. 
Very well, then, is that our position with regard to equal things and 

absolute equality? 

Exactly. 
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Then we must have had some previous knowledge of equality before 

the time when we first saw equal things and realized that they were 

striving after equality, but fell short of it. 

That is so. 
And at the same time we are agreed also upon this point, that we 

have not and could not have acquired this notion of equality except by 
sight or touch or one of the other senses. I am treating them as being all 

the same. 

They are the same, Socrates, for the purpose of our argument. 
So it must be through the senses that we obtained the notion that all 

sensible equals are striving after absolute equality but falling short of it. 

Is that correct? 

Yes, it is. 
So before we began to see and hear and use our other senses we must 

somewhere have acquired the knowledge that there is such a thing as 

absolute equality. Otherwise we could never have realized, by using it 
as a standard for comparison, that all equal objects of sense are desirous 

of being like it, but are only imperfect copies. 

That is the logical conclusion, Socrates. 
Did we not begin to see and hear and possess our other senses from 

the moment of birth? 

Certainly. 

But we admitted that we must have obtained our knowledge of 
equality before we obtained them. 

Yes. 

So we must have obtained it before birth. 
So it seems. 

Then if we obtained it before our birth, and possessed it when we 

were born, we had knowledge, both before and at the moment of birth, 

not only of equality and relative magnitudes, but of all absolute 
standards. Our present argument applies no more to equality than it does 

to absolute beauty, goodness, uprightness, holiness, and, as I maintain, 

all those characteristics which we designate in our discussions by the 

term ‘absolute.’ So we must have obtained knowledge of all these 
characteristics before our birth. 

That is so. 
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And unless we invariably forget it after obtaining it we must always 

be born knowing and continue to know all through our lives, because  

‘to know’ means simply to retain the knowledge which one has 
acquired, and not to lose it. Is not what we call ‘forgetting’ simply the 

loss of knowledge, Simmias? 

Most certainly, Socrates. 
And if it is true that we acquired our knowledge before our birth, and 

lost it at the moment of birth, but afterward, by the exercise of our 

senses upon sensible objects, recover the knowledge which we had once 
before, I suppose that what we call learning will be the recovery of our 

own knpwledge, and surely we should be right in calling this 

recollection. 

Quite so. 
Yes, because we saw that it is possible for the perception of an 

object by sight or hearing or any of the other senses to suggest to the 

percipient, through association, whether, there is any similarity or not, 
another object which he has forgotten. So, as I maintain, there are two 

alternatives. Either we are all born with knowledge of these standards, 

and retain it throughout our lives, or else, when we speak of people 

learning, they are simply recollecting what they knew before. In other 
words, learning is recollection. 

Yes, that must be so, Socrates. 
Which do you choose, then, Simmias? That we are born with 

knowledge, or that we recollect after we are born the things of which we 
possessed knowledge before we were born? 

I don't know which to choose on the spur of the moment, Socrates. 
Well, here is another choice for you to make. What do you think 

about this? Can a person who knows a subject thoroughly explain what 

he knows? 

Most certainly he can. 
Do you think that everyone can explain these questions about which 

we have just been talking? 

I should like to think so, said Simmias, but I am very much afraid 

that by this time tomorrow there will be no one on this earth who can do 
it properly. 

So you don't think, Simmias, that everyone has knowledge about 

them? 
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Far from it. 
Then they just recollect what they once learned. 

That must be the right answer. 
When do our souls acquire this knowledge? It cannot be after the 

beginning of our mortal life. 

No, of course not. 
Then it must be before. 

Yes. 

Then our souls had a previous existence, Simmias, before they took 
on this human shape. They were independent of our bodies, and they 

were possessed of intelligence. 

Unless perhaps it is at the moment of birth that we acquire 

knowledge of these things, Socrates. There is still that time available. 
No doubt, my dear fellow, but just tell me, what other time is there 

to lose it in? We have just agreed that we do not possess it when we are 

born. Do we lose it at the same moment that we acquire it? Or can you 
suggest any other time? 

No, of course not, Socrates. I didn't realize what nonsense I was 

talking. 

Well, how do we stand now, Simmias? If all these absolute realities, 
such as beauty and goodness, which we are always talking about, really 

exist, if it is to them, as we rediscover our own former knowledge of 

them, that we refer, as copies to their patterns, all the objects of our 

physical perception—if these realities exist, does it not follow that our 
souls must exist too even before our birth, whereas if they do not exist, 

our discussion would seem to be a waste of time? Is this the position, 

that it is logically just as certain that our souls exist before our birth as it 
is that these realities exist, and that if the one is impossible, so is the 

other? 

It is perfectly obvious to me, Socrates, said Simmias, that the same 
logical necessity applies to both. It suits me very well that your 

argument should rely upon the point that our soul's existence before our 

birth stands or falls with the existence of your grade of reality. I cannot 

imagine anything more self-evident than the fact that absolute beauty 
and goodness and all the rest that you mentioned just now exist in the 

fullest possible sense. In my opinion the proof is quite satisfactory. 

What about Cebes? said Socrates. We must convince Cebes too. 
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To the best of my belief he is satisfied, replied Simmias. It is true 

that he is the most obstinate person in the world at resisting an 

argument, but I should think that he needs nothing more to convince 
him that our souls existed before our birth. As for their existing after we 

are dead as well, even I don't feel that that has been proved, Socrates. 

Cebes’ objection still holds—the common fear that a man's soul may be 

disintegrated at the very moment of his death, and that this may be the 
end of its existence. Supposing that it is born and constituted from some 

source or other, and exists before it enters a human body. After it has 

entered one, is there any reason why, at the moment of release, it should 
not come to an end and be destroyed itself? 

Quite right, Simmias, said Cebes. It seems that we have got the proof 

of one half of what we wanted—that the soul existed before birth—but 
now we need also to prove that it will exist after death no less than 

before birth, if our proof is to be complete. 

As a matter of fact, my dear Simmias and Cebes, said Socrates, it is 

proved already, if you will combine this last argument with the one 
about which we agreed before, that every living thing comes from the 

dead. If the soul exists before birth, and if when it proceeds toward life 

and is born it must be born from death or the dead state, surely it must 
also exist afterdeath, if it must be born again. So the point which you 

mention has been proved already. But in spite of this I believe that you 

and Simmias would like to spin out the discussion still more. You are 

afraid, as children are, that when the soul emerges from the body the 
wind may really puff it away and scatter it, especially when a person 

does not die on a calm day but with a gale blowing. 

Cebes laughed. Suppose that we are afraid, Socrates, he said, and try 
to convince us. Or rather don't suppose that it is we that are afraid. 

Probably even in us there is a little boy who has these childish terrors. 

Try to persuade him not to be afraid of death as though it were a bogy. 

What you should do, said Socrates, is to say a magic spell over him 
every day until you have charmed his fears away. 

But, Socrates, said Simmias, where shall we find a magician who 

understands these spells now that you … are leaving us? 

Greece is a large country, Cebes, he replied, which must have good 
men in it, and there are many foreign races too. You must ransack all of 

them in your search for this magician, without sparing money or 
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trouble, because you could not spend your money more opportunely on 

any other object. And you must search also by your own united efforts, 

because it is probable that you would not easily find anyone better fitted 
for the task. 

We will see to that, said Cebes. But let us return to the point where 

we left off, if you have no objection. 

Of course not. Why should I? 
Thank you, said Cebes. 

We ought, I think, said Socrates, to ask ourselves this. What sort of 

thing is it that would naturally suffer the fate of being dispersed? For 
what sort of thing should we fear this fate, and for what should we not? 

When we have answered this, we should next consider to which class 

the soul belongs, and then we shall know whether to feel confidence or 
fear about the fate of our souls. 

Quite true. 
Would you not expect a composite object or a natural compound to 

be liable to break up where it was put together?' And ought not anything 
which is really incomposite to be the one thing of all others which is not 

affected in this way? 

That seems to be the case, said Cebes. 
Is it not extremely probable that what is always constant and 

invariable is incomposite, and what is inconstant and variable is 

composite? 

That is how it seems to me. 
Then let us return to the same examples which we were discussing 

before. Does that absolute reality which we define in our discussions 

remain always constant and invariable, or not? Does absolute equality 
or beauty or any other independent entity which really exists ever admit 

change of any kind? Or does each one of these uniform and independent 

entities remain always constant and invariable, never admitting any 
alteration in any respect or in any sense? 

They must be constant and invariable, Socrates, said Cebes. 

Well, what about the concrete instances of beauty—such as men, 

horses, clothes, and so on—or of equality, or any other members of a 
class corresponding to an absolute entity? Are they constant, or are  

they, on the contrary, scarcely ever in the same relation in any sense 

either to themselves or to one another? 
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With them, Socrates, it is just the opposite; they are never free from 

variation. 

And these concrete objects you can touch and see and perceive by 
your other senses, but those constant entities you cannot possibly 

apprehend except by thinking; they are invisible to our sight. 

That is perfectly true, said Cebes. 
So you think that we should assume two classes of things, one 

visible and the other invisible? 

Yes, we should. 
The invisible being invariable, and the visible never being the same? 

Yes, we should assume that too. 

Well, now, said Socrates, are we not part body, part soul? 
Certainly. 

Then to which class do we say that the body would have the closer 

resemblance and relation? 

Quite obviously to the visible. 
And the soul, is it visible or invisible? 

Invisible to men, at any rate, Socrates, he said. 

But surely we have been speaking of things visible or invisible to 
our human nature. Do you think that we had some other nature in view? 

No, human nature. 
What do we say about the soul, then? Is it visible or invisible? 
Not visible. 

Invisible, then? 

Yes. 

So soul is more like the invisible, and body more like the visible? 
That follows inevitably, Socrates. 

Did we not say some time ago that when the soul uses the 

instrumentality of the body for any inquiry, whether through sight or 

hearing or any other sense—because using the body implies using the 
senses—it is drawn away by the body into the realm of the variable, and 

loses its way and becomes confused and dizzy, as though it were 

fuddled, through contact with things of a similar nature? 

Certainly. 
But when it investigates by itself, it passes into the realm of the pure 

and everlasting and immortal and changeless, and being of a kindred 

nature, when it is once independent and free from interference, consorts 
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with it always and strays no longer, but remains, in that realm of the 

absolute, constant and invariable, through contact with beings of a 

similar nature. And this condition of the soul we call wisdom. 

An excellent description, and perfectly true, Socrates. 
Very well, then, in the light of all that we have said, both now and 

before, to which class do you think that the soul bears the closer 
resemblance and relation? 

I think, Socrates, said Cebes, that even the dullest person would 

agree, from this line of reasoning, that the soul is in every possible way 

more like the invariable than the variable. 
And the body? 

To the other. 

Look at it in this way too. When soul and body are both in the same 

place, nature teaches the one to serve and be subject, the other to rule 
and govern. In this relation which do you think resembles the divine and 

which the mortal part? Don't you think that it is the nature of the divine 

to rule and direct, and that of the mortal to be subject and serve? 

I do. 

Then which does the soul resemble? 
Obviously, Socrates, soul resembles the divine, and body the mortal. 
Now, Cebes, he said, see whether this is our conclusion from all that  

we have said. The soul is most like that which is divine, immortal, 

intelligible, uniform, indissoluble,   and   ever self-consistent and 
invariable, whereas body is most like that which is human, mortal, 

multiform, unintelligible, dissoluble, and never self-consistent. Can we 

adduce any conflicting argument, my dear Cebes, to show that this is 
not so? 

No, we cannot. 
Very well, then, in that case is it not natural for body to disintegrate 

rapidly, but for soul to be quite or very nearly indissoluble? 

Certainly. 
Of course you know that when a person dies, although it is natural 

for the visible and physical part of him, which lies here in the visible 
world and which we call his corpse, to decay and fall to pieces and be 

dissipated, none of this happens to it immediately. It remains as it was 

or quite a long time, even if death takes place when the body is well 
nourished and in the warm season. Indeed, when the body is dried and 
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embalmed, as in Egypt, it remains almost intact for an incredible time, 

and even if the rest of the body decays, some parts of it—the bones and 

sinews and anything else like them—are practic ally everlasting. That is 
so, is it not? 

Yes. 

But the soul, the invisible part, which goes away to a place that is, 
like itself, glorious, pure, and invisible—the true Hades or unseen 

world—into the presence of the good and wise God, where, if God so 

wills, my soul must shortly go—will it, if its very nature is such as I 
have described, be dispersed and destroyed at the moment of its release 

from the body, as is the popular view? Far from it, my dear Simmias 

and Cebes. The truth is much more like this. If at its release the soul is 

pure and carries with it no contamination of the body, because it has 
never willingly associated with it in life, but has shunned it and kept 

itself separate as its regular practice—in other words, if it has pursued 

philosophy in the right way and really practiced how to face death 
easily—this is what ‘practicing death’ means, isn't it? 

Most decidedly. 
Very well, if this is its condition, then it departs to that place which 

is, like itself, invisible, divine, immortal, and wise, where, on its arrival, 
happiness awaits it, and release from uncertainty and folly, from fears 

and uncontrolled desires, and all other human evils, and where, as they 

say of the initiates in the Mysteries, it really spends the rest of time with 
God. Shall we adopt this view, Cebes, or some other? 

This one, by all means, said Cebes. 
But, I suppose, if at the time of its release the soul is tainted and 

impure, because it has always associated with the body and cared for it 

and loved it, and has been so beguiled by the body and its passions and 

pleasures that nothing seems real to it but those physical things which 

can be touched and seen and eaten and drunk and used for sexual 
enjoyment, and if it is accustomed to hate and fear and avoid what is 

invisible and hidden from our eyes, but intelligible and comprehensible 

by philosophy—if the soul is in this state, do you think that it will 
escape independent and uncontaminated? 

That would be quite impossible, he said. 
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On the contrary, it will, I imagine, be permeated by the corporeal, 

which fellowship and intercourse with the body will have ingrained in 

its very nature through constant association and long practice. 

Certainly. 
And we must suppose, my dear fellow, that the corporeal is heavy, 

oppressive, earthly, and visible. So the soul which is tainted by its 
presence is weighed down and dragged back into the visible world, 

through fear, as they say, of Hades or the invisible, and hovers about 

tombs and graveyards. The shadowy apparitions which have actually 
been seen there are the ghosts of those souls which have not got clear 

away, but still retain, some portion of the visible, which is why they can 

be seen. 

That seems likely enough, Socrates. 
Yes, it does, Cebes. Of course these are not the souls of the  good, 

but of the wicked, and they are compelled to wander about these places 

as a punishment for their bad conduct in the past. They continue 

wandering until at last, through craving for the corporeal, which 
unceasingly pursues them, they are imprisoned once more in a body. 

And as you might expect, they are attached to the same sort of character 

or nature which they have developed during life. 

What sort do you mean, Socrates? 
Well, those who have cultivated gluttony or selfishness or 

drunkenness, instead of takingьpains to avoid them, are likely to assume 
the form of donkeys and other perverse animals. Don't you think so? 

Yes, that is very likely. 
And those who have deliberately preferred a life of irresponsible 

lawlessness and violenceьbecome wolves and hawks and kites, unless 

we can suggest any other more likely animals. 

No, the ones which you mention are exactly right. 
So it is easy to imagine into what sort of animals all the other kinds 

of soul will go, in accordance with their conduct during life. 

Yes, certainly. 

I suppose that the happiest people, and those who reach the best 
destination, are the ones who have cultivated the goodness of an 

ordinary citizen—what is called self-control and integrity—which is 

acquired by habit and practice, without the help of philosophy and 
reason. 
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How are these the happiest? 
Because they will probably pass into some other kind of social and 

disciplined creature like bees, wasps, and ants, or even back into the 
human race again, becoming decent citizens. 

Very likely. 
But no soul which has not practiced philosophy, and is not 

absolutely pure when it leaves the body, may attain to the divine nature; 

that is only for the lover of wisdom. This is the reason, my dear 

Simmias and Cebes, why true philosophers abstain from all bodily 
desires and withstand them and do not yield to them. It is not because 

they are afraid of financial loss or poverty, like the average man who 

thinks of money first, nor because they shrink from dishonor and a bad 

reputation, like those who are ambitious for distinction and authority. 

No, those would be unworthy motives, Socrates, said Cebes. 
They would indeed, he agreed. And so, Cebes, those who care about 

their souls and do not subordinate them to the body dissociate 

themselves firmly from these others and refuse to accompany them on 

their haphazard journey, and, believing that it is wrong to oppose 

philosophy with her offer of liberation and purification, they turn and 
follow her wherever she leads. 

What do you mean, Socrates? 
I will explain, he said. Every seeker after wisdom knows that up to 

the time when philosophy takes it over his soul is a helpless prisoner, 

chained hand and foot in the body, compelled to view reality not 

directly but only through its prison bars, and wallowing in utter 

ignorance. And philosophy can see that the imprisonment is ingeniously 
effected by the prisoner's own active desire, which makes him first 

accessory to his own confinement. Well philosophy takes over the soul 

in this condition and by gentle persuasion tries to set it free. She points 
out that observation by means of the eyes and ears and all the other 

senses is entirely deceptive, and she urges the soul to refrain from using 

them unless it is necessary to do so, and encourages it to collect and 
concentrate itself by itself, trusting nothing but its own independent 

judgment upon objects considered in themselves, and attributing no 

truth to anything which it views indirectly as being subject to variation, 

because such objects are sensible and visible but what the soul itself 
sees is intelligible and invisible. Now the soul of the true philosopher 
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feels that it must not reject this opportunity for release, and so it 

abstains as far as possible from pleasures and desires and griefs, 

because it reflects that the result of giving way to pleasure or fear or 
desire is not as might be supposed the trivial misfortune of becoming ill 

or wasting money through self-indulgence, but the last and worst 

calamity of all, which the sufferer does not recognize. 

What is that, Socrates? asked Cebes. 
When anyone's soul feels a keen pleasure or pain it cannot help 

supposing that whatever causes the most violent emotion is the plainest 

and truest reality, which it is not. It is chiefly visible things that have 
this effect, isn't it? 

Quite so. 
Is it not on this sort of occasion that soul passes most completely 

into the bondage of body? 

How do you make that out? 
Because every pleasure or pain has a sort of rivet with which it 

fastens the soul to the body and pins it down and makes it corporeal, 
accepting as true whatever the body certifies. The result of agreeing 

with the body and finding pleasure in the same things is, I imagine, that 

it cannot help becoming like it in character and training, so that it can 
never get entirely away to the unseen world, but is always saturated 

with the body when it sets out, and so soon falls back again into another 

body, where it takes root and grows. Consequently, it is excluded from 

all fellowship with the pure and uniform and divine. 

Yes, that is perfectly true, Socrates, said Cebes. 
It is for these reasons, Cebes, that true philosophers exhibit self- 

control and courage—not for the reason which are generally supposed. 
Or do you think that the popular view is right? 

No, certainly not. 
No, indeed. A philosopher's soul will take the view which I have 

described. It will not first expect to be set free by philosophy, and then 

allow pleasure and pain to reduce it once more to bondage, thus taking 

upon itself an endless task, like Penelope when she undid her own 
weaving. No, this soul secures immunity from its desires by following 

reason and abiding always in her company, and by contemplating the 

true and divine and unconjecturable, and drawing inspiration from it, 
because such a soul believes that this is the right way to live while life 
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endures, and that after death it reaches a place which is kindred and 

similar to its own nature, and there is rid forever of human ills. After 

such a training, my dear Simmias and Cebes, the soul can have no 
grounds for fearing that on its separation from the body it will be blown 

away and scattered by the winds, and so disappear into thin air, and 

cease to exist altogether. 

There was silence for some time after Socrates had said this. He 
himself, to judge from his appearance, was still occupied with the 

argument which he had just been stating, and so were most of us, but 

Simmias and Cebes went on talking in a low voice. 
When Socrates noticed them he said, Why, do you feel that my 

account is inadequate? Of course it is still open to a number of doubts 

and objections, if you want to examine it in detail. If it is something else 
that you two are considering, never mind, but if you feel any difficulty 

about our discussion, don't hesitate to put forward your own views, and 

point out any way in which you think that my account could be 

improved. And by all means make use of my services too, if you think I 
can help at all to solve the difficulty. 

But those who are judged to have lived a life of surpassing 

holiness—these are they who are released and set free from 
confinement in these regions of the earth, and passing upward to their 

pure abode, make their dwelling upon the earth's surface. And of these 

such as have purified themselves sufficiently by philosophy live 

thereafter altogether without bodies, and reach habitations even more 
beautiful, which it is not easy to portray—nor is there time to do so 

now. But the reasons which we have already described provide ground 

enough, as you can see, Simmias, for leaving nothing undone to attain 
during life some measure of goodness and wisdom, for the prize is 

glorious and the hope great. 

Of course, no reasonable man ought to insist that the facts are 
exactly as I have described them. But that either this or something very 

like it is a true account of our souls and their future habitations—since 

we have clear evidence that the soul is immortal—this, I think, is both a 

reasonable contention and a belief worth risking, for the risk is a noble 
one. We should use such accounts to inspire ourselves with confidence, 

and that is why I have already drawn out my tale so long. 
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There is one way, then, in which a man can be free from all anxiety 

about the fate of his soul—if in life he has abandoned bodily pleasures 

and adornments, as foreign to his purpose and likely to do more harm 
than good, and has devoted himself to the pleasures of acquiring 

knowledge, and so by decking his soul not with a borrowed beauty but 

with its own—with self-control, and goodness, and courage, and 

liberality and truth—has fitted himself to await his journey in the next 
world. You, Simmias and Cebes and the rest, will each make this 

journey someday in the future, but for me the fated hour, as a tragic 

character might say, calls even now. In other words, it is about time that 
I took my bath. I prefer to have a bath before drinking the poison, rather 

than give the women the trouble of washing me when I am dead. 

When he had finished speaking, Crito said, Very well, Socrates. But 

have you no directions for the others or myself about your children or 
anything else? What can we do to please you best? 

Nothing new, Crito, said Socrates, just what I am always telling you. 

If you look after yourselves, whatever you do will please me and mine 

and you too, even if you don't agree with me now. On the other hand, if 
you neglect yourselves and fail to follow the line of life as I have laid it 

down both now and in the past, however fervently you agree with me 

now, it will do no good at all. 
We shall try our best to do as you say, said Crito. But how shall we 

bury you? 

Any way you like, replied Socrates, that is, if you can catch me and I 
don’t slip through your fingers. 

He laughed gently as he spoke, and turning to us went on, I can't 

persuade Crito that I am this Socrates here who is talking to you now 

and marshaling all the arguments. He thinks that I am the one whom he 
will see presently lying dead, and he asks how he is to bury me! As for 

my long and elaborate explanation that when I have drunk the poison I 

shall remain with you no longer, but depart to a state of heavenly 
happiness, this attempt to console both you and myself seems to be 

wasted on him. You must give an assurance to Crito for me—the 

opposite of the one which he gave to the court which tried me. He 
undertook that I should stay, but you must assure him that when I am 

dead I shall not stay, but depart and be gone. That will help Crito to  

bear it more easily, and keep him from being distressed on my account 
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when he sees my body being burned or buried, as if something dreadful 

were happening to me, or from saying at the funeral that it is Socrates 

whom he is laying out or carrying to the grave or burying. Believe me, 
my dear friend Crito, misstatements are not merely jarring in their 

immediate context; they also have a bad effect upon the soul. No, you 

must keep up your spirits and say that it is only my body that you are 

burying, and you can bury it as you please, in whatever way you think is 
most proper. 

With these words he got up and went into another room to bathe, and 

Crito went after him, but told us to wait. So we waited, discussing and 
reviewing what had been said, or else dwelling upon the greatness of  

the calamity which had befallen us, for we felt just as though we were 

losing a father and should be orphans for the rest of our lives. 
Meanwhile, when Socrates had taken his bath, his children were 

brought to see him—he had two little sons and one big boy—and the 

women of his household, you know, arrived. He talked to them in 

Crito's presence and gave them directions about carrying out his wishes. 
Then he told the women and children to go away, and came back 

himself to join us. 

It was now nearly sunset, because he had spent a long time inside. 
He came and sat down, fresh from the bath, and he had only been 

talking for a few minutes when the prison officer came in, and walked 

up to him. 

Socrates, he said, at any rate I shall not have to find fault with you, 
as I do with others, for getting angry with me and currsing when I tell 

them to drink the poison—carrying out government orders. I have come 

to know during this time that you are the noblest and the gentlest and 
the bravest of all the men that have ever come here, and now especially 

I am sure that you are not angry with me, but with them, because you 

know who are responsible. So now—you know what I have come to 
say—good-by, and try to bear what must be as easily as you can. 

As he spoke he burst into tears, and turning round, went away. 

Socrates looked up at him and said, Good-by to you, too. We will do 

as you say. 

Then addressing us he went on, What a charming person! All the 
time I have been here he has visited me, and sometimes had discussions 

with me, and shown me the greatest kindness—and how generous of 
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him now to shed tears for me at parting! But come, Crito, let us do as he 

says. Someone had better bring in the poison, if it is ready-prepared; if 

not, tell the man to prepare it. 
But surely, Socrates, said Crito, the sun is still upon the mountains; it 

has not gone down yet. Besides, I know that in other cases people have 

dinner and enjoy their wine, and sometime the company of those whom 

they love, long after they receive the warning, and only drink the poison 
quite late at night. No need to hurry. There is still plenty of time. 

It is natural that these people whom you speak of should act in that 

way, Crito, said Socrates, because they think that they gain by it. And it 
is also natural that I should not, because I believe that I should gain 

nothing by drinking the poison a little later—I should only make myself 

ridiculous in my own eyes if I clung to life and hugged it when it has no 
more to offer. Come, do as I say and don't make difficulties. 

At this Crito made a sign to his servant, who was standing near by. 

The servant went out and after spending a considerable time returned 

with the man who was to administer the poison. He was carrying it 
ready-prepared in a cup. 

When Socrates saw him he said, Well, my good fellow, you 

understand these things. What ought I to do? 
Just drink it, he said, and then walk about until you feel a weight in 

your legs, and then lie down. Then it will act of its own accord. 

As he spoke he handed the cup to Socrates, who received it quite 

cheerfully, Echecrates, without a tremor, without any change of color or 
expression, and said, looking up under his brows with his usual steady 

gaze, What do you say about pouring a libation from this drink? Is it 

permitted, or not? 

We only prepare what we regard as the normal dose, Socrates, he 
replied. 

I see, said Socrates. But I suppose I am allowed, or rather bound, to 

pray the gods that my removal from this world to the other may be 
prosperous. This is my prayer, then, and I hope that it may be granted. 

With these words, quite calmly and with no sign of distaste, he 

drained the cup in one breath. 

Up till this time most of us had been fairly successful in keeping 
back our tears, but when we saw that he was drinking, that he had 

actually drunk it, we could do so no longer. In spite of myself the tears 
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came pouring out, so that I covered my face and wept 

brokenheartedly—not for him, but for my own calamity in losing such a 

friend. Crito had given up even before me, and had gone out when he 
could not restrain his tears. But Apollodorus, who had never stopped 

crying even before, now broke out into such a storm of passionate 

weeping that he made everyone in the room break down, except 

Socrates himself, who said, Really, my friends, what a way to behave! 
Why, that was my main reason for sending away the women, to prevent 

this sort of disturbance, because I am told that one should make one's 

end in a tranquil frame of mind. Calm yourselves and try to be brave. 
This made us feel ashamed, and we controlled our tears. Socrates 

walked about, and presently, saying that his legs were heavy, lay down 

on his back—that was what the man recommended. The man he was the 
same one who had administered the poison—kept his hand upon 

Socrates, and after a little while examined his feet and legs, then 

pinched his foot hard and asked if he felt it. Socrates said no. Then he 

did the same to his legs, and moving gradually upward in this way let us 
see that he was getting cold and numb. Presently he felt him again and 

said that when it reached the heart, Socrates would be gone. 

The coldness was spreading about as far as his waist when Socrates 
uncovered his face, for he had covered it up, and said—they were his 

last words—Crito, we ought to offer a cock to Asclepius.1 See to it, and 

don't forget. 

No, it shall be done, said Crito. Are you sure that there is nothing 
else? 

Socrates made no reply to this question, but after a little while he 

stirred, and when the man uncovered him, his eyes were fixed. When 
Crito saw this, he closed the mouth and eyes. 

Such, Echecrates, was the end of our comrade, who was, we may 

fairly say, of all those whom we knew in our time, the bravest and also 
the wisest and most upright man. 
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QUESTIONS 

1. Why does Socrates think that death is a reward for the 

philosopher? If death is such a wonderful thing why does Socrates say 
that suicide is not legitimate? 

2. According to Socrates how does the practice of philosophy 

prepare one for death? What do we learn about Plato’s epistemology 
from Socrates’ argument that philosophy is a preparation for death? Is 

true knowledge ever possible according to Socrates? 

3. What do we learn about Plato’s metaphysics—his Theory of 
Forms—from Socrates’ arguments that death is a reward for the 

philosopher and that the soul is immortal? What is the real nature of any 

given things according to Socrates? 

4. What does Socrates mean by saying that learning is recollection? 
How does he come to this view? How does this theory of recollection 

also reveal Plato’s metaphysics and epistemology? 

5. What are the differences between the soul and the body according 

to Socrates? How does he describe the relationship between the soul  
and the body? 

6. What is the meaning of Socrates' last words? How might these last 

words sum up the whole of Plato’s philosophy? 
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F. W. Nietzsche. 

 
«The Antichrist» 

—Let us look each other in the face. We are Hyperboreans—we 

know well enough how remote our place is. “Neither by land nor by 

water will you find the road to the Hyperboreans”: even Pindar,[1] in 

his day, knew that much about us. Beyond the North, beyond the ice, 
beyond death—our life, our happiness.... We have discovered that 

happiness; we know the way; we got our knowledge of it from 

thousands of years in the labyrinth. Who else has found it?—The man 
of today?—“I don’t know either the way out or the way in; I am 

whatever doesn’t know either the way out or the way in”—so sighs the 

man of today.... This is the sort of modernity that made us ill,—we 

sickened on lazy peace, cowardly compro mise, the whole virtuous 
dirtiness of the modern Yea and Nay. This tolerance and largeur of the 

heart that “forgives” everything because it “understands” everything is a 

sirocco to us. Rather live amid the ice than among modern virtues and 
other such south-winds!... We were brave enough; we spared neither 

ourselves nor others; but we were a long time finding out where to 

direct our courage. We grew dismal; they called us fatalists. Our fate— 

it was the fulness, the tension, the storing up of powers. We thirsted for 
the lightnings and great deeds; we kept as far as possible from the 

happiness of the weakling, from “resignation”... There was thunder in 

our air; nature, as we embodied it, became overcast—for we had not yet 
found the way. The formula of our happiness: a Yea, a Nay, a straight 

line, a goal.... 

 

2. 
What is good? — Whatever augments the feeling of power, the will 

to power, power itself, in man. 

What is evil? — Whatever springs from weakness. 
What is happiness? — The feeling that power increases—that 

resistance is overcome. 
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Not contentment, but more power; not peace at any price, but war; 

not virtue, but efficiency (virtue in the Renaissance sense, virtu, virtue 

free of mora lacid). 
The weak and the botched shall perish: first principle of our charity. 

And one should help them to it. 

What is more harmful than any vice? — Practical sympathy for the 

botched and the weak—Christianity.... 
 

3. 
The problem that I set here is not what shall replace mankind in the 

order of living creatures (—man is an end—): but what type of man 

must be bred, must be willed, as being the most valuable, the most 
worthy of life, the most secure guarantee of the future. 

This more valuable type has appeared often enough in the past: but 

always as a happy accident, as an exception, never as deliberately 

willed. Very often it has been precisely the most feared; hitherto it has 
been almost the terror of terrors;—and out of that terror the contrary 

type has been willed, cultivated and attained: the domestic animal, the 

herd animal, the sick brute-man—the Christian.... 

 

4. 
Mankind surely does not represent an evolution toward a better or 

stronger or higher level, as progress is now  understood.  This 
“progress” is merely a modern idea, which is to say, a false idea. The 

European of today, in his essential worth, falls far below the European 

of the Renaissance; the process of evolution does not necessarily mean 
elevation, enhancement, strengthening. 

True enough, it succeeds in isolated and individual cases in various 

parts of the earth and under the most widely different cultures, and in 

these cases a higher type certainly manifests itself; something which, 

compared to mankind in the mass, appears as a sort of superman. Such 
happy strokes of high success have always been possible, and will 

remain possible, perhaps, for all time to come. Even whole races, tribes 

and nations may occasionally represent such lucky accidents. 
 

5. 
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We should not deck out and embellish Christianity: it has waged a 

war to the death against this higher type of man, it has put all the 

deepest instincts of this type under its ban, it has developed its concept 
of evil, of the Evil One himself, out of these instincts—the strong man 

as the typical reprobate, the “outcast among men. ”Christianity has 

taken the part of all the weak, the low, the botched; it has made an ideal 

out of antagonism to all the self-preservative instincts of sound life; it 
has corrupted even the faculties of those natures that are intellectually 

most vigorous, by representing the highest intellectual values as sinful, 

as misleading, as full of temptation. The most lamentable example: the 
corruption of Pascal, who believed that his intellect had been destroyed 

by original sin, whereas it was actually destroyed by Christianity!— 

 

6. 
It is a painful and tragic spectacle that rises before me: I have drawn 

back the curtain from the rottenness of man. This word, in my mouth, is 
at least free from one suspicion: that it involves a moral accusation 

against humanity. It is used—and I wish to emphasize the fact again— 

without any moral significance: and this is so far true that the rottenness 
I speak of is most apparent to me precisely in those quarters where there 

has been most aspiration, hitherto, toward “virtue” and “godliness.” As 

you probably surmise, I understand rottenness in the sense of 

décadence: my argument is that all the values on which mankind now 
fixes its highest aspirations are décadence-values. 

I call an animal, a species, an individual corrupt, when it loses its 

instincts, when it chooses, when it prefers, what is injurious to it. A 
history of the “higher feelings,” the “ideals of humanity”—and it is 

possible that I’ll have to write it—would almost explain why man is so 

degenerate. Life itself appears to me as an instinct for growth, for 
survival, for the accumulation of forces, for power: whenever the will to 

power fails there is disaster. My contention is that all the highest values 

of humanity have been emptied of this will—that the values of 

décadence, of nihilism, now prevail under the holiest names. 

 

7. 
Christianity is called the religion of pity. — Pity stands in opposition 

to all the tonic passions that augment the energy of the feeling of 
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aliveness: it is a depressant. A man loses power when he pities. Through 

pity that drain upon strength which suffering works is multiplied a 

thousandfold. Suffering is made contagious by pity; under certain 
circumstances it may lead to a total sacrifice of life and living energy— 

a loss out of all proportion to the magnitude of the cause (—the case of 

the death of the Nazarene). This is the first view of it; there is, however, 

a still more important one. If one measures the effects of pity by the 
gravity of the reactions it sets up, its character as a menace to life 

appears in a much clearer light. Pity thwarts the whole law of evolution, 

which is the law of natural selection. It preserves whatever is ripe for 
destruction; it fights on the side of those disinherited and condemned by 

life; by maintaining life in so many of the botched of all kinds, it gives 

life itself a gloomy and dubious aspect. Mankind has ventured to call 
pity a virtue (—in every superior moral system it appears as a 

weakness—); going still further, it has been called the virtue, the source 

and foundation of all other virtues—but let us always bear in mind that 

this was from the standpoint of a philosophy that was nihilistic, and 
upon whose shield the denial of life was inscribed. Schopenhauer was 

right in this: that by means of pity life is denied, and made worthy of 

denial—pity is the technic of nihilism. Let me repeat: this depressing 
and contagious instinct stands against all those instincts which work for 

the preservation and enhancement of life: in the rôle of protector of the 

miserable, it is a prime agent in the promotion of décadence—pity 

persuades to extinction.    Of  course, one doesn’t  say “extinction”: one 
says “the other world,” or “God,” or “the true life,” or Nirvana, 

salvation, blessedness.... This innocent rhetoric, from the realm of 

religious-ethical balderdash, appears a good deal less innocent when 
one reflects upon the tendency that it conceals beneath sublime words: 

the tendency to destroy life. Schopenhauer was hostile to life: that is 

why pity appeared to  him as  a  virtue     Aristotle, as every one knows, 

saw in pity a sickly and dangerous state of mind, the remedy for which 
was an occasional purgative: he regarded tragedy as that purgative. The 

instinct of life should prompt us to seek some means of puncturing any 

such pathological and dangerous accumulation of pity as that appearing 
in Schopenhauer’s case(and also, alack, in that of our whole literary 

décadence, from St. Petersburg to Paris, from Tolstoi to Wagner), that it 

may burst and be discharged.    Nothing is more unhealthy, amid all our 
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unhealthy modernism, than Christian pity. To be the doctors here, to be 

unmerciful here, to wield the knife here—all this is our business, all this 

is our sort of humanity, by this sign we are philosophers, we 
Hyperboreans!— 

 

8. 
It is necessary to say just whom we regard as our antagonists: 

theologians and all who have any theological blood in their veins—this 

is our whole philosophy.... One must have faced that menace at close 
hand, better still, one must have had experience of it directly and almost 

succumbed to it, to realize that it is not to be taken lightly (—the alleged 

free-thinking of our naturalists and physiologists seems to me to be a 
joke—they have no passion about such things; they have not suffered— 

). This poisoning goes a great deal further than most people think: I find 

the arrogant habit of the theologian among all who regard themselves  

as “idealists”—among all who, by virtue of a higher point of departure, 
claim a right to rise above reality, and to look upon it with suspicion.... 

The idealist, like the ecclesiastic, carries all sorts of lofty concepts in his 

hand (—and not only in his hand!); he launches them with benevolent 

contempt against “understanding,” “the senses,” “honor,” “good  

living,” “science”; he sees such things as beneath him, as pernicious and 
seductive forces, on which “the soul” soars as a pure thing-in-itself—as 

if humility, chastity, poverty, in a word, holiness, had not already done 

much more damage to life than all imaginable horrors and vices.    The 

pure soul is a pure lie.    So long as the priest, that professional denier, 
calumniator and poisoner of life, is accepted as a higher variety of man, 

there can be no answer to the question, What is truth? Truth has already 
been stood on its head when the obvious attorney of mere emptiness is 

mistaken for its representative.... 

 

9. 
Upon this theological instinct I make war: I find the tracks of it 

everywhere. Whoever has theological blood in his veins is shifty and 
dishonourable in all things. The pathetic thing that grows out of this 

condition is called faith: in other words, closing one’s eyes upon one’s 

self once for all, to avoid suffering the sight of incurable falsehood. 

People erect a concept of morality, of virtue, of holiness upon this false 
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view of all things; they ground good conscience upon faulty vision; they 

argue that no other sort of vision has value any more, once they have 

made theirs sacrosanct with the names 
of “God,” “salvation” and “eternity.” I unearth this theological instinct 

in all directions: it is the most widespread and the most subterranean 

form of falsehood to be found on earth. Whatever a theologian regards 

as true must be false: there you have almost a criterion of truth. His 
profound instinct of self-preservation stands against truth ever coming 

into honour in any way, or even getting stated. Wherever the in fluence 

of theologians is felt there is a transvaluation of values, and the  
concepts “true” and “false” are forced to change places: whatever is 

most damaging to life is there called “true,” and whatever exalts it, 

intensifies it, approves it, justifies it and makes it triumphant is there 
called “false.”...      When       theologians,       working       through    

the “consciences” of princes (or of peoples—), stretch out their hands 

for power, there is never any doubt as to the fundamental issue: the will 

to make an end, the nihilistic will exerts that power.... 
 

10. 
Among Germans I am immediately understood when I say that 

theological blood is the ruin of philosophy. The Protestant pastor is the 

grandfather of German philosophy; Protestantism itself is its peccatum 

originale. Definition of Protestantism: hemiplegic paralysis of 
Christianity—and of reason     One need only utter the words “Tübingen 

School” to get an understanding of what German philosophy is at 

bottom—a very artful form of theology.... The Suabians are the best 
liars in  Germany;  they lie innocently     Why all the rejoicing over  the 

appearance of Kant that went through the learned world of Germany, 

three-fourths of which is made up of the sons of preachers and 

teachers—why the German conviction still echoing, that with Kant 

came a change for the better? The theological instinct of German 
scholars made them see clearly just what had become possible again.... 

A backstairs leading to the old ideal stood open; the concept of the “true 

world,” the concept of morality as the essence of the world (—the two 
most vicious errors that ever existed!), were once more, thanks to a 

subtle and wily scepticism, if not actually demonstrable, then at least no 

longer  refutable....  Reason, the prerogative  of  reason, does  not  go so 
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far.... Out of reality there had been made “appearance”; an absolutely 

false world, that of being, had been turned into reality The success of 

Kant is merely a theological success; he was, like Luther and Leibnitz, 
but one more impediment to German integrity, already far from 

steady.— 
 

11. 

A word now against Kant as a moralist. A virtue must be our 

invention; it must spring out of our personal need and defence. In every 

other case it is a source of danger. That which does not belong to our 
life menaces it; a virtue which has its roots in mere respect for the 

concept     of “virtue,” as     Kant     would     have     it,      is  

pernicious. “Virtue,” “duty,” “good for its own sake,” goodness 

grounded upon impersonality or a notion of universal validity—these 
are all chimeras, and in them one finds only an expression of the decay, 

the last collapse of life, the Chinese spirit of Königsberg. Quite the 

contrary is demanded by the most profound laws of self-preservation 
and of growth: to wit, that every man find his own virtue, his own 

categorical imperative. A nation goes to pieces when it confounds its 

duty with the general concept of duty. Nothing works a more complete 

and penetrating disaster than every “impersonal” duty, every sacrifice 
before the Moloch of abstraction.—To think that no one has thought of 

Kant’s categorical imperative as dangerous to life!... The theological 

instinct alone took it under protection!—An action prompted by the life- 
instinct proves that it is a right action by the amount of pleasure that 

goes with it: and yet that Nihilist, with his bowels of Christian 

dogmatism, regarded pleasure as an objection.... What destroys a man 
more quickly than to work, think and feel without inner necessity, 

without any deep personal desire, without pleasure—as a mere 

automaton of duty? That is the recipe for décadence, and no less for 

idiocy.... Kant became an idiot.—And such a man was the 
contemporary of Goethe! This calamitous spinner of cobwebs passed 

for the German philosopher—still passes today!    I forbid myself to say 

what I think of the Germans.... Didn’t Kant see in the French 
Revolution the transformation of the state from the inorganic form to 

the organic? Didn’t he ask himself if there was a single event that could 

be explained save on the assumption of a moral faculty in man, so that 
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on the basis of it, “the tendency of mankind toward the good” could be 

explained, once and for  all  time?  Kant’s  answer: “That  is 

revolution.” Instinct at fault in everything and anything, instinct as a 
revolt against nature, German décadence as a philosophy—that is Kant! 

— 
 

12. 

I put aside a few sceptics, the types of decency in the history of 

philosophy: the rest haven’t the slightest conception of intellectual 

integrity. They behave like women, all these great enthusiasts and 
prodigies—they regard “beautiful feelings” as arguments, the“heaving 

breast” as the bellows of divine inspiration, conviction as the criterion 

of truth. In the end, with “German” innocence, Kant tried to give a 
scientific flavour to this form of corruption, this dearth of intellectual 

conscience, by calling it “practical reason.”He deliberately invented a 

variety of reasons for use on occasions when it was desirable not to 

trouble with reason—that is, when morality, when the sublime 
command “thou shalt,” was heard. When one recalls the fact that, 

among all peoples, the philosopher is no more than a development from 

the old type of priest, this inheritance from the priest, this fraud upon 
self, ceases to be remarkable. When a man feels that he has a divine 

mission, say to lift up, to save or to liberate mankind—when a man  

feels the divine spark in his heart and believes that he is the mouthpiece 

of super natural imperatives—when such a mission inflames him, it is 
only natural that he should stand beyond all merely reasonable 

standards of judgment. He feels that he is himself sanctified by this 

mission, that he is himself a type of a higher order!... What has a priest 
to do with philosophy! He stands far above it!—And hitherto the priest 

has ruled!—He has determined the meaning of “true” and “not true”!... 

 

13. 
Let us not underestimate this fact: that we ourselves, we free spirits, 

are already a “transvaluation of all values,” a visualized declaration of 
war and victory against  all  the  old  concepts  of  “true” and “not  

true.” The most valuable intuitions are the last to be attained; the most 

valuable of all are those which determine methods. All the methods, all 
the principles of the scientific spirit of today, were the targets for 
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thousands of years of the most profound contempt; if a man inclined to 

them he was excluded from the society of “decent” people—he passed 

as “an enemy of God,” as a scoffer at the truth, as one “possessed.” As a 
man of science, he belonged to the Chandala [2].... We have had the 

whole pathetic stupidity of mankind against us—their every notion of 

what the truth ought to be, of what the service of the truth ought to be— 

their every “thou shalt” was launched against us.    Our objectives, our 
methods, our quiet, cautious, distrustful manner—all appeared to them 

as absolutely discreditable and contemptible.—Looking back, one may 

almost ask one’s self with reason if it was not actually an aesthetic  
sense that kept men blind so long: what they demanded of the truth was 

picturesque effectiveness, and of the learned a strong appeal to their 

senses. It was our modesty that stood out longest against their taste.... 

How well they guessed that, these turkey-cocks of God! 
 

14. 
We have unlearned something. We have become more modest in 

every  way.  We  no  longer   derive   man   from   the “spirit,” from   

the “godhead”; we have dropped him back among the beasts. We regard 

him as the strongest of the beasts because he is the craftiest; one of the 
results thereof is his intellectuality. On the other hand, we guard 

ourselves against a conceit which would assert itself even here: that  

man is the great second thought in the process of organic evolution. He 

is, in truth, anything but the crown of creation: beside him stand many 
other animals, all at similar stages of development.... And even when 

we say that we say a bit too much, for man, relatively speaking, is the 

most botched of all the animals and the sickliest, and he has wandered 
the most dangerously from his instincts—though for all that, to be sure, 

he remains the most interesting!—As regards the lower animals, it was 

Descartes who first had the really admirable daring to describe them as 
machina; the whole of our physiology is directed toward proving the 

truth of this doctrine. Moreover, it is illogical to set man apart, as 

Descartes did: what we know of man today is limited precisely by the 

extent to which we have regarded him, too, as a machine. Formerly we 
accorded to man, as his inheritance from some higher order of beings, 

what was called “free will”; now we have taken even this will from him, 

for the term no longer describes anything that we can understand. The 
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old word “will” now connotes only a sort of result, an individual 

reaction, that follows inevitably upon a series of partly discordant and 

partly harmonious stimuli—the will no longer “acts,” or “moves.”... 
Formerly it was thought that man’s consciousness, his “spirit,” offered 

evidence of his high origin, his divinity. That he might be perfected, he 

was advised, tortoise-like, to draw his senses in, to have no traffic with 

earthly things, to shuffle off his mortal coil—then only the important 
part of him, the “pure spirit, ”would remain. Here again we have 

thought out the thing better: to us consciousness, or “the spirit,” appears 

as a symptom of a relative imperfection of the organism, as an 
experiment, a groping, a misunderstanding, as an affliction which uses 

up nervous force unnecessarily—we deny that anything can be done 

perfectly so long as it is done consciously. The “pure spirit” is  a piece 
of pure stupidity: take away the nervous system and the senses, the so- 

called “mortal shell,” and the rest is miscalculation—that is all!... 

 
 

15. 
Under Christianity neither morality nor religion has any point of 

contact with actuality. It offers purely imaginary causes  (“God,”  
“soul,” “ego,” “spirit,” “free will”—or even “unfree”), and purely 

imaginary effects (“sin,” “salvation,” “grace,” “punishment,” 

“forgiveness of  sins”).  Intercourse  between  imaginary  beings 

(“God,” “spirits,” “souls”); an imaginary natural history 
(anthropocentric; a total denial of the concept of natural causes); an 

imaginary psychology (misunderstandings of self, misinterpretations of 

agreeable or disagreeable general feelings—for example, of the states of 
the nervus sympathicus with the help of the sign-language of religio- 

ethical balderdash—, “repentance,” “pangs of conscience,” “temptation 

by  the  devil,” “the  presence  of  God”);  an   imaginary   teleology  
(the “kingdom of God,” “the last judgment,” “eternal life”).—This 

purely fictitious world, greatly to its disadvantage, is to be differentiated 

from the world of dreams; the latter at least reflects reality, whereas the 

former  falsifies   it,  cheapens  it  and   denies  it.  Once  the  concept   
of “nature” had   been   opposed   to   the   concept   of “God,” the   

word “natural” necessarily took on the meaning of “abominable”—the 

whole of that fictitious world has its sources in hatred of the natural (— 
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the real!—), and is no more than evidence of a profound uneasiness in 

the presence of reality     This explains everything. Who alone has any 

reason for living his way out of reality? The man who suffers under it. 
But  to  suffer  from  reality  one  must  be  a  botched  reality      The 

preponderance of pains over pleasures is the cause of this fictitious 

morality and religion: but such a preponderance also supplies the 

formula for décadence.... 
 

16. 
A criticism of the Christian concept of God leads inevitably to the 

same conclusion. — A nation that still believes in itself holds fast to its 

own god. In him it does honour to the conditions which enable it to 
survive, to its virtues—it projects its joy in itself, its feeling of power, 

into a being to whom one may offer thanks. He who is rich will give of 

his riches; a proud people need a god to whom they can  make  

sacrifices     Religion, within these limits, is a form of gratitude. A man 
is grateful for his own existence: to that end he needs a god.—Such a 

god must be able to work both benefits and injuries; he must be able to 

play either friend or foe—he is wondered at for the good he does as well 
as for the evil he does. But the castration, against all nature, of such a 

god, making him a god of goodness alone, would be contrary to human 

inclination. Mankind has just as much need for an evil god as for a good 

god; it doesn’t have to thank mere tolerance and humanitarianism for its 
own existence.    What would be the value of a god who knew nothing 

of anger, revenge, envy, scorn, cunning, violence? who had perhaps 

never experienced the rapturous ardeurs of victory and of destruction? 
No one would understand such a god: why should any one want him?— 

True enough, when a nation is on the downward path, when it feels its 

belief in its own future, its hope of freedom slipping from it, when it 
begins to see submission as a first necessity and the virtues of 

submission as measures of self-preservation, then it must overhaul its 

god. He then becomes a  hypocrite,  timorous  and  demure;  he  

counsels “peace of soul, ”hate-no-more, leniency, “love” of friend and 
foe. He moralizes endlessly; he creeps into every private virtue; he 

becomes the god of every man; he becomes a private citizen, a 

cosmopolitan.... Formerly he represented a people, the strength of a 
people, everything aggressive and thirsty for power in the soul of a 
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people; now he is simply the good god The truth is that there is no 
other alternative for gods: either they are the will to power—in which 

case they are national gods—or incapacity for power—in which case 
they have to be good.... 

 

17. 
Wherever the will to power begins to decline, in whatever form, 

there is always an accompanying decline physiologically, a décadence. 

The divinity of this décadence, shorn of its masculine virtues and 
passions, is converted perforce into a god of the physiologically 

degraded, of the weak. Of course, they do not call themselves the weak; 

they call themselves “the good.”... No hint is needed to indicate the 
moments in history at which the dualistic fiction of a good and an evil 

god first became possible. The same instinct which prompts the inferior 

to reduce their own god to “goodness-in-itself” also prompts them to 
eliminate all good qualities from the god of their superiors; they make 

revenge on their masters by making a devil of the latter’s god.—The 

good god, and the devil like him—both are abortions of décadence.— 

How can we be so tolerant of the naïveté of Christian theologians as to 
join in their doctrine that the evolution of the concept of god from “the 

god of Israel,” the god of a people, to the Christian god, the essence of 

all goodness, is to be described as progress?—But even Renan does  
this. As if Renan had a right to be naïve! The contrary actually stares 

one in the face. When everything necessary to ascending life; when all 

that is strong, courageous, masterful and proud has been eliminated 

from the concept of a god; when he has sunk step by step to the level of 
a staff for the weary, a sheet-anchor for the drowning; when he becomes 

the poor man’s god, the sinner’s god, the invalid’s god par excellence, 

and the attribute of “saviour” or “redeemer” remains as the one essential 
attribute of divinity—just what is the significance of such a 

metamorphosis? what does such a reduction of the godhead imply?—To 

be sure, the “kingdom of God” has thus grown larger. Formerly he had 
only his own people, his “chosen” people. But since then he has gone 

wandering, like his people themselves, into foreign parts; he has given 

up settling down quietly anywhere; finally he has come to feel at home 

everywhere, and is the great cosmopolitan—until now he has the “great 
majority” on his side, and half the earth. But this god of the “great 
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majority,” this democrat among gods, has not become a proud heathen 

god: on the contrary, he remains a Jew, he remains a god in a corner, a 

god of all the dark nooks and crevices, of all the noisesome quarters of 
the world!... His earthly kingdom, now as always, is a kingdom of the 

underworld, a souterrain kingdom, a ghetto kingdom     And he himself 

is so pale, so weak, so décadent     Even the palest of the pale are able to 
master him—messieurs the metaphysicians, those albinos of the 

intellect. They spun their webs around him for so long that finally he 

was hypnotized, and began to spin himself, and became another 
metaphysician. Thereafter he resumed once more his old business of 

spinning the world out of his inmost being sub specie Spinozae; 

thereafter he became ever thinner and paler—became the “ideal,” 

became “pure spirit,” became “the absolute,” became “the thing-in- 
itself.”. The collapse of a god: he became a “thing-in-itself.” 

 

18. 
The Christian concept of a god—the god as the patron of the sick, 

the god as a spinner of cobwebs, the god as a spirit—is one of the most 

corrupt concepts that has ever been set up in the world: it probably 

touches low-water mark in the ebbing evolution of the god-type. God 
degenerated into the contradiction of life. Instead of being its 

transfiguration and eternal Yea! In him war is declared on life, on 

nature, on the will to live! God becomes the formula for every slander 
upon the “here and now,” and for every lie about the “beyond”! In him 

nothingness is deified, and the will to nothingness is made holy!... 

 
19. 

The fact that the strong races of northern Europe did not repudiate 

this Christian god does little credit to their gift for religion—and not 

much more to their taste. They ought to have been able to make an end 
of such a moribund and worn-out product of the décadence. A curse lies 

upon them because they were not equal to it; they made illness, 

decrepitude and contradiction a part of their instincts—and since then 

they have not managed to create any more gods. Two thousand years 
have come and gone—and not a single new god! Instead, there still 

exists, and as if by some intrinsic right,—as if he were the ultimatum 

and maximum of the power to create gods, of the creator spiritus in 
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mankind—this pitiful god of Christian monotono-theism! This hybrid 

image of decay, conjured up out of emptiness, contradiction and vain 

imagining, in which all the instincts of décadence, all the cowardices 
and wearinesses of the soul find their sanction!— 

 

20. 
In my condemnation of Christianity I surely hope I do no injustice to 

a related religion with an even larger number of believers: I allude to 

Buddhism. Both are to be reckoned among the nihilistic religions—they 
are both décadence religions—but they are separated from each other in 

a very remarkable way. For the fact that he is able to compare them at 

all the critic of Christianity is indebted to the scholars of India.— 
Buddhism is a hundred times as realistic as Christianity—it is part of its 

living heritage that it is able to face problems objectively and coolly; it 

is the product of long centuries of philosophical speculation. The 

concept, “god,” was already disposed of before it appeared. Buddhism 
is the only genuinely positive religion to be encountered in history, and 

this applies even to its epistemology (which is a strict phenomenalism). 

It does not speak of a “struggle with sin,” but, yielding to reality, of    
the “struggle with suffering.” Sharply differentiating itself from 

Christianity, it puts the self-deception that lies in moral concepts behind 

it; it is, in my phrase, beyond good and evil.—The two physiological 

facts upon which it grounds itself and upon which it bestows its chief 
attention are: first, an excessive sensitiveness to sensation, which 

manifests itself as a refined susceptibility to pain, and secondly, an 

extraordinary spirituality, a too protracted concern with concepts and 
logical procedures, under the influence of which the instinct of 

personality has yielded to a notion of the “impersonal.” (—Both of 

these states will be familiar to a few of my readers, the objectivists, by 
experience, as they are to me). These physiological states produced a 

depression, and Buddha tried to combat it by hygienic measures. 

Against it he prescribed a life in the open, a life of travel; moderation in 

eating and a careful selection of foods; caution in the use of intoxicants; 
the same caution in arousing any of the passions that foster a bilious 

habit and heat the blood; finally, no worry, either on one’s own account 

or on account of others. He encourages ideas that make for either quiet 
contentment or good cheer—he finds means to combat ideas of other 
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sorts. He understands good, the state of goodness, as something which 

promotes health. Prayer is not included, and neither is asceticism. There 

is no categorical imperative nor any disciplines, even within the walls of 
a monastery (—it is always possible to leave—). These things would 

have been simply means of increasing the excessive sensitiveness above 

mentioned. For the same reason he does not advocate any conflict with 

unbelievers; his teaching is antagonistic to nothing so much as to 
revenge, aversion, ressentiment (—“enmity never brings an end to 

enmity”: the moving refrain of all Buddhism ) And in all this he was 

right, for it is precisely these passions which, in view of his main 
regiminal purpose, are unhealthful. The mental fatigue that he observes, 

already plainly displayed in too much “objectivity” (that is, in the 

individual’s  loss  of  interest  in  himself,  in  loss  of  balance  and      
of “egoism”), he combats by strong efforts to lead even the spiritual 

interests back to the ego. In Buddha’s  teaching  egoism  is  a  duty.  

The “one thing needful,” the question “how can you be delivered from 

suffering,” regulates and determines the whole spiritual diet. (—Perhaps 
one will here  recall  that  Athenian  who  also  declared  war  upon  

pure “scientificality,” to wit, Socrates, who also elevated egoism to the 

estate of a morality). 
 

21. 

The things necessary to Buddhism are a very mild climate, customs 

of great gentleness and liberality, and no militarism; moreover, it must 
get its start among the higher and better educated classes. Cheerfulness, 

quiet and the absence of desire are the chief desiderata, and they are 

attained. Buddhism is not a religion in which perfection is merely an 
object of aspiration: perfection is actually normal.— 

Under Christianity the instincts of the subjugated and the oppressed 

come to the fore: it is only those who are at the bottom who seek their 

salvation in it. Here the prevailing pastime, the favourite remedy for 
boredom is the discussion of sin, self-criticism, the inquisition of 

conscience; here the emotion produced by power (called “God”) is 

pumped up (by prayer); here the highest good is regarded as 
unattainable, as a gift, as “grace. ”Here, too, open dealing is lacking; 

concealment and the darkened room are Christian. Here body is 

despised and hygiene is denounced as sensual; the church even ranges 
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itself against cleanliness (—the first Christian order after the 

banishment of the Moors closed the public baths, of which there were 

270 in Cordova alone). Christian, too, is a certain cruelty toward one’s 
self and toward others; hatred of unbelievers; the will to persecute. 

Sombre and disquieting ideas are in the foreground; the most esteemed 

states of mind, bearing the most respectable names, are epileptoid; the 

diet is so regulated as to engender morbid symptoms and over-stimulate 
the nerves. Christian, again, is all deadly enmity to the rulers of the 

earth, to the “aristocratic”—along with a sort of secret rivalry with them 

(—one resigns one’s “body” to them; one wants only one’s “soul”...). 
And Christian is all hatred of the intellect, of pride, of courage, of 

freedom, of intellectual libertinage; Christian is all hatred of the senses, 

of joy in the senses, of joy in general.... 
 

22. 

When Christianity departed from its native soil, that of the lowest 

orders, the underworld of the ancient world, and began seeking power 
among barbarian peoples, it no longer had to deal with exhausted men, 

but with men still inwardly savage and capable of self-torture—in brief, 

strong men, but bungled men. Here, unlike in the case of the Buddhists, 

the cause of discontent with self, suffering through self, is not merely a 
general sensitiveness and susceptibility to pain, but, on the contrary, an 

inordinate thirst for inflicting pain on others, a tendency to obtain 

subjective satisfaction in hostile deeds and ideas. Christianity had to 
embrace barbaric concepts and valuations in order to obtain mastery 

over barbarians: of such sort, for example, are the sacrifices of the first- 

born, the drinking of blood as a sacrament, the disdain of the intellect 
and of culture; torture in all its forms, whether bodily or not; the whole 

pomp of the cult. Buddhism is a religion for peoples in a further state of 

development, for races that have become kind, gentle and over- 

spiritualized (—Europe is not yet ripe for it—): it is a summons that 
takes them back to peace and cheerfulness, to a careful rationing of the 

spirit, to a certain hardening of the body. Christianity aims at mastering 

beasts of prey; its modus operandi is to make them ill—to make feeble 
is the Christian recipe for taming, for “civilizing.” Buddhism is a 

religion for the closing, over-wearied stages of civilization. Christianity 
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appears before civilization has so much as begun—under certain 

circumstances it lays the very foundations thereof. 
 

23. 
Buddhism, I repeat, is a hundred times more austere, more honest, 

more objective. It no longer has to justify its pains, its susceptibility to 
suffering, by interpreting these things in terms of sin—it simply says, as 

it simply thinks, “I suffer.” To the barbarian, however, suffering in itself 

is scarcely understandable: what he needs, first of all, is an explanation 
as to why he suffers. (His mere instinct prompts him to deny his 

suffering  altogether,  or   to   endure   it   in   silence.)   Here   the   

word “devil” was a blessing: man had to have an omnipotent and 
terrible enemy—there was no need to be ashamed of suffering at the 

hands of such an enemy.— 

At the bottom of Christianity there are several subtleties that belong 

to the Orient. In the first place, it knows that it is of very little 
consequence whether a thing be true or not, so long as it is believed to 

be true. Truth and faith: here we have two wholly distinct worlds of 

ideas, almost two diametrically opposite worlds—the road to the one 
and the road to the other lie miles apart. To understand that fact 

thoroughly—this is almost enough, in the Orient, to make one a sage. 

The Brahmins knew it, Plato knew it, every student of the esoteric 

knows it. When, for example, a man gets any pleasure out of the notion 
that he has been saved from sin, it is not necessary for him to be 

actually sinful, but merely to feel sinful. But when faith is thus exalted 

above everything else, it necessarily follows that reason, knowledge and 
patient inquiry have to be discredited: the road to the truth becomes a 

forbidden road.—Hope, in its stronger forms, is a great deal more 

powerful stimulans to life than any sort of realized joy can ever be. Man 
must be sustained in suffering by a hope so high that no conflict with 

actuality can dash it—so high, indeed, that no fulfilment can satisfy it: a 

hope reaching out beyond this world. (Precisely because of this power 

that hope has of making the suffering hold out, the Greeks regarded it as 
the evil of evils, as the most malign of evils; it remained behind at the 

source of all evil.)[3]—In order that love may be possible, God must 

become a person; in order that the lower instincts may take a hand in the 
matter God must be young. To satisfy the ardor of the woman a 
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beautiful saint must appear on the scene, and to satisfy that of the men 

there must be a virgin. These things are necessary if Christianity is to 

assume lordship over a soil on which some aphrodisiacal or Adonis cult 
has already established a notion as to what a cult ought to be. To insist 

upon chastity greatly strengthens the vehemence and subjectivity of the 

religious instinct—it makes the cult warmer, more enthusiastic, more 

soulful.—Love is the state in which man sees things most decidedly as 
they are not. The force of illusion reaches its highest here, and so does 

the capacity for sweetening, for transfiguring. When a man is in love he 

endures more than at any other time; he submits to anything. The 
problem was to devise a religion which would allow one to love: by this 

means the worst that life has to offer is overcome—it is scarcely even 

noticed.—So much for the three Christian virtues: faith, hope and 
charity: I call them the three Christian ingenuities.—Buddhism is in too 

late a stage of development, too full of positivism, to be shrewd in any 

such way.— 

 

24. 
Here I barely touch upon the problem of the origin of Christianity. 

The first thing necessary to its solution is this: that Christianity is to be 
understood only by examining the soil from which it sprung—it is not a 

reaction against Jewish instincts; it is their inevitable product; it is 

simply one more step in the awe-inspiring logic of the Jews. In the 

words of the Saviour, “salvation is of the Jews.” [4]—The second thing 
to remember is this: that the psychological type of the Galilean is still to 

be recognized, but it was only in its most degenerate form (which is at 

once maimed and overladen with foreign features) that it could serve in 
the manner in which it has been used: as a type of the Saviour of 

mankind.— 

The Jews are the most remarkable people in the history of the world, 
for when they were confronted with the question, to be or not to be, they 

chose, with perfectly unearthly deliberation, to be at any price: this  

price involved a radical falsification of all nature, of all naturalness, of 

all reality, of the whole inner world, as well as of the outer. They put 
themselves against all those conditions under which, hitherto, a people 

had been able to live, or had even been permitted to live; out of 

themselves they evolved an idea which stood in direct opposition to 
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natural conditions—one by one they distorted religion, civilization, 

morality, history and psychology until each became a contradiction of 

its natural significance. We meet with the same phenomenon later on, in 
an incalculably exaggerated form, but only as a copy: the Christian 

church, put beside the “people of God,” shows a complete lack of any 

claim to originality. Precisely for this reason the Jews are the most 

fateful people in the history of the world: their influence has so falsified 
the reasoning of mankind in this matter that today the Christian can 

cherish anti-Semitism without realizing that it is no more than the final 

consequence of Judaism. 
In my “Genealogy of Morals” I give the first psychological 

explanation of the concepts underlying those two antithetical things, a 

noble morality and a ressentiment morality, the second of which is a 
mere product of the denial of the former. The Judaeo-Christian moral 

system belongs to the second division, and in every detail. In order to be 

able to say Nay to everything representing an ascending evolution of 

life—that is, to well-being, to power, to beauty, to self-approval—the 
instincts of ressentiment, here become downright genius, had to invent 

an other world in which the acceptance of life appeared as the most evil 

and abominable thing imaginable. Psychologically, the Jews are a 
people gifted with the very strongest vitality, so much so that when they 

found themselves facing impossible conditions of life they chose 

voluntarily, and with a profound talent for self-preservation, the side of 

all those instincts which make for décadence—not as if mastered by 
them, but as if detecting in them a power by which “the world” could be 

defied. The Jews are the very opposite of décadents: they have simply 

been forced into appearing in that guise, and with a degree of skill 
approaching the non plus ultra of histrionic genius they have managed 

to put themselves at the head of all décadent movements (—for 

example, the Christianity of Paul—), and so make of them something 
stronger than any party frankly saying Yes to life. To the sort of men 

who reach out for power under Judaism and Christianity,—that is to 

say, to the priestly class—décadence is no more than a means to an end. 

Men of this sort have a vital interest in making mankind sick, and in 
confusing the values of “good” and “bad,” “true” and “false” in a 

manner that is not only dangerous to life, but also slanders it. 
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25. 
The history of Israel is invaluable as a typical history of an attempt 

to denaturize all natural values: I point to five facts which bear this out. 
Originally, and above all in the time of the monarchy, Israel maintained 

the right attitude of things, which is to say, the natural attitude. Its 

Jahveh was an expression of its consciousness of power, its joy in itself, 
its hopes for itself: to him the Jews looked for victory and salvation and 

through him they expected nature to give them whatever was necessary 

to their existence—above all, rain. Jahveh is the god of Israel, and 
consequently the god of justice: this is the logic of every race that has 

power in its hands and a good conscience in the use of it. In the 

religious ceremonial of the Jews both aspects of this self-approval stand 

revealed. The nation is grateful for the high destiny that has enabled it 
to obtain dominion; it is grateful for the benign procession of the 

seasons, and for the good fortune attending its herds and its crops.— 

This view of things remained an ideal for a long while, even after it had 
been robbed of validity by tragic blows: anarchy within and the 

Assyrian without. But the people still retained, as a projection of their 

highest yearnings, that vision of a king who was at once a gallant 
warrior and an upright judge—a vision best visualized in the typical 

prophet (i. e., critic and satirist of the moment), Isaiah.—But every hope 

remained unfulfilled. The old god no longer could do what he used to 

do. He ought to have been abandoned. But what actually happened? 
Simply this: the conception of him was changed—the conception of him 

was denaturized; this was the price that had to be paid for keeping 

him.—Jahveh, the god of “justice”—he is in accord with Israel no more, 
he no longer vizualizes the national egoism; he is now a god only 

conditionally.... The public notion of this god now becomes merely a 

weapon in the hands of clerical agitators, who interpret all happiness as 

a reward and all unhappiness as a punishment for obedience or 
disobedience to him, for “sin”: that most fraudulent of all imaginable 

interpretations, whereby a “moral order of the world” is set up, and the 

fundamental concepts, “cause” and “effect,” are stood on their heads. 
Once natural causation has been swept out of the world by doctrines of 

reward and punishment some sort of un-natural causation becomes 

necessary: and all other varieties of the denial of nature follow it. A god 
who demands—in place of a god who helps, who gives counsel, who is 
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at bottom merely a name for every happy inspiration of courage and 

self-reliance.... Morality is no longer a reflection of the conditions 

which make for the sound life and development of the people; it is no 
longer the primary life-instinct; instead it has become abstract and in 

opposition to life—a fundamental perversion of the fancy,  an “evil  

eye” on all things. What is Jewish, what is Christian morality? Chance 

robbed of its innocence; unhappiness polluted with the idea of “sin”; 
well-being represented as a danger, as a “temptation”; a physiological 

disorder produced by the canker worm of conscience.... 

 

26. 
The concept of god falsified; the concept of morality falsified;—but 

even here Jewish priest-craft did not stop. The whole history of Israel 
ceased to be of any value: out with it!—These priests accomplished that 

miracle of falsification of which a great part of the Bible is the 

documentary evidence; with a degree of contempt unparalleled, and in 
the face of all tradition and all historical reality, they translated the past 

of their people into religious terms, which is to say, they converted it 

into an idiotic mechanism of salvation, whereby all offences against 
Jahveh were punished and all devotion to him was rewarded. We would 

regard this act of historical falsification as something far more shameful 

if familiarity with the ecclesiastical interpretation of history for 

thousands of years had not blunted our inclinations for uprightness in 
historicis.  And  the  philosophers  support  the  church:  the  lie  about  

a “moral order of the world” runs through the whole of philosophy, 

even the newest. What is the meaning of a “moral order of the world”? 
That there is a thing called the will of God which, once and for all time, 

determines what man ought to do and what he ought not to do; that the 

worth of a people, or of an individual thereof, is to be measured by the 

extent to which they or he obey this will of God; that the destinies of a 
people or of an individual are controlled by this will of God, which 

rewards or punishes according to the degree of obedience manifested.— 

In place of all that pitiable lie reality has this to say: the priest, a 
parasitical variety of man who can exist only at the cost of every sound 

view of life, takes the name of God in vain: he calls that state of human 

society in which he himself determines the value of all things “the 
kingdom of God”; he calls the means whereby that state of affairs is 
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attained “the will of God”; with cold-blooded cynicism he estimates all 

peoples, all ages and all individuals by the extent of their subservience 

or opposition to the power of the priestly order. One observes him at 
work: under the hand of the Jewish priesthood the great age of Israel 

became an age of decline; the Exile, with its long series of misfortunes, 

was transformed into a punishment for that great age—during which 

priests had not yet come into existence. Out of the powerful and wholly 
free heroes of Israel’s history they fashioned, according to their 

changing needs, either wretched bigots  and  hypocrites  or  men 

entirely “godless.” They reduced every great event to the idiotic 
formula: “obedient or disobedient to God.”—They went a step further: 

the “will of God”(in other words some means necessary for preserving 

the power of the priests) had to be determined—and to this end they had 
to have a “revelation.” In plain English, a gigantic literary fraud had to 

be perpetrated, and “holy scriptures” had to be concocted—and so, with 

the utmost hierarchical pomp, and days of penance and much 

lamentation over the long days of “sin” now ended, they were duly 
published. The “will of God,” it appears, had long stood like a rock; the 

trouble  was  that  mankind  had  neglected  the “holy  scriptures”     But 

the “will   of   God” had   already   been   revealed   to   Moses      What 
happened? Simply this: the priest had formulated, once and for all time 

and with the strictest meticulousness, what tithes were to be paid to him, 

from the largest to the smallest (—not forgetting the most appetizing 

cuts of meat, for the priest is a great consumer of beefsteaks); in brief, 
he let it be known just  what  he wanted, what “the will  of  God” was.... 

From this time forward things were so arranged that the priest became 

indispensable everywhere; at all the great natural events of life, at birth, 
at marriage, in sickness, at death, not to say at the “sacrifice”(that is, at 

meal-times), the holy parasite put in his appearance, and proceeded to 

denaturize it—in his own phrase, to “sanctify” it.... For this should be 
noted: that every natural habit, every natural institution (the state, the 

administration of justice, marriage, the care of the sick and of the poor), 

everything demanded by the life-instinct, in short, everything that has 

any value in itself, is reduced to absolute worthlessness and even made 
the reverse of valuable by the parasitism of priests (or, if you chose, by 

the “moral order of the world”). The fact requires a sanction—a power 

to grant values becomes necessary, and the only way it can create such 
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values is by denying nature.... The priest depreciates and desecrates 

nature: it is only at this price that he can exist at all.—Disobedience to 

God, which actually means to the priest, to “the law,” now gets the 
name of “sin”; the means prescribed for “reconciliation with God”are, 

of course, precisely the means which bring one most effectively under 

the   thumb   of   the   priest;   he   alone   can “save”      Psychologically 

considered, “sins” are indispensable to every society organized on an 
ecclesiastical basis; they are the only reliable weapons of power; the 

priest lives upon sins; it is necessary to him that there be “sinning”.... 

Prime axiom: “God forgiveth him that repenteth”—in plain English, 
him that submitteth to the priest. 

 

27. 
Christianity sprang from a soil so corrupt that on it everything 

natural, every natural value, every reality was opposed by the deepest 

instincts of the ruling class—it grew up as a sort of war to the death 

upon reality, and as such it has never been surpassed. The “holy 
people,” who had adopted priestly values and priestly names for all 

things, and who, with a terrible logical consistency, had rejected 

everything of the earth as “unholy,” “worldly,” “sinful”—this people 
put its instinct into a final for mula that was logical to the point of self- 

annihilation: as Christianity it actually denied even the last form of 

reality, the “holy people,” the “chosen people,” Jewish reality itself. The 

phenomenon is of the first order of importance: the small 
insurrectionary movement which took the name of Jesus of Nazareth is 

simply the Jewish instinct redivivus—in other words, it is the priestly 

instinct come to such a pass that it can no longer endure the priest as a 
fact; it is the discovery of a state of existence even more fantastic than 

any before it, of a vision of life even more unreal than that necessary to 

an ecclesiastical organization. Christianity actually denies the church.... 
I am unable to determine what was the target of the insurrection said 

to have been led (whether rightly or wrongly) by Jesus, if it was not the 

Jewish church—“church” being here used in exactly the same sense that 

the word has today. It was an insurrection  against  the “good  and  
just,” against the “prophets of Israel, “against the whole hierarchy of 

society—not against corruption, but against caste, privilege, order, 

formalism. It was unbelief in “superior men,” a Nay flung at everything 
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that priests and theologians stood for. But the hierarchy that was called 

into question, if only for an instant, by this movement was the structure 

of piles which, above everything, was necessary to the safety of the 
Jewish people in the midst of the “waters”—it represented their last 

possibility of survival; it was the final residuum of their independent 

political existence; an attack upon it was an attack upon the most 

profound national instinct, the most powerful national will to live, that 
has ever appeared on earth. This saintly anarchist, who aroused the 

people of the abyss, the outcasts and “sinners,” the Chandala of 

Judaism, to rise in revolt against the established order of things—and in 
language which, if the Gospels are to be credited, would get him sent to 

Siberia today—this man was certainly a political criminal, at least in so 

far as it was possible to be one in so absurdly unpolitical a community. 
This is what brought him to the cross: the proof thereof is to be found in 

the inscription that was put upon the cross. He died for his own sins— 

there is not the slightest ground for believing, no matter how often it is 

asserted, that he died for the sins of others. — 
 

28. 
As to whether he himself was conscious of this contradiction— 

whether, in fact, this was the only contradiction he was cognizant of— 

that is quite another question. Here, for the first time, I touch upon the 

problem of the psychology of the Saviour. —I confess, to begin with, 
that there are very few books which offer me harder reading than the 

Gospels. My difficulties are quite different from those which enabled 

the learned curiosity of the German mind to achieve one of its most 
unforgettable triumphs. It is a long while since I, like all other young 

scholars, enjoyed with all the sapient laboriousness of a fastidious 

philologist the work of the incomparable Strauss.[5] At that time I was 

twenty years old: now I am too serious for that sort of thing. What do I 
care for the contradictions of “tradition”? How can any one call pious 

legends “traditions”? The histories of saints present the most dubious 

variety of literature in existence; to examine them by the scientific 
method, in the entire ab sence of corroborative documents, seems to me 

to condemn the whole inquiry from the start—it is simply learned 

idling.... 
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29. 
What concerns me is the psychological type of the Saviour. This 

type might be depicted in the Gospels, in however mutilated a form and 
however much overladen with extraneous characters—that is, in spite of 

the Gospels; just as the figure of Francis of Assisi shows itself in his 

legends in spite of his legends. It is not a question of mere truthful 
evidence as to what he did, what he said and how he actually died; the 

question is, whether his type is still conceivable, whether it has been 

handed down to us.—All the attempts that I know of to read the history 
of a “soul” in the Gospels seem to me to reveal only a lamentable 

psychological levity. M. Renan, that mountebank in psychologicus, has 

contributed the two most unseemly notions to this business of 

explaining the type of Jesus: the notion of the genius and that of the 
hero (“héros”). But if there is anything essentially unevangelical, it is 

surely the concept of the hero. What the Gospels make instinctive is 

precisely the reverse of all heroic struggle, of all taste for conflict: the 
very incapacity for resistance is here converted into something moral: 

(“resist not evil!”—the most profound sentence in the Gospels, perhaps 

the true key to them), to wit, the blessedness of peace, of gentleness, the 
inability to be an enemy. What is the meaning of “glad tidings”?—The 

true life, the life eternal has been found—it is not merely promised, it is 

here, it is in you; it is the life that lies in love free from all retreats and 

exclusions, from all keeping of distances. Every one is the child of 
God—Jesus claims nothing for himself alone—as the child of God each 

man is the equal of every other man.    Imagine making Jesus a hero!— 

And   what   a   tremendous   misunderstanding   appears    in    the  

word “genius”! Our whole conception of the “spiritual,” the whole 
conception of our civilization, could have had no meaning in the world 

that Jesus lived in. In the strict sense of the physiologist, a quite 

different word ought to be used here.... We all know that there is a 
morbid sensibility of the tactile nerves which causes those suffering 

from it to recoil from every touch, and from every effort to grasp a solid 

object. Brought to its logical conclusion, such a physiological habitus 

becomes   an   instinctive   hatred   of   all    reality,    a    flight    into 
the “intangible,” into the “incomprehensible”; a distaste for all 

formulae, for all conceptions of time and space, for everything 

established—customs,  institutions, the  church—; a feeling of  being  at 
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home  in  a  world  in  which  no   sort   of   reality   survives,   a   

merely “inner” world, a “true”world, an “eternal” world. “The 

Kingdom of God is within you”.... 
 

30. 

The instinctive hatred of reality: the consequence of an extreme 

susceptibility    to   pain   and irritation—so great   that merely to 
be “touched” becomes unendurable, for every sensation is too profound. 

The instinctive exclusion of all aversion, all hostility, all bounds and 

distances in feeling: the consequence of an extreme susceptibility to 
pain and irritation—so great that it senses all resistance, all compulsion 

to resistance, as unbearable anguish (—that is to say, as harmful, as 

prohibited by the instinct of self-preservation), and regards blessedness 
(joy) as possible only when it is no longer necessary to offer resistance 

to anybody or anything, however evil or dangerous—love, as the only, 

as the ultimate possibility of life.... 
These are the two physiological realities upon and out of which the 

doctrine of salvation has sprung. I call them a sublime super- 

development of hedonism upon a thoroughly unsalubrious soil. What 

stands most closely related to them, though with a large admixture of 
Greek vitality and nerve-force, is epicureanism, the theory of salvation 

of paganism. Epicurus was a typical décadent: I was the first to 

recognize him.—The fear of pain, even of infinitely slight pain—the 
end of this can be nothing save a religion of love.... 

 

31. 
I have already given my answer to the problem. The prerequisite to it 

is the assumption that the type of the Saviour has reached us only in a 

greatly distorted form. This distortion is very probable: there are many 

reasons why a type of that sort should not be handed down in a pure 
form, complete and free of additions. The milieu in which this strange 

figure moved must have left marks upon him, and more must have been 

imprinted by the history, the destiny, of the early Christian 

communities; the latter indeed, must have embellished the type 
retrospectively with characters which can be understood only as serving 

the purposes of war and of propaganda. That strange and sickly world 

into which the Gospels lead us—a world apparently out of a Russian 
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novel,   in   which   the    scum    of    society,    nervous    maladies   

and “childish” idiocy keep a tryst—must, in any case, have coarsened 

the type: the first disciples, in particular, must have been forced to 
translate an existence visible only in symbols and incomprehensibilities 

into their own crudity, in order to understand it at all—in their sight the 

type could take on reality only after it had been recast in a familiar 

mould.... The prophet, the messiah, the future judge, the teacher of 
morals, the worker of wonders, John the Baptist—all these merely 

presented chances to misunderstand it Finally, let us not underrate the 

proprium of all great, and especially all sectarian veneration: it tends to 
erase from the venerated objects all its original traits and idiosyncrasies, 

often so painfully strange—it does not even see them. It is greatly to be 

regretted that no Dostoyevsky lived in the neighbourhood of this most 
interesting décadent—I mean some one who would have felt the 

poignant charm of such a compound of the sublime, the morbid and the 

childish. In the last analysis, the type, as a type of the décadence, may 

actually have been peculiarly complex and contradictory: such a 
possibility is not to be lost sight of. Nevertheless, the probabilities seem 

to be against it, for in that case tradition would have been particularly 

accurate and objective, whereas we have reasons for assuming the 
contrary. Meanwhile, there is a contradiction between the peaceful 

preacher of the mount, the sea-shore and the fields, who appears like a 

new Buddha on a soil very unlike India’s, and the aggressive fanatic, 

the mortal enemy of theologians and ecclesiastics, who stands glorified 
by Renan’s malice as “le grand maître en ironie.” I myself haven’t any 

doubt that the greater part of this venom (and no less of esprit) got itself 

into the concept of the Master only as a result of the excited nature of 
Christian propaganda: we all know the unscrupulousness of sectarians 

when they set out to turn their leader into an apologia for themselves. 

When the early Christians had need of an adroit, contentious, 
pugnacious and maliciously subtle theologian to tackle other 

theologians, they created a “god” that met that need, just as they put  

into his mouth without hesitation certain ideas that were necessary to 

them but that were utterly at odds with the Gospels—“the second 
coming,” “the last judgment,” all sorts of expectations and promises, 

current at the time. 
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32. 
I can only repeat that I set myself against all efforts to intrude the 

fanatic into the figure of the Saviour: the very word impérieux, used by 
Renan, is alone enough to annul the type. What the “glad tidings” tell us 

is simply that there are no more contradictions; the kingdom of heaven 

belongs to children; the faith that is voiced here is no more an embattled 
faith—it is at hand, it has been from the beginning, it is a sort of 

recrudescent childishness of the spirit. The physiologists, at all events, 

are familiar with such a delayed and incomplete puberty in the living 
organism, the result of degeneration. A faith of this sort is not furious, it 

does not de nounce, it does not defend itself: it does not come with “the 

sword”—it does not realize how it will one day set man against man. It 

does not manifest itself either by miracles, or by rewards and promises, 
or by “scriptures”: it is itself, first and last, its own miracle, its own 

reward, its own promise, its own “kingdom of God.” This faith does not 

formulate itself—it simply lives, and so guards itself against formulae. 
To be sure, the accident of environment, of educational background 

gives prominence to concepts of a certain sort: in primitive Christianity 

one finds only concepts of a Judaeo-Semitic character (—that of eating 
and drinking at the last supper belongs to this category—an idea which, 

like everything else Jewish, has been badly mauled by the church). But 

let us be careful not to see in all this anything more than symbolical 

language, semantics[6] an opportunity to speak in parables. It is only on 
the theory that no work is to be taken literally that this anti-realist is 

able to speak at all. Set down among Hindus he would have made use of 

the concepts of Sankhya,[7] and among Chinese he would have 
employed those of Lao-tse[8]—and in neither case would it have made 

any difference to him.—With a little freedom in the use of words, one 

might actually call Jesus a “free spirit”[9]—he cares nothing for what is 

established: the word killeth,[10] whatever is established killeth. The 
idea of “life” as an experience, as he alone conceives it, stands opposed 

to his mind to every sort of word, formula, law, belief and dogma. He 

speaks only of inner things: “life” or “truth” or “light” is his word for 
the innermost—in his sight everything else, the whole of reality, all 

nature, even language, has significance only as sign, as allegory.—Here 

it is of paramount importance to be led into no error by the temptations 
lying in Christian, or rather ecclesiastical prejudices: such a symbolism 
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par excellence stands outside all religion, all notions of worship, all 

history, all natural science, all worldly experience, all knowledge, all 

politics, all psychology, all books, all art—his “wisdom” is precisely a 
pure ignorance[11] of all such things. He has never heard of culture; he 

doesn’t have to make war on it—he doesn’t even deny it     The same 

thing may be said of the state, of the whole bourgeoise social order, of 

labour, of war—he has no ground for denying “the world,” for he 
knows  nothing of the ecclesiastical  concept  of “the  world”. Denial  is 

precisely the thing that is impossible to him.—In the same way he lacks 

argumentative  capacity,  and  has  no  belief  that  an  article  of  faith,  
a “truth,” may   be   established   by   proofs    (—his    proofs    are 

inner “lights,” subjective sensations of happiness and self-approval, 

simple “proofs of power”—). Such a doctrine cannot contradict: it 
doesn’t know that other doctrines exist, or can exist, and is wholly 

incapable of imagining anything opposed to it     If anything of the sort 

is ever encountered, it laments the “blindness” with sincere sympathy— 

for it alone has “light”—but it does not offer objections.... 
 

33. 
In the whole psychology of the “Gospels” the concepts of guilt and 

punishment are lacking, and so is that of reward. “Sin,” which means 

anything that puts a distance between God and man, is abolished—this 

is precisely the “glad tidings.” Eternal bliss is not merely promised, nor 
is it bound up with conditions: it is conceived as the only reality—what 

remains consists merely of signs useful in speaking of it. 

The results of such a point of view project themselves into a new 

way of life, the special evangelical way of life. It is not a “belief”that 
marks off the Christian; he is distinguished by a different mode of 

action; he acts differently. He offers no resistance, either by word or in 

his heart, to those who stand against him. He draws no distinction 
between strangers and countrymen, Jews and Gentiles (“neighbour,” of 

course, means fellow-believer, Jew). He is angry with no one, and he 

despises no one. He neither appeals to the courts of justice nor heeds 

their mandates (“Swear not at all”).[12] He never under any 
circumstances divorces his wife, even when he has proofs of her 

infidelity.—And under all of this is one principle; all of it arises from 

one instinct.— 
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The life of the Saviour was simply a carrying out of this way of 

life—and so was his death. He no longer needed any formula or ritual 

in his relations with God—not even prayer. He had rejected the whole 
of the Jewish doctrine of repentance and atonement; he knew that it was 

only    by    a    way    of    life    that     one     could     feel     one’s   

self “divine,” “blessed,” “evangelical,” a “child        of        God.” Not 

by “repentance,” not by “prayer and forgiveness” is the way to God: 
only the Gospel way leads to God—it is itself “God!”—What the 

Gospels     abolished     was     the      Judaism     in      the      concepts 

of “sin,”“forgiveness of sin,” “faith,” “salvation through faith”—the 
whole ecclesiastical dogma of the Jews was denied by the “glad 

tidings.” 

The deep instinct which prompts the Christian how to live so that he 

will feel that he is “in heaven” and is “immortal,” despite many reasons 
for feeling that he is not “in heaven”: this is the only psychological 

reality in “salvation.”—A new way of life, not a new faith... 

 

34. 
If I understand anything at all about this great symbolist, it is this: 

that he regarded only subjective realities as realities, as “truths” —that 
he saw everything else, everything natural, temporal, spatial and 

historical, merely as  signs,  as  materials  for  parables.  The  concept  

of “the Son of God” does not connote a concrete person in history, an 

isolated and definite individual, but an “eternal” fact, a psychological 
symbol set free from the concept of time. The same thing is true, and in 

the highest sense, of the God of this typical symbolist, of the “kingdom 

of God,” and of the “sonship of God.” Nothing could be more un- 
Christian than the crude ecclesiastical notions of  God as a person, of    

a “kingdom of God”that is to come, of a “kingdom of heaven” beyond, 

and of a “son of God” as the second person of the Trinity. All this—if I 
may be forgiven the phrase—is like thrusting one’s fist into the eye (and 

what an eye!) of the Gospels: a disrespect for symbols amounting to 

world-historical cynicism     But it is nevertheless obvious enough what 

is meant by the symbols “Father” and “Son”—not, of course, to every 
one—: the word “Son” expresses entrance into the feeling that there is a 

general transformation of all things (beatitude), and “Father” expresses 

that  feeling itself—the  sensation of  eternity and  of  perfection.—I am 
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ashamed to remind you of what the church has made of this symbolism: 

has it not set an Amphitryon story[13] at the  threshold  of  the  

Christian “faith”? And a dogma of “immaculate conception” for good 
measure?... And thereby it has robbed conception of its 

immaculateness— 

The “kingdom of heaven” is a state of the heart—not something to 

come “beyond the world” or “after death.” The whole idea of natural 
death is absent from the Gospels: death is not a bridge, not a passing; it 

is absent because it belongs to a quite different, a merely apparent 

world, useful only as a symbol. The “hour of death” is not a Christian 
idea—“hours,” time, the physical life and its crises have no existence 

for the bearer of “glad tidings.”... The “kingdom of God” is not 

something that men wait for: it had no yesterday and no day after 
tomorrow, it is not going to come at a “millennium”—it is an 

experience of the heart, it is everywhere and it is nowhere.... 
 

35. 

This “bearer  of  glad  tidings” died  as  he  lived  and  taught—not  

to “save mankind,” but to show mankind how to live. It was a way of 

life that he bequeathed to man: his demeanour before the judges, before 

the officers, before his accusers—his demeanour on the cross. He does 
not resist; he does not defend his rights; he makes no effort to ward off 

the most extreme penalty—more, he invites it     And he prays, suffers 

and loves with those, in those, who do him evil     Not to defend one’s 

self, not to show anger, not to lay blames     On the contrary, to submit 
even to the Evil One—to love him.... 

 

36. 
—We free spirits—we are the first to have the necessary prerequisite 

to understanding what nineteen centuries have misunderstood—that 
instinct and passion for integrity which makes  war  upon  the “holy  

lie” even more than upon all other lies. Mankind was unspeakably far 

from our benevolent and cautious neutrality, from that discipline of the 
spirit which alone makes possible the solution of such strange and 

subtle things: what men always sought, with shameless egoism, was 

their own advantage therein; they created the church out of denial of the 

Gospels.... 
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Whoever sought for signs of an ironical divinity’s hand in the great 

drama of existence would find no small indication thereof in the 

stupendous question-mark that is called Christianity. That mankind 
should be on its knees before the very antithesis of what was the origin, 

the meaning and  the  law  of  the  Gospels—that  in  the  concept  of  

the “church” the very things should be pronounced holy that the “bearer 

of glad tidings” regards as beneath him and behind him—it would be 
impossible to surpass this as a grand example of world-historical 

irony— 

 

37. 
—Our age is proud of its historical sense: how, then, could it delude 

itself into believing that the crude fable of the wonder-worker and 
Saviour constituted the beginnings of Christianity—and that everything 

spiritual and symbolical in it only came later? Quite to the contrary, the 

whole history of Christianity—from the death on the cross onward—is 
the history of a progressively clumsier misunderstanding of an original 

symbolism. With every extension of Christianity among larger and 

ruder masses, even less capable of grasping the principles that gave 
birth to it, the need arose to make it more and more vulgar and 

barbarous—it absorbed the teachings and rites of all the subterranean 

cults of the imperium Romanum, and the absurdities engendered by all 

sorts of sickly reasoning. It was the fate of Christianity that its faith had 
to become as sickly, as low and as vulgar as the needs were sickly, low 

and vulgar to which it had to administer. A sickly barbarism finally lifts 

itself to power as the church—the church, that incarnation of deadly 
hostility to all honesty, to all loftiness of soul, to all discipline of the 

spirit, to all spontaneous and kindly humanity.—Christian values— 

noble values: it is only we, we free spirits, who have re-established this 

greatest of all antitheses in values!... 
 

38. 

—I cannot, at this place, avoid a sigh. There are days when I am 

visited by a feeling blacker than the blackest melancholy—contempt of 
man. Let me leave no doubt as to what I despise, whom I despise: it is 

the man of today, the man with whom I am unhappily 

contemporaneous. The man of today—I am suffocated by his foul 
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breath!... Toward the past, like all who understand, I am full of 

tolerance, which is to say, generous self-control: with gloomy caution I 

pass through whole  millenniums  of  this  madhouse  of  a  world,  call 
it “Christianity,” “Christian faith” or the “Christian church,” as you 

will—I take care not to hold mankind responsible for its lunacies. But 

my feeling changes and breaks out irresistibly the moment I enter 

modern times, our times. Our age knows better.... What was formerly 
merely sickly now becomes indecent—it is indecent to be a Christian 

today. And here my disgust begins.—I look about me: not a word 

survives of what was once called “truth”; we can no longer bear to hear 
a priest pronounce the word. Even a man who makes the most modest 

pretensions to integrity must know that a theologian, a priest, a pope of 

today not only errs when he speaks, but actually lies—and that he no 
longer escapes blame              for his lie 

through “innocence” or “ignorance.” The priest knows, as every one 

knows,  that  there  is   no   longer   any “God,” or   any “sinner,” or   

any “Saviour”—that “free will”and the “moral order of the world” are 
lies—: serious reflection, the profound self-conquest of the spirit, allow 

no man to pretend that he does not know it     All the ideas of the church 

are now recognized for what they are—as the worst counterfeits in 
existence, invented to debase nature and all natural values; the priest 

himself is seen as he actually is—as the most dangerous form of 

parasite, as the venomous spider of creation.... We know, our 

conscience now knows—just what the real value of all those sinister 
inventions of priest and church has been and what ends they have 

served, with their debasement of humanity to a state of self-pollution, 

the very sight of which excites loathing,—the concepts “the other 
world,” “the     last     judgment,” “the     immortality     of      the   

soul,” the “soul” itself: they are all merely so many instruments of 

torture, systems of cruelty, whereby the priest becomes master and 
remains master     Every one knows this, but nevertheless things remain 

as before. What has become of the last trace of decent feeling, of self- 

respect, when our statesmen, otherwise an unconventional class of men 

and thoroughly anti-Christian in their acts, now call themselves 
Christians and go to the communion-table?    A prince at the head of his 

armies, magnificent as the expression of the egoism and arrogance of 

his people—and yet acknowledging, without any shame, that he is a 
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Christian!... Whom, then, does Christianity deny? what does it call “the 

world”? To be a soldier, to be a judge, to be a patriot; to defend one’s 

self; to be careful of one’s honour; to desire one’s own advantage; to be 
proud ... every act of everyday, every instinct, every valuation that 

shows itself in a deed, is now anti-Christian: what a monster of 

falsehood the modern man must be to call himself nevertheless, and 

without shame, a Christian!— 
 

39. 
—I shall go back a bit, and tell you the authentic history of 

Christianity.—The very word “Christianity” is a misunderstanding—at 

bottom there was  only  one  Christian,  and  he  died  on  the  cross.  
The “Gospels” died on the cross. What, from that moment onward, was 

called the “Gospels” was the very reverse of what he had lived: “bad 

tidings,” a Dysangelium.[14] It is an error amounting to nonsensicality 

to see in “faith,” and particularly in faith in salvation through Christ, the 
distinguishing mark of the Christian: only the Christian way of life, the 

life lived by him who died on the cross, is Christian     To this day such 

a life is still possible, and for certain men even necessary: genuine, 

primitive  Christianity will  remain  possible in  all  ages Not  faith,  but 

acts; above all, an avoidance of acts, a different state of being     States 
of consciousness, faith of a sort, the acceptance, for example, of 

anything as true—as every psychologist knows, the value of these 
things is perfectly indifferent and fifth-rate compared to that of the 

instincts: strictly speaking, the whole concept of intellectual causality is 

false. To reduce being a Christian, the state of Christianity, to an 
acceptance of truth, to a mere phenomenon of consciousness, is to 

formulate the negation of Christianity. In fact, there are no Christians. 

The “Christian”—he who for two thousand years has passed as a 
Christian—is simply a psycho logical self-delusion. Closely examined, 

it appears that, despite all his “faith,” he has been ruled only by his 

instincts—and what instincts!—In all ages—for example, in the case of 

Luther—“faith” has been no more than a cloak, a pretense, a curtain 
behind which the instincts have played their game—a shrewd blindness 

to the  domination  of  certain  of  the  instincts....  I  have  already 

called “faith” the specially Christian form of shrewdness—people 
always talk of their “faith” and act according to their instincts.    In the 
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world of ideas of the Christian there is nothing that so much as touches 

reality: on the contrary, one recognizes an instinctive hatred of reality as 

the motive power, the only motive power at the bottom of Christianity. 
What follows therefrom? That even here, in psychologicis, there is a 

radical error, which is to say one conditioning fundamentals, which is to 

say, one in substance. Take away one idea and put a genuine reality in 

its place—and the whole of Christianity crumbles to nothingness!— 
Viewed calmly, this strangest of all phenomena, a religion not only 

depending on errors, but inventive and ingenious only in devising 

injurious errors, poisonous to life and to the heart—this remains a 
spectacle for the gods—for those gods who are also philosophers, and 

whom I have encountered, for example, in the celebrated dialogues at 

Naxos. At the moment when their disgust leaves them (—and us!) they 
will be thankful for the spectacle afforded by the Christians: perhaps 

because of this curious exhibition alone the wretched little planet called 

the earth deserves a glance from omnipotence, a show of divine 

interest.... Therefore, let us not underestimate the Christians: the 
Christian, false to the point of innocence, is far above the ape—in its 

application to the Christians a well-known theory of descent becomes a 

mere piece of politeness.... 
 

40. 

—The fate of  the  Gospels  was  decided  by  death—it  hung  on  

the “cross.”. .. It was only death, that unexpected and shameful death; it 
was only the cross, which was usually reserved for the canaille only—it 

was only this appalling paradox which brought the disciples face to face 

with the real riddle: “Who was it? what was it?”—The feeling of dis 
may, of profound affront and injury; the suspicion that such a death 

might involve a refutation of their cause; the terrible question, “Why 

just in this way?”—this state of mind is only too easy to understand. 

Here everything must be accounted for as necessary; everything must 
have a meaning, a reason, the highest sort of reason; the love of a 

disciple excludes all chance. Only then  did  the  chasm  of  doubt  

yawn: “Who put him to death? who was his natural enemy?”—this 
question flashed like a lightning-stroke. Answer: dominant Judaism, its 

ruling class. From that moment, one found one’s self in revolt against 

the established order, and began to understand Jesus as in revolt  against 
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the established order. Until then this militant, this nay-saying, nay-doing 

element in his character had been lacking; what is more, he had 

appeared to present its opposite. Obviously, the little community had 
not understood what was precisely the most important thing of all: the 

example offered by this way of dying, the freedom from and superiority 

to every feeling of ressentiment—a plain indication of how little he was 

understood at all! All that Jesus could hope to accomplish by his death, 
in itself, was to offer the strongest possible proof, or example, of his 

teachings  in the most  public manner     But  his  disciples were very far 

from forgiving his death—though to have done so would have accorded 
with the Gospels in the highest degree; and neither were they prepared 

to offer themselves, with gentle and serene calmness of heart, for a 

similar death.    On the contrary, it was precisely the most unevangelical 
of feelings, revenge, that now possessed them. It seemed impossible  

that the cause should perish with his 

death: “recompense” and “judgment” became necessary (—yet what 

could    be    less    evangelical     than “recompense,” “punishment,” 
and “sitting in judgment”!). Once more the popular belief in the coming 

of a messiah appeared in the foreground; attention was rivetted upon an 

historical moment: the “kingdom of God” is to come, with judgment 
upon his enemies.... But in all this there was a wholesale 

misunderstanding: imagine the “kingdom of God” as a last act, as a 

mere promise! The Gospels had been, in fact, the incarnation, the 

fulfilment, the realization of this “kingdom of God.” It was only now 
that all the familiar contempt for and bitterness against Pharisees and 

theologians began to appear in the character of the Master—he was 

thereby turned into a Pharisee and theologian himself! On the other 
hand, the savage veneration of these completely unbalanced souls could 

no longer endure the Gospel doctrine, taught by Jesus, of the equal right 

of all men to be children of God: their revenge took the form of 
elevating Jesus in an extravagant fashion, and thus separating him from 

themselves: just as, in earlier times, the Jews, to revenge themselves 

upon their enemies, separated themselves from their God, and placed 

him on a great height. The One God and the Only Son of God: both 
were products of ressentiment.... 

 

41. 
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—And  from  that  time  onward  an  absurd   problem   offered 

itself: “how could God allow it!” To which the deranged reason of the 

little community formulated an answer that was terrifying in its 
absurdity: God gave his son as a sacrifice for the forgiveness of sins. At 

once there was an end of the gospels! Sacrifice for sin, and in its most 

obnoxious and barbarous form: sacrifice of the innocent for the sins of 

the guilty! What appalling paganism!—Jesus him self had done away 
with the very concept of “guilt,” he denied that there was any gulf fixed 

between God and man; he lived this unity between God and man, and 

that  was  precisely his “glad tidings”     And not as a mere  privilege!— 
From this time forward the type of the Saviour was corrupted, bit by bit, 

by the doctrine of judgment and of the second coming, the doctrine of 

death as a sacrifice, the doctrine of the resurrection, by means of which 
the entire concept of “blessedness,” the whole and only reality of the 

gospels, is juggled away—in favour of a state of existence after death!... 

St. Paul, with that rabbinical impudence which shows itself in all his 

doings, gave a logical quality to that conception, that indecent 
conception, in this way: “If Christ did not rise from the dead, then all 

our faith is in vain!”—And at once there sprang from the Gospels the 

most contemptible of all unfulfillable promises, the shameless doctrine 
of personal immortality.... Paul even preached it as a reward.... 

 

 

42. 

One now begins to see just what it was that came to an end with the 

death on the cross: a new and thoroughly original effort to found a 
Buddhistic peace movement, and so establish happiness on earth—real, 

not merely promised. For this remains—as I have already pointed out— 

the essential difference between the two religions of décadence: 
Buddhism promises nothing, but actually fulfils; Christianity promises 

everything, but fulfils nothing.—Hard upon the heels of the “glad 

tidings” came the worst imaginable: those of Paul. In Paul is incarnated 

the very opposite of the “bearer of glad tidings”; he represents the 
genius for hatred, the vision of hatred, the relentless logic of hatred. 

What, indeed, has not this dysangelist sacrificed to hatred! Above all, 

the Saviour: he nailed him to his own cross. The life, the example, the 
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teaching, the death of Christ, the meaning and the law of the whole 

gospels—nothing was left of all this after that counterfeiter in hatred 

had reduced it to his uses. Surely not reality; surely not historical 
truth!... Once more the priestly instinct of the Jew perpetrated the same 

old master crime against history—he simply struck out the yesterday 

and the day before yesterday of Christianity, and invented his own 

history of Christian beginnings. Going further, he treated the history of 
Israel to another falsification, so that it became a mere prologue to his 

achievement:  all  the  prophets,  it  now  appeared,  had  referred  to   

his “Saviour.”... Later on the church even falsified the history of man in 
order to make it a prologue to Christianity The figure of the Saviour, 

his teaching, his way of life, his death, the meaning of his death, even 

the consequences of his death—nothing remained untouched, nothing 
remained in even remote contact with reality. Paul simply shifted the 

centre of gravity of that whole life to a place behind this existence—in 

the lie of the “risen” Jesus. At bottom, he had no use for the life of the 

Saviour—what he needed was the death on the cross, and something 
more. To see anything honest in such a man as Paul, whose home was at 

the centre of the Stoical enlightenment, when he converts an 

hallucination into a proof of the resurrection of the Saviour, or even to 
believe his tale that he suffered from this hallucination himself—this 

would be a genuine niaiserie in a psychologist. Paul willed the end; 

therefore he also willed the means.... What he himself didn’t believe 

was swallowed readily enough by the idiots among whom he spread his 
teaching.—What he wanted was power; in Paul the priest once more 

reached out for power—he had use only for such concepts, teachings 

and symbols as served the purpose of tyrannizing over the masses and 
organizing mobs. What was the only part of Christianity that 

Mohammed borrowed later on? Paul’s invention, his device for 

establishing priestly tyranny and organizing the mob: the belief in the 
immortality of the soul—that is to say, the doctrine of “judgment”.... 

 

43. 
When the centre of gravity of life is placed, not in life itself, but      

in “the beyond”—in nothingness—then one has taken away its centre of 

gravity altogether. The vast lie of personal immortality destroys all 

reason, all natural instinct—henceforth, everything in the instincts that 
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is beneficial, that fosters life and that safeguards the future is a cause of 

suspicion. So to live that life no longer has any meaning: this is now  

the “meaning”  of life.    Why be public-spirited? Why take any pride in 
descent and forefathers? Why labour together, trust one another, or 

concern  one’s  self  about  the  common  welfare,  and try to  serve it?... 

Merely so many “temptations,” so many strayings from the “straight 

path.”—“One thing only is necessary”.... That every man, because he 
has an “immortal soul,” is as good as every other man; that in an infinite 

universe of things the “salvation” of every individual may lay claim to 

eternal importance; that insignificant bigots and the three-fourths insane 
may assume that the laws of nature are constantly suspended in their 

behalf—it is impossible to lavish too much contempt upon such a 

magnification of every sort of selfishness to infinity, to insolence. And 
yet Christianity has to thank precisely this miserable flattery of personal 

vanity for its triumph—it was thus that it lured all the botched, the 

dissatisfied, the fallen upon evil days, the whole refuse and off-scouring 

of humanity to its side.  The “salvation  of  the  soul”—in  plain 
English: “the  world  revolves  around  me.”...   The   poisonous 

doctrine, “equal rights for all,” has been propagated as a Christian 

principle: out of the secret nooks and crannies of bad instinct 
Christianity has waged a deadly war upon all feelings of reverence and 

distance between man and man, which is to say, upon the first 

prerequisite to every step upward, to every development of 

civilization—out of the ressentiment of the masses it has forged its chief 
weapons against us, against everything noble, joyous and high-spirited 

on earth, against our happiness on earth.... To allow “immortality” to 

every Peter and Paul was the greatest, the most vicious outrage upon 
noble humanity ever perpetrated.—And let us not underestimate the 

fatal influence that Christianity has had, even upon politics! Nowadays 

no one has courage any more for special rights, for the right of 
dominion, for feelings of honourable pride in himself and his equals— 

for the pathos of distance.... Our politics is sick with this lack of 

courage!—The aristocratic attitude of mind has been undermined by the 

lie of the equality of souls; and if belief in the “privileges of the 
majority” makes and will continue to make revolutions—it is 

Christianity, let us not doubt, and Christian valuations, which convert 

every revolution into  a  carnival  of  blood  and  crime! Christianity is a 
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revolt of all creatures that creep on the ground against everything that is 

lofty: the gospel of the “lowly” lowers.... 
 

44. 
—The gospels are invaluable as evidence of the corruption that was 

already persistent within the primitive community. That which Paul, 
with the cynical logic of a rabbi, later developed to a conclusion was at 

bottom merely a process of decay that had begun with the death of the 

Saviour.—These gospels cannot be read too carefully; difficulties lurk 
behind every word. I confess—I hope it will not be held against me— 

that it is precisely for this reason that they offer first-rate joy to a 

psychologist—as the opposite of all merely naïve corruption, as 
refinement par excellence, as an artistic triumph in psychological 

corruption. The gospels, in fact, stand alone. The Bible as a whole is not 

to be compared to them. Here we are among Jews: this is the first thing 

to be borne in mind if we are not to lose the thread of the matter. This 
positive     genius     for     conjuring     up     a     delusion     of  

personal “holiness” unmatched anywhere else, either in books or by 

men; this elevation of fraud in word and attitude to the level of an art— 
all this is not an accident due to the chance talents of an individual, or to 

any violation of nature. The thing responsible is race. The whole of 

Judaism appears in Christianity as the art of concocting holy lies, and 

there, after many centuries of earnest Jewish training and hard practice 
of Jewish technic, the business comes to the stage of mastery. The 

Christian, that ultima ratio of lying, is the Jew all over again—he is 

threefold the Jew.... The underlying will to make use only of such 
concepts, symbols and attitudes as fit into priestly practice, the 

instinctive repudiation of every other mode of thought, and every other 

method of estimating values and utilities—this is not only tradition, it is 
inheritance: only as an inheritance is it able to operate with the force of 

nature. The whole of mankind, even the best minds of the best ages 

(with one exception, perhaps hardly human—), have permitted 

themselves to be deceived. The gospels have been read as a book of 
innocence     surely no small indication of the high skill with which the 

trick has been done.—Of course, if we could actually see these 

astounding bigots and bogus saints, even if only for an instant, the farce 

would come to an end,—and it is precisely because I cannot read a word 
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of theirs without seeing their attitudinizing that I have made an end of 

them.... I simply cannot endure the way they have of rolling up their 

eyes.—For the majority, happily enough, books are mere literature.— 
Let us not be led astray: they say “judge not,” and yet they condemn to 

hell whoever stands in their way. In letting God sit in judgment they 

judge themselves; in glorifying God they glorify themselves; in 

demanding that every one show the virtues which they themselves 
happen to be capable of—still more, which they must have in order to 

remain on top—they assume the grand air of men struggling for virtue, 

of men engaging in a war that virtue may prevail. “We live, we die, we 
sacrifice ourselves for the good”(—“the truth,” “the light,” “the 

kingdom of God”): in point of fact, they simply do what they cannot 

help doing. Forced, like hypocrites, to be sneaky, to hide in corners, to 
slink along in the shadows, they convert their necessity into a duty: it is 

on grounds of duty that they account for their lives of humility, and that 

humility becomes merely one more proof of their piety.... Ah, that 

humble, chaste, charitable brand of fraud! “Virtue itself shall bear 
witness for us.”... One may read the gospels as books of moral 

seduction: these petty folks fasten themselves to morality—they know 

the uses of morality! Morality is the best of all devices for leading 
mankind by the nose!—The fact is that the conscious conceit of the 

chosen here disguises itself as modesty:  it  is  in this  way  that  they, 

the “community,” the “good and just,” range themselves, once and for 

always, on one side, the side  of “the  truth”—and  the  rest  of  
mankind, “the world,” on the other     In that we observe  the most  fatal 

sort of megalomania that the earth has ever seen: little abortions of 

bigots  and  liars  began  to  claim  exclusive  rights  in  the  concepts   
of “God,” “the                            truth,” “the light,”“the 

spirit,” “love,” “wisdom” and “life,” as if these things were synonyms 

of themselves and thereby they sought to fence themselves off from   
the “world”; little super-Jews, ripe for some sort of madhouse, turned 

values upside down in order to meet their notions, just as if the 

Christian were the meaning, the salt, the standard and even the last 

judgment of all the rest     The whole disaster was only made possible 

by the fact that there already existed in the world a similar 
megalomania, allied to this one in race, to wit, the Jewish: once a chasm 

began  to yawn between Jews  and Judaeo-Christians, the latter  had  no 
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choice but to employ the self-preservative measures that the Jewish 

instinct had devised, even against the Jews themselves, whereas the 

Jews had employed them only against non-Jews. The Christian is 
simply a Jew of the “reformed” confession.— 

 

45. 
—I offer a few examples of the sort of thing these petty people have 

got into their heads—what they have put into the mouth of the Master: 

the unalloyed creed of “beautiful souls.”— 
“And whosoever shall not receive you, nor hear you, when ye depart 

thence, shake off the dust under your feet for a testimony against them. 

Verily I say unto you, it shall be more tolerable for Sodom and 
Gomorrha in the day of judgment, than for that city”(Mark vi, 11)— 

How evangelical!... 

“And whosoever shall offend one of these little ones that believe in 

me, it is better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and 
he were cast into the sea” (Mark ix, 42).—How evangelical!... 

“And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out: it is better for thee to 

enter into the kingdom of God with one eye, than having two eyes to be 

cast into hell fire; Where the worm dieth not, and the fire is not 

quenched.” (Mark ix, 47.[15])—It is not exactly the eye that is meant.... 
“Verily I say unto you, That there be some of them that stand here, 

which shall not taste of death, till they have seen the kingdom of God 

come with power.” (Mark ix, 1.)—Well lied, lion![16].... 
“Whosoever will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up 

his cross, and follow me. For...” (Note of a psychologist. Christian 

morality is refuted by its fors: its reasons are against it,—this makes it 
Christian.) Mark viii, 34.— 

“Judge not, that ye be not judged. With what measure ye mete, it 

shall be measured to you again.” (Matthew vii, 1.[17])—What a notion 

of justice, of a “just” judge!... 
“For if ye love them which love you, what reward have ye? do not 

even the publicans the same? And if ye salute your brethren only, what 

do ye more than others? do not even the publicans so?”(Matthew v, 
46.[18])—Principle of “Christian love”: it insists upon being well paid 

in the end.... 
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“But if ye forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father 

forgive your trespasses.” (Matthew vi, 15.)—Very compromising for 

the said “father.”... 
“But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all 

these things shall be added unto you.” (Matthew vi, 33.)—All these 

things: namely, food, clothing, all the necessities of life. An error, to put 

it mildly A bit before this God appears as a tailor, at least in certain 

cases.... 
“Rejoice ye in that day, and leap for joy: for, behold, your reward is 

great in heaven: for in the like manner did their fathers unto the 
prophets.” (Luke vi, 23.)—Impudent rabble! It compares itself to the 

prophets.... 

“Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the spirit of 

God dwelleth in you? If any man defile the temple of God, him shall 
God destroy; for the temple of God is holy, which temple ye are.” (Paul, 

1 Corinthians iii, 16.[19])—For that sort of thing one cannot have 

enough contempt.... 

“Do ye not know that the saints shall judge the world? and if the 
world shall be judged by you, are ye unworthy to judge the smallest 

matters?” (Paul, 1 Corinthians vi, 2.)—Unfortunately, not merely the 

speech of a lunatic. This frightful impostor then proceeds: “Know ye 
not that we shall judge angels? how much more things that pertain to 

this life?”... 

“Hath not God made foolish the wisdom of this world? For after that 
in the wisdom of God the world by wisdom knew not God, it pleased 

God  by the  foolishness  of  preaching to  save  them that  believe.  Not 

many wise men after the flesh, not men mighty, not many noble are 

called: But God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound 
the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound 

the things which are mighty; And base things of the world, and things 

which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to 
bring to nought things that are: That no flesh should glory in his 

presence.” (Paul, 1 Corinthians i, 20ff.[20])—In order to understand this 

passage, a first-rate example of the psychology underlying every 
Chandala-morality, one should read the first part of my “Genealogy of 

Morals”:  there,  for  the  first  time,  the  antagonism  between  a  noble 
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morality and a morality born of ressentiment and impotent vengefulness 

is exhibited. Paul was the greatest of all apostles of revenge.... 
 

46. 
—What follows, then? That one had better put on gloves before 

reading the New Testament. The presence of so much filth makes it 
very advisable. One would as little choose “early Christians” for 

companions as Polish Jews: not that one need seek out an objection to 

them.... Neither has a pleasant smell.—I have searched the New 
Testament in vain for a single sympathetic touch; nothing is there that is 

free, kindly, open-hearted or upright. In it humanity does not even make 

the first step upward—the instinct for cleanliness is lacking     Only evil 

instincts are there, and there is not even the courage of these evil 

instincts. It is all coward ice; it is all a shutting of the eyes, a self- 
deception. Every other book becomes clean, once one has read the New 

Testament: for example, immediately after reading Paul I took up with 

delight that most charming and wanton of scoffers, Petronius, of whom 
one may say what Domenico Boccaccio wrote of Cæsar Borgia to the 

Duke of Parma: “è tutto festo”—immortally healthy, immortally 

cheerful and sound.    These petty bigots make a capital  miscalculation. 

They attack, but everything they attack is thereby distinguished. 
Whoever is attacked by an “early Christian” is surely not befouled.... 

On the contrary, it is an honour to have an “early Christian” as an 

opponent. One cannot read the New Testament without acquired 
admiration for whatever it abuses—not to speak of the “wisdom of this 

world,” which an impudent wind-bag tries to dispose of “by the 

foolishness of preaching.”... Even the scribes and pharisees are 
benefitted by such opposition: they must certainly have been worth 

something to have been hated in such an indecent manner. Hypocrisy— 

as if this were a charge that the “early Christians” dared to make!— 

After all, they were the privileged, and that was enough: the hatred of 
the Chandala needed no other excuse. The “early Christian”—and also, 

I fear, the “last Christian,” whom I may perhaps live to see—is a rebel 

against all privilege by profound instinct—he lives and makes war for 
ever for “equal rights.”.   Strictly speaking, he has no alternative.  When 

a man proposes to represent, in his own person, the “chosen of God”— 

or to be a “temple of God,” or a “judge of the angels”—then every other 



155  

criterion, whether based upon honesty, upon intellect, upon manliness 

and pride, or upon beauty  and  freedom  of  the  heart,  becomes  

simply “worldly”—evil in itself Moral: every word that comes from 
the lips of an “early Christian” is a lie, and his every act is instinctively 

dishonest—all his values, all his aims are noxious, but whoever he 

hates, whatever he hates, has real value.... The Christian, and 

particularly the Christian priest, is thus a criterion of values. 
—Must I add that, in the whole New Testament, there appears but a 

solitary figure worthy of honour? Pilate, the Roman viceroy. To regard 

a Jewish imbroglio seriously—that was quite beyond him. One Jew 
more or less—what did it matter?. The noble scorn of a Roman, before 

whom the word “truth” was shamelessly mishandled, enriched the New 

Testament with the only saying that has any value—and that is at once 
its criticism and its destruction: “What is truth? ” 

 

47. 
—The thing that sets us apart is not that we are unable to find God, 

either in history, or in nature, or behind nature—but that we regard what 

has been honoured as God, not as “divine,” but as pitiable, as absurd, as 
injurious; not as a mere error, but as a crime against life.    We deny that 

God is God.    If any one were to show us this Christian God, we’d be 
still less inclined to believe in him.—In a formula: deus, qualem Paulus 

creavit, dei negatio.—Such a religion as Christianity, which does not 
touch reality at a single point and which goes to pieces the moment 

reality asserts its rights at any point, must be inevitably the deadly 

enemy of the “wisdom of this world,” which is to say, of science—and 
it will give the name of good to whatever means serve to poison, 

calumniate and cry down all intellectual discipline, all lucidity and 

strictness in matters of intellectual conscience, and all noble coolness 

and freedom of the mind. “Faith,” as an imperative, vetoes science—in 
praxi, lying at any price.... Paul well knew that lying—that “faith”— 

was necessary; later on the church borrowed the fact from Paul.—The 

God that Paul invented for  himself,  a  God  who “reduced  to 
absurdity” “the wisdom of this world” (especially the two great enemies 

of superstition, philology and medicine), is in truth only an indication of 

Paul’s resolute determination to accomplish that very thing himself: to 
give one’s own will the name of God, thora—that is essentially Jewish. 
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Paul wants to dispose of the “wisdom of this world”: his enemies are  

the good philologians and physicians of the Alexandrine school—on 

them he makes his war. As a matter of fact no man can be a philologian 
or a physician without being also Antichrist. That is to say, as a 

philologian a man sees behind the “holy books,” and as a physician he 

sees behind the physiological degeneration of the typical Christian. The 

physician says “incurable”; the philologian says “fraud.”... 
 

48. 
—Has any one ever clearly understood the celebrated story at the 

beginning of the Bible—of God’s mortal terror of science?... No one, in 

fact, has understood it. This priest-book par excellence opens, as is 
fitting, with the great inner difficulty of the priest: he faces only one 

great danger; ergo, “God” faces only one great danger.— 

The old God, wholly “spirit,” wholly the high-priest, wholly perfect, 

is promenading his garden: he is bored and trying to kill time. Against 
boredom even gods struggle in vain.[21] What does he do? He creates 

man—man is entertaining     But  then he notices that man is also bored. 

God’s pity for the only form of distress that invades all paradises knows 

no bounds: so he forthwith creates other animals. God’s first mistake: to 
man these other animals were not entertaining—he sought dominion 

over them; he did not want to be an “animal” himself.—So God created 

woman. In the act he brought boredom to an end—and also many other 
things! Woman was the second mistake of God.—“Woman, at bottom, 

is a serpent, Heva”—every priest knows that; “from woman comes 

every evil in the world”—every priest knows that, too. Ergo, she is also 

to blame for science.    It was through woman that man learned to taste 
of the tree of knowledge.—What happened? The old God was seized by 

mortal terror. Man himself had been his greatest blunder; he had created 

a rival to himself; science makes men godlike—it is all up with priests 

and gods when man becomes scientific!—Moral: science is the 
forbidden per se; it alone is forbidden. Science is the first of sins, the 

germ of all sins, the original sin. This is all there is of morality.—“Thou 

shall not know”:—the rest follows from that.—God’s mortal terror, 
however, did not hinder him from being shrewd. How is one to protect 

one’s self against science? For a long while this was the capital 

problem. Answer: Out of paradise with man! Happiness, leisure, foster 
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thought—and all thoughts are bad thoughts!—Man must not think.— 

And so the priest invents distress, death, the mortal dangers of 

childbirth, all sorts of misery, old age, decrepitude, above all, 
sickness—nothing but devices for making war on science! The troubles 

of  man  don’t  allow him to  think   Nevertheless—how terrible!—,  the 

edifice of knowledge begins to tower aloft, invading heaven, shadowing 

the gods—what is to be done?—The old God invents war; he separates 
the peoples; he makes men destroy one another (—the priests have 

always had need of war    ). War—among other things, a great disturber 

of science!—Incredible! Knowledge, deliverance from the priests, 
prospers in spite of war.—So the old God comes to his  final  

resolution: “Man has become scientific—there is no help for it: he must 

be drowned!”... 
 

49. 

—I have been understood. At the opening of the Bible there is the 

whole psychology of the priest.—The priest knows of only one great 
danger: that is science—the sound comprehension of cause and effect. 

But science flourishes, on the whole, only under favourable 

conditions—a man must have time, he must have an overflowing 

intellect, in order to “know.”... “Therefore, man must be made 
unhappy,”—this has been, in all ages, the logic of the priest.—It is easy 

to see just what, by this logic, was the first thing to come into the 

world:—“sin.”...  The  concept   of   guilt   and   punishment,   the  
whole “moral order of the world,” was set up against science—against 

the deliverance of man from priests.    Man must not look outward; he 

must look inward. He must not look at things shrewdly and cautiously, 
to learn about  them;  he must  not  look at  all;  he must  suffer   And he 

must suffer so much that he is always in need of the priest.—Away with 

physicians! What is needed is a Saviour.—The concept of guilt and 

punishment, including the doctrines 
of “grace,” of “salvation,” of “forgiveness”—lies through and through, 

and absolutely without psychological reality—were devised to destroy 

man’s sense of causality: they are an attack upon the concept of cause 
and effect!—And not an attack with the fist, with the knife, with 

honesty in hate and love! On the contrary, one inspired by the most 

cowardly, the most crafty, the most ignoble of instincts! An attack of 
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priests! An attack of parasites! The vampirism of pale, subterranean 

leeches!...  When  the  natural  consequences  of  an  act   are   no  

longer “natural,” but are regarded as produced by the ghostly creations 
of superstition—by “God,” by “spirits,” by “souls”—and reckoned as 

merely “moral” consequences, as rewards, as punishments, as hints, as 

lessons, then the whole ground-work of knowledge is destroyed—then 

the greatest of crimes against humanity has been perpetrated.—I repeat 
that sin, man’s self-desecration par excellence, was invented in order to 

make science, culture, and every elevation and ennobling of man 

impossible; the priest rules through the invention of sin.— 
 

50. 

—In  this  place  I  can’t  permit  myself   to  omit  a  psychology    

of “belief,” of the “believer,” for the special benefit of “believers.” If 
there remain any today who do not  yet  know  how  indecent  it  is  to 

be “believing”—or how much a sign of décadence, of a broken will to 

live—then they will know it well enough tomorrow. My voice reaches 
even the deaf.—It appears, unless I have been incorrectly informed, that 

there prevails among Christians a sort of criterion of truth  that  is  

called “proof by power.” “Faith makes blessed: therefore it is true.”—It 

might be objected right here that blessedness is not dem onstrated, it is 
merely promised: it hangs upon “faith” as a condition—one shall be 

blessed because one believes.... But what of the thing that the priest 

promises to the believer, the wholly transcendental “beyond”—how is 
that to be demonstrated?—The “proof by power,” thus assumed, is 

actually no more at bottom than a belief that the effects which faith 

promises will not fail to appear. In a formula: “I believe that faith makes 
for blessedness—therefore, it is true.”... But this is as far as we may go. 

This “therefore” would be absurdum itself as a criterion of truth.—But 

let us admit, for the sake of politeness, that blessedness by faith may be 

demonstrated (—not merely hoped for, and not merely promised by the 
suspicious lips of a priest): even so, could blessedness—in a technical 

term, pleasure—ever be a proof of truth? So little is this true that it is 

almost a proof against truth when sensations of pleasure influence the 
answer to the question “What is true?” or, at all events, it is enough to 

make that “truth” highly suspicious. The proof by “pleasure” is a proof 

of “pleasure”—nothing more; why in the world should it be assumed 
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that true judgments give more pleasure than false ones, and that, in 

conformity to some pre-established harmony, they necessarily bring 

agreeable feelings in their train?—The experience of all disciplined and 
profound minds teaches the contrary. Man has had to fight for every 

atom of the truth, and has had to pay for it almost everything that the 

heart, that human love, that human trust cling to. Greatness of soul is 

needed for this business: the service of truth is the hardest of all 
services.—What, then, is the meaning of integrity in things intellectual? 

It means that a man must be severe with his own heart, that he must 

scorn “beautiful feelings,” and that he makes every Yea and Nay a 
matter of conscience!—Faith makes blessed: therefore, it lies.... 

 

51. 
The fact that faith, under certain circumstances, may work for 

blessedness, but that this blessedness produced by an idée fixe by no 

means makes the idea itself true, and the fact that faith actually moves 

no mountains, but instead raises them up where there were none before: 
all this is made sufficiently clear by a walk through a lunatic asylum. 

Not, of course, to a priest: for his instincts prompt him to the lie that 

sickness is not sickness and lunatic asylums not lunatic asylums. 
Christianity finds sickness necessary, just as the Greek spirit had need 

of a superabundance of health—the actual ulterior purpose of the whole 

system of salvation of the church is to make people ill. And the church 

itself—doesn’t it set up a Catholic lunatic asylum as the ultimate 
ideal?—The whole earth as a madhouse?—The sort of religious man 

that the church wants is a typical décadent; the moment at which a 

religious crisis dominates a people is always marked by epidemics of 
nervous disorder; the “inner world” of the religious man is so much like 

the “inner world”of the overstrung and exhausted that it is difficult to 

distinguish between them; the “highest” states of mind, held up before 
mankind by Christianity as of supreme worth, are actually epileptoid in 

form—the church has granted the name of holy only to lunatics or to 

gigantic frauds in majorem dei honorem     Once I ventured to designate 

the whole Christian system of training[22] in penance and salvation 
(now best studied in England) as a method of producing a folie 

circulaire upon a soil already prepared for it, which is to say, a soil 

thoroughly  unhealthy.  Not  every  one  may  be  a  Christian:  one  is 
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not “converted” to Christianity—one must first be sick enough for it.... 
We others, who have the courage for health and likewise for 

contempt,—we may well despise a religion that teaches 
misunderstanding of the body! that refuses to rid itself of the 

superstition about the soul! that makes a “virtue” of insufficient 

nourishment! that combats health as a sort of enemy, devil, temptation! 
that persuades itself that it is possible to carry about a “perfect soul” in a 

cadaver of a body, and that, to this end, had to devise for itself a new 

concept of “perfection,” a pale, sickly, idiotically ecstatic state of 
existence, so-called “holiness”—a holiness that is itself merely a series 

of symptoms of an impoverished, enervated and incurably disordered 

body!    The Christian movement, as a European movement, was from 

the start no more than a general uprising of all sorts of outcast and 
refuse elements (—who now, under cover of Christianity, aspire to 

power). It does not represent the decay of a race; it represents, on the 

contrary, a conglomeration of décadence products from all directions, 

crowding together and seeking one another out. It was not, as has been 
thought, the corruption of antiquity, of noble antiquity, which made 

Christianity possible; one cannot too sharply challenge the learned 

imbecility which today maintains that theory. At the time when the sick 
and rotten Chandala classes in the whole imperium were Christianized, 

the contrary type, the nobility, reached its finest and ripest development. 

The majority became master; democracy, with its Christian instincts, 

triumphed.    Christianity was not “national,” it was not based on race— 
it appealed to all the varieties of men disinherited by life, it had its allies 

everywhere. Christianity has the rancour of the sick at its very core— 

the instinct against the healthy, against health. Everything that is well- 
constituted, proud, gallant and, above all, beautiful gives offence to its 

ears and eyes. Again I remind you of Paul’s priceless saying: “And God 

hath chosen the weak things of the world, the foolish things of the 
world, the base things of the world, and things which are despised”:[23] 

this was the formula; in hoc signo the décadence triumphed.—God on 

the cross—is man always to miss the frightful inner significance of this 

symbol?—Everything that suffers, everything that hangs on the cross, is 
divine.... We  all  hang on  the  cross,  consequently we  are  divine.  We 

alone are divine.    Christianity was thus a victory: a nobler attitude of 
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mind was destroyed by it—Christianity remains to this day the greatest 

misfortune of humanity.— 
 

52. 
Christianity also stands in opposition to all intellectual well-being,— 

sick reasoning is the only sort that it can use as Christian reasoning; it 
takes the side of everything that is  idiotic;  it  pronounces  a  curse  

upon “intellect,” upon the superbia of the healthy intellect. Since 

sickness is inherent in Christianity, it follows that the typically Christian 
state of “faith” must be a form of sickness too, and that all straight, 

straightforward and scientific paths to knowledge must be banned by 

the church as forbidden ways. Doubt is thus a sin from the start     The 

complete lack of psychological cleanliness in the priest—revealed by a 

glance at him—is a phenomenon resulting from décadence,—one may 
observe in hysterical women and in rachitic children how regularly the 

falsification of instincts, delight in lying for the mere sake of lying, and 

incapacity for looking straight and walking straight are symptoms of 
décadence. “Faith” means the will to avoid knowing what is true. The 

pietist, the priest of either sex, is a fraud because he is sick: his instinct 

demands that the truth shall never  be  allowed  its  rights  on  any  

point. “Whatever makes for illness is good; whatever issues from 
abundance, from superabundance, from power, is evil”: so argues the 

believer. The impulse to lie—it is by this that I recognize every 

foreordained theologian.—Another characteristic of the theologian is  
his unfitness for philology. What I here mean by philology is, in a 

general sense, the art of reading with profit—the capacity for absorbing 

facts without interpreting them falsely, and without losing caution, 
patience and subtlety in the effort to understand them. Philology as 

ephexis [24] in interpretation: whether one be dealing with books, with 

newspaper reports, with the most fateful events or with weather 

statistics—not to mention the “salvation of the soul.”... The way in 
which a theologian, whether in Berlin or in Rome, is ready to explain, 

say, a “passage of Scripture,” or an experience, or a victory by the 

national army, by turning upon it the high illumination of the Psalms of 
David, is always so daring that it is enough to make a philologian run  

up a wall. But what shall he do when pietists and other such cows from 

Suabia   [25]   use   the “finger   of   God” to   convert   their   miserably 
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commonplace   and    huggermugger    existence    into    a    miracle    

of “grace,” a “providence” and an “experience of salvation”? The most 

modest exercise of the intellect, not to say of decency, should certainly 
be enough to convince these interpreters of the perfect childishness and 

unworthiness of such a misuse of the divine digital dexterity. However 

small our piety, if we ever encountered a god who always cured us of a 

cold in the head at just the right time, or got us into our carriage at the 
very instant heavy rain began to fall, he would seem so absurd a god 

that he’d have to be abolished even if he existed. God as a domestic 

servant, as a letter carrier, as an almanac-man—at bottom, he is a mere 
name for the stupidest sort of chance.... “Divine Prov idence,” which 

every third man in “educated Germany” still believes in, is so strong an 

argument against God that it would be impossible to think of a stronger. 
And in any case it is an argument against Germans!... 

 

53. 
—It is so little true that martyrs offer any support to the truth of a 

cause that I am inclined to deny that any martyr has ever had anything 

to do with the truth at all. In the very tone in which a martyr flings what 
he fancies to be true at the head of the world there appears so low a 

grade of intellectual honesty  and  such  insensibility  to  the  problem  

of “truth,” that it is never necessary to refute him. Truth is not 

something that one man has and another man has not: at best, only 
peasants, or peasant-apostles like Luther, can think of truth in any such 

way. One may rest assured that the greater the degree of a man’s 

intellectual conscience the greater will be his modesty, his discretion, on 
this point. To know in five cases, and to refuse, with delicacy, to know 

anything further     “Truth,” as the word is understood by every prophet, 

every sectarian, every free-thinker, every Socialist and every 

churchman, is simply a complete proof that not even a beginning has 
been made in the intellectual discipline and self-control that are 

necessary to the unearthing of even the smallest truth.—The deaths of 

the martyrs, it may be said in passing, have been misfortunes of history: 

they have misled.    The conclusion that all idiots, women and plebeians 

come to, that there must be something in a cause for which any one  
goes to his death (or which, as under primitive Christianity, sets off 

epidemics of death-seeking)—this conclusion has been  an  unspeakable 
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drag upon the testing of facts, upon the whole spirit of inquiry and 

investigation. The martyrs have damaged the truth.... Even to this day 

the crude fact of persecution is enough to give an honourable name to 
the most empty sort of sectarianism.—But why? Is the worth of a cause 

altered by the fact that some one had laid down his life for it?—An error 

that becomes honourable is simply an error that has acquired one 

seductive charm the more: do you suppose, Messrs. Theologians, that 
we shall give you the chance to be martyred for your lies?—One best 

disposes of a cause by respectfully putting it on ice—that is  also the 

best way to dispose of theologians.... This was precisely the world- 
historical stupidity of all the persecutors: that they gave the appearance 

of honour to the cause they opposed—that they made it a present of the 

fascination of martyrdom.... Women are still on their knees before an 
error because they have been told that some one died on the cross for it. 

Is the cross, then, an argument?—But about all these things there is one, 

and one only, who has said what has been needed for thousands of 

years—Zarathustra. 

They made signs in blood along the way that they went, and their 
folly taught them that the truth is proved by blood. 

But blood is the worst of all testimonies to the truth; blood poisoneth 

even the purest teaching and turneth it into madness and hatred in the 
heart. 

And when one goeth through fire for his teaching—what doth that 

prove? Verily, it is more when one’s teaching cometh out of one’s own 
burning![26] 

 

54. 

Do not let yourself be deceived: great intellects are sceptical. 
Zarathustra is a sceptic. The strength, the freedom which proceed from 

intellectual power, from a superabundance of intellectual power, 

manifest themselves as scep ticism. Men of fixed convictions do not 
count when it comes to determining what is fundamental in values and 

lack of values. Men of convictions are prisoners. They do not see far 

enough, they do not see what is below them: whereas a man who would 

talk to any purpose about value and non-value must be able to see five 
hundred convictions beneath him—and behind him.... A mind that 

aspires to great things, and that wills the means thereto, is necessarily 



164   

sceptical. Freedom from any sort of conviction belongs to strength, and 

to an independent point of view.    That grand passion which is at once 

the foundation and the power of a sceptic’s existence, and is both more 
enlightened and more despotic than he is himself, drafts the whole of  

his intellect into its service; it makes him unscrupulous; it gives him 

courage to employ unholy means; under certain circumstances it does 

not begrudge him even convictions. Conviction as a means: one may 
achieve a good deal by means of a conviction. A grand passion makes 

use of and uses up convictions; it does not yield to them—it knows 

itself to be sovereign.—On the contrary, the need of faith, of something 
unconditioned by yea or nay, of Carlylism, if I may be allowed the 

word, is a need of weakness. The man of faith, the “believer” of any 

sort, is necessarily a dependent man—such a man cannot posit himself 
as a goal, nor can he find goals within himself. The “believer” does not 

belong to himself; he can only be a means to an end; he must be used 

up; he needs some one to use him up. His instinct gives the highest 

honours to an ethic of self-effacement; he is prompted to embrace it by 
everything: his prudence, his experience, his vanity. Every sort of faith 

is in itself an evidence of self-effacement, of self-estrangement     When 

one reflects how necessary it is to the great majority that there be 
regulations to restrain them from without and hold them fast, and to 

what extent control, or, in a higher sense, slavery, is the one and only 

condition which makes for the well-being of the weak-willed man, and 

especially   woman,   then   one   at   once   understands    conviction 
and “faith.” To the man with convictions they are his backbone. To 

avoid seeing many things, to be impartial about nothing, to be a party 

man through and through, to estimate all values strictly and infallibly— 
these are conditions necessary to the existence of such a man. But by 

the same token they are antagonists of the truthful man—of the truth.... 

The  believer  is  not  free  to  answer  the  question, “true” or “not  
true,” according to the dictates of his own conscience: integrity on this 

point would work his instant downfall. The pathological limitations of 

his vision turn the man of convictions into a fanatic—Savonarola, 

Luther, Rousseau, Robespierre, Saint-Simon—these types stand in 
opposition to the strong, emancipated spirit. But the grandiose attitudes 

of  these  sick  intellects,  these  intellectual  epileptics,  are  of influence 
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upon the great masses—fanatics are picturesque, and mankind prefers 

observing poses to listening to reasons.... 
 

55. 
—One step further in the psychology of conviction, of “faith.” It is 

now a good while since I first proposed for consideration the question 
whether convictions are not even more dangerous enemies to truth than 

lies. (“Human, All-Too-Human,” I, aphorism 483.)[27] This time I 

desire to put the question definitely: is there any actual difference 
between a lie and a conviction?—All the world believes that there is; 

but what is not believed by all the world!—Every conviction has its 

history, its primitive forms, its stage of tentativeness and error: it 
becomes a conviction only after having been, for a long time, not one, 

and then, for an even longer time, hardly one. What if falsehood be also 

one of these embryonic forms of conviction?—Sometimes all that is 

needed is a change in persons: what was a lie in the father becomes a 
conviction in the son.—I call it lying to refuse to see what one sees, or 

to refuse to see it as it is: whether the lie be uttered before witnesses or 

not before witnesses is of no consequence. The most common sort of lie 
is that by which a man deceives himself: the deception of others is a 

relatively rare offence.—Now, this will not to see what one sees, this 

will not to see it as it is, is almost the first requisite for all who belong to 

a party of whatever sort: the party man becomes inevitably a liar. For 
example, the German historians are convinced that Rome was 

synonymous with despotism and that the Germanic peoples brought the 

spirit of liberty into the world: what is the difference between this 
conviction and a lie? Is it to be wondered at that all partisans, including 

the German historians, instinctively roll the fine phrases of morality 

upon their tongues—that morality almost owes its very survival to the 
fact that the party man of every sort has need of it every moment?— 

“This is our conviction: we publish it to the whole world; we live and 

die for it—let us respect all who have convictions!”—I have actually 

heard such sentiments from the mouths of anti-Semites. On the 
contrary, gentlemen! An anti-Semite surely does not become more 

respectable because he lies on principle.    The priests, who have more 

finesse in such matters, and who well understand the objection that lies 

against the notion of a conviction, which is to say, of a falsehood that 
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becomes a matter of principle because it serves a purpose, have 

borrowed from the Jews the shrewd device of sneaking in  the  

concepts, “God,” “the will of God” and “the revelation of God” at this 
place. Kant, too, with his categorical imperative, was on the same road: 

this was his practical reason.[28] There are questions regarding the truth 

or untruth of which it is not for man to decide; all the capital questions, 

all the capital problems of valuation, are beyond human reason.    To 

know the limits of reason—that alone is genuine philosophy     Why did 
God make a revelation to man? Would God have done anything 

superfluous? Man could not find out for himself what was good and 
what was evil, so God taught him His will     Moral: the priest does not 

lie—the question, “true” or “untrue,” has nothing to do with such things 

as the priest discusses; it is impossible to lie about these things. In order 
to lie here it would be necessary to know what is true. But this is more 

than man can know; therefore, the priest is simply the mouthpiece of 

God.—Such a priestly syllogism is by no means merely Jewish and 

Christian; the right to lie and the shrewd dodge of “revelation”belong to 
the general priestly type—to the priest of the décadence as well as to the 

priest of pagan times (—Pagans are all those who say yes to life, and to 

whom “God” is a  word  signifying  acquiescence  in  all  things).—  
The “law,” the “will of God,” the “holy book,” and “inspiration”—all 

these things are merely words for the conditions under which the priest 

comes to power and with which he maintains his power,—these 

concepts are to be found at the bottom of all priestly organizations, and 
of all  priestly  or  priestly-philosophical  schemes  of  governments. 

The “holy lie”—common alike to Confucius, to the Code of Manu, to 

Mohammed and to the Christian church—is not even  wanting  in  
Plato. “Truth is here”: this means, no matter where it is heard, the priest 

lies.... 

 

 

56. 
—In the last analysis it comes to this: what is the end of lying? The 

fact that, in Christianity, “holy” ends are not visible is my objection to 

the means it employs. Only bad ends appear: the poisoning, the 

calumniation, the denial of life, the despising of the body, the 
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degradation and self-contamination of man by the concept of sin— 

therefore, its means are also bad.—I have a contrary feeling when I read 

the Code of Manu, an incomparably more intellectual and superior 
work, which it would be a sin against the intelligence to so much as 

name in the same breath with the Bible. It is easy to see why: there is a 

genuine philosophy behind it, in it, not merely an evil-smelling mess of 

Jewish rabbinism and superstition,—it gives even the most fastidious 
psychologist something to sink his teeth into. And, not to forget what is 

most important, it differs fundamentally from every kind of Bible: by 

means of it the nobles, the philosophers and the warriors keep the whip- 
hand over the majority; it is full of noble valuations, it shows a feeling 

of perfection, an acceptance of life, and triumphant feeling toward self 

and life—the sun shines upon the whole book.—All the things on which 
Christianity vents its fathomless vulgarity—for example, procreation, 

women and marriage—are here handled earnestly, with reverence and 

with love and confidence. How can any one really put into the hands of 

children and ladies a book which contains such vile things as this: “to 
avoid fornication, let every man have his own wife, and let every 

woman have her own husband; ... it is better to marry than to burn”?[29] 

And is it possible to be a Christian so long as the origin of man is 
Christianized, which is to say, befouled, by the doctrine of the 

immaculata conceptio?... I know of no book in which so many delicate 

and kindly things are said of women as in the Code of Manu; these old 

grey-beards and saints have a way of being gallant to women that it 
would be impossible, perhaps, to surpass. “The mouth of a woman,” it 

says in one place, “the breasts of a maiden, the prayer of a child and the 

smoke of sacrifice are always pure.” In another place: “there is nothing 
purer than the light of the sun, the shadow cast by a cow, air, water, fire 

and the breath of a maiden.” Finally, in still another place—perhaps this 

is also a holy lie—: “all the orifices of the body above the navel are 
pure, and all below are impure. Only in the maiden is the whole body 

pure.” 

 

57. 

One catches the unholiness of Christian means in flagranti by the 
simple process of putting the ends sought by Christianity beside the 

ends sought by the Code of Manu—by putting these enormously 
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antithetical ends under a strong light. The critic of Christianity cannot 

evade the necessity of making Christianity contemptible.—A book of 

laws such as the Code of Manu has the same origin as every other good 
law-book: it epitomizes the experience, the sagacity and the ethical 

experimentation of long centuries; it brings things to a conclusion; it no 

longer creates. The prerequisite to a codification of this sort is 

recognition of the fact that the means which establish the authority of a 
slowly and painfully attained truth are fundamentally different from 

those which one would make use of to prove it. A law-book never 

recites the utility, the grounds, the casuistical antecedents of a law: for if 
it did so it would lose the imperative tone, the “thou shall,” on which 

obedience is based. The problem lies exactly here.—At a certain point 

in the evolution of a people, the class within it of the greatest insight, 
which is to say, the greatest hindsight and foresight, declares that the 

series of experiences determining how all shall live—or can live—has 

come to an end. The object now is to reap as rich and as complete a 

harvest as possible from the days of experiment and hard experience. In 
consequence, the thing that is to be avoided above everything is further 

experimentation—the continuation of the state in which values are 

fluent, and are tested, chosen and criticized ad infinitum. Against this a 
double wall is set up: on the one hand, revelation, which is the 

assumption that the reasons lying behind the laws are not of human 

origin, that they were not sought out and found by a slow process and 

after many errors, but that they are of divine ancestry, and came into 
being complete, perfect, without a history, as a free gift, a miracle...; 

and on the other hand, tradition, which is the assumption that the law 

has stood unchanged from time immemorial, and that it is impious and a 
crime against one’s forefathers to bring it into question. The authority of 

the law is thus grounded on the thesis: God gave it, and the fathers lived 

it.—The higher motive of such procedure lies in the design to distract 
consciousness, step by step, from its concern with notions of right living 

(that is to say, those that have been proved to be right by wide and 

carefully considered experience), so that instinct attains to a perfect 

automatism—a primary necessity to every sort of mastery, to every sort 
of perfection in the art of life. To draw up such a law-book as Manu’s 

means to lay before a people the possibility of future mastery, of 

attainable perfection—it permits them to aspire to the highest reaches of 
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the art of life. To that end the thing must be made unconscious: that is 

the aim of every holy lie.—The order of castes, the highest, the 

dominating law, is merely the ratification of an order of nature, of a 
natural law of the first rank, over which no arbitrary fiat, no “modern 

idea,” can exert any influence. In every healthy society there are three 

physiological types, gravitating toward differentiation but mutually 

conditioning one another, and each of these has its own hygiene, its own 
sphere of work, its own special mastery and feeling of perfection. It is 

not Manu but nature that sets off in one class those who are chiefly 

intellectual, in another those who are marked by muscular strength and 
temperament, and in a third those who are distinguished in neither one 

way or the other, but show only mediocrity—the last-named represents 

the great majority, and the first two the select. The superior caste—I call 
it the fewest—has, as the most perfect, the privileges of the few: it 

stands for happiness, for beauty, for everything good upon earth. Only 

the most intellectual of men have any right to beauty, to the beautiful; 

only in them can goodness escape being weakness. Pulchrum est 
paucorum hominum:[30] goodness is a privilege. Nothing could be 

more unbecoming to them than uncouth manners or a pessimistic look, 

or an eye that sees ugliness—or indignation against the general aspect 
of things. Indigna tion is the privilege of the Chandala; so  is  

pessimism. “The world is perfect”—so prompts the instinct of the 

intellectual, the instinct of the man who says yes to life. “Imperfection, 

whatever is inferior to us, distance, the pathos of distance, even the 
Chandala themselves are parts of this perfection.” The most intelligent 

men, like the strongest, find their happiness where others would find 

only disaster: in the labyrinth, in being hard with themselves and with 
others, in effort; their delight is in self-mastery; in them asceticism 

becomes second nature, a necessity, an instinct. They regard a difficult 

task as a privilege; it is to them a recreation to play with burdens that 
would crush all others.    Knowledge—a form of asceticism.—They  are 

the most honourable kind of men: but that does not prevent them being 

the most cheerful and most amiable. They rule, not because they want 

to, but because they are; they are not at liberty to play second.—The 
second caste: to this belong the guardians of the law, the keepers of 

order and security, the more noble warriors, above all, the king as the 

highest form of warrior, judge and preserver of the law. The second in 
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rank constitute the executive arm of the intellectuals, the next to them in 

rank, taking from them all that is rough in the business of ruling—their 

followers, their right hand, their most apt disciples.—In all this, I repeat, 
there is nothing arbitrary, nothing “made up”; whatever is to the 

contrary is  made  up—by it nature is  brought  to  shame. The  order  of 

castes, the order of rank, simply formulates the supreme law of life 

itself; the separation of the three types is necessary to the maintenance 
of society, and to the evolution of higher types, and the highest types— 

the inequality of rights is essential to the existence of any rights at all.— 

A right is a privilege. Every one enjoys the privileges that accord with 
his state of existence. Let us not underestimate the privileges of the 

mediocre. Life is always harder as one mounts the heights—the cold 

increases, responsibility increases. A high civilization is a pyramid: it 
can stand only on a broad base; its primary prerequisite is a strong and 

soundly consolidated mediocrity. The handicrafts, commerce, 

agriculture, science, the greater part of art, in brief, the whole range of 

occupational activities, are compatible only with mediocre ability and 
aspiration; such callings would be out of place for exceptional men; the 

instincts which belong to them stand as much opposed to aristocracy as 

to anarchism. The fact that a man is publicly useful, that he is a wheel, a 
function, is evidence of a natural predisposition; it is not society, but the 

only sort of happiness that the majority are capable of, that makes them 

intelligent machines. To the mediocre mediocrity is a form of 

happiness; they have a natural instinct for mastering one thing, for 
specialization. It would be altogether unworthy of a profound intellect 

to see anything objectionable in mediocrity in itself. It is, in fact, the 

first prerequisite to the appearance of the exceptional: it is a necessary 
condition to a high degree of civilization. When the exceptional man 

handles the mediocre man with more delicate fingers than he applies to 

himself or to his equals, this is not merely kindness of heart—it is 
simply his  duty     Whom do I hate  most  heartily among the  rabbles of 

today? The rabble of Socialists, the apostles to the Chandala, who 

undermine the workingman’s instincts, his pleasure, his feeling of 

contentment with his petty existence—who make him envious and teach 
him revenge.... Wrong never lies in unequal rights; it lies in the 

assertion of “equal”rights.    What is bad? But I have already  answered: 
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all that proceeds from weakness, from envy, from revenge.—The 

anarchist and the Christian have the same ancestry.... 
 

58. 
In point of fact, the end for which one lies makes a great difference: 

whether one preserves thereby or destroys. There is a perfect likeness 
between Christian and anarchist: their object, their instinct, points only 

toward destruction. One need only turn to history for a proof of this: 

there it appears with appalling distinctness. We have just studied a code 
of religious legislation whose object it was to convert the conditions 

which cause life to flourish into an “eternal” social organization,— 

Christianity found its mission in putting an end to such an organization, 
because life flourished under it. There the benefits that reason had 

produced during long ages of experiment and insecurity were applied to 

the most remote uses, and an effort was made to bring in a harvest that 

should be as large, as rich and as complete as possible; here, on the 
contrary, the harvest is blighted overnight.... That which stood there 

aere perennis, the imperium Romanum, the most magnificent form of 

organization under difficult conditions that has ever been achieved, and 
compared to which everything before it and after it appears as 

patchwork, bungling, dilletantism—those holy anarchists made it a 

matter of “piety” to destroy “the world,” which is to say, the imperium 

Romanum, so that in the end not a stone stood upon another—and even 
Germans  and  other  such  louts  were able  to become  its  masters The 

Christian and the anarchist: both are décadents; both are incapable of 

any act that is not disintegrating, poisonous, degenerating, blood- 
sucking; both have an instinct of mortal hatred of everything that stands 

up,  and  is  great,  and  has  durability,  and  promises  life  a  future.... 

Christianity was the vampire of the imperium Romanum,—overnight it 

destroyed the vast achievement of the Romans: the conquest of the soil 
for a great culture that could await its time. Can it be that this fact is not 

yet understood? The imperium Romanum that we know, and that the 

history of the Roman provinces teaches us to know better and better,— 
this most admirable of all works of art in the grand manner was merely 

the beginning, and the structure to follow was not to prove its worth for 

thousands of years. To this day, noth ing on a like scale sub specie 

aeterni  has  been  brought  into  being,  or  even  dreamed  of!—This 
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organization was strong enough to withstand bad emperors: the accident 

of personality has nothing to do with such things—the first principle of 

all genuinely great architecture. But it was not strong enough to stand 
up against the corruptest of all forms of corruption—against 

Christians.... These stealthy worms, which under the cover of night, 

mist and duplicity, crept upon every individual, sucking him dry of all 

earnest interest in real things, of all instinct for reality—this cowardly, 
effeminate and sugar-coated gang gradually alienated all “souls,” step 

by step, from that colossal edifice, turning against it all the meritorious, 

manly and noble natures that had found in the cause of Rome their own 
cause, their own serious purpose, their own pride. The sneakishness of 

hypocrisy, the secrecy of the conventicle, concepts as black as hell, such 

as the sacrifice of the innocent, the unio mystica in the drinking of 
blood, above all, the slowly rekindled fire of revenge, of Chandala 

revenge—all that sort of thing became master of Rome: the same kind 

of religion which, in a pre-existent form, Epicurus had combatted. One 

has but to read Lucretius to know what Epicurus made war upon—not 
paganism, but “Christianity,” which is to say, the corruption of souls by 

means of the concepts of guilt, punishment and immortality.—He 

combatted the subterranean cults, the whole of latent Christianity—to 
deny immortality was already a form of genuine salvation.—Epicurus 

had triumphed, and every respectable intellect in Rome was 

Epicurean—when Paul appeared ... Paul, the Chandala hatred of Rome, 

of “the world,” in the flesh and inspired by genius—the Jew, the eternal 
Jew  par excellence. What  he  saw  was how, with the  aid of the  small 

sectarian Christian movement that stood apart from Judaism, a “world 

conflagration” might be kindled; how, with the symbol of “God on the 
cross,” all secret seditions, all the fruits of anarchistic intrigues in the 

empire, might be amalgamated into one immense power. “Salvation is 

of the Jews.”—Christianity is the formula for exceeding and summing 
up the subterranean cults of all varieties, that of Osiris, that of the Great 

Mother, that of Mithras, for instance: in his discernment of this fact the 

genius of Paul showed itself. His instinct was here so sure that, with 

reckless violence to the truth, he put the ideas which lent fascination to 
every sort of Chandala religion into the mouth of the “Saviour” as his 

own inventions, and not only into the mouth—he made out of him 

something that even a priest of Mithras could understand.... This was 
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his revelation at Damascus: he grasped the fact that he needed the belief 

in immortality in order to rob “the world” of its value, that the concept 

of “hell” would master Rome—that the notion of a “beyond” is the 
death of life. Nihilist and Christian: they rhyme in German, and they 

do more than rhyme.... 
 

59. 

The whole labour of the ancient world gone for naught: I have no 

word to describe the feelings that such an enormity arouses in me.— 

And, considering the fact that its labour was merely preparatory, that 
with adamantine self-consciousness it laid only the foundations for a 

work to go on for thousands of years, the whole meaning of antiquity 

disappears!    To what end the Greeks? to what end the Romans?—All 
the prerequisites to a learned culture, all the methods of science, were 

already there; man had already perfected the great and incomparable art 

of read ing profitably—that first necessity to the tradition of culture, the 

unity of the sciences; the natural sciences, in alliance with mathematics 
and mechanics, were on the right road,—the sense of fact, the last and 

more valuable of all the senses, had its schools, and its traditions were 

already centuries old! Is all this properly understood? Every essential to 
the beginning of the work was ready:—and the most essential, it cannot 

be said too often, are methods, and also the most difficult to develop, 

and the longest opposed by habit and laziness. What we have today 

reconquered, with unspeakable self-discipline, for ourselves—for 
certain bad instincts, certain Christian instincts, still lurk in our 

bodies—that is to say, the keen eye for reality, the cautious hand, 

patience and seriousness in the smallest things, the whole integrity of 
knowledge—all these things were already there, and had been there for 

two thousand years! More, there was also a refined and excellent tact 

and taste! Not as mere brain-drilling! Not as “German” culture, with its 
loutish manners! But as body, as bearing, as instinct—in short, as 

reality.... All gone for naught! Overnight it became merely a 

memory!—The Greeks! The Romans! Instinctive nobility, taste, 

methodical inquiry, genius for organization and administration, faith in 
and the will to secure the future of man, a great yes to everything 

entering into the imperium Romanum and palpable to all the senses, a 

grand style that was beyond mere art, but had become reality, truth, 
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life.      All overwhelmed in a night, but not by a convulsion of nature! 
Not trampled to death by Teutons and others of heavy hoof! But 

brought to shame by crafty, sneaking, invisible, anæmic vampires! Not 
conquered,—only sucked dry!... Hidden vengefulness, petty envy, 

became master! Everything wretched, intrinsically ailing, and invaded 

by bad feelings, the whole ghetto-world of the soul, was at once on 
top!—One needs but read any of the Christian agitators, for example, 

St. Augustine, in order to realize, in order to smell, what filthy fellows 

came to the top. It would be an error, however, to assume that there was 
any lack of understanding in the leaders of the Christian movement:— 

ah, but they were clever, clever to the point of holiness, these fathers of 

the church! What they lacked was something quite different. Nature 

neglected—perhaps forgot—to give them even the most modest 
endowment  of  respectable,  of  upright,  of  cleanly  instincts. Between 

ourselves, they are not even men.    If Islam despises Christianity, it has 

a thousandfold right to do so: Islam at least assumes that it is dealing 

with men.... 
 

60. 
Christianity destroyed for us the whole harvest of ancient 

civilization, and later it also destroyed for us the whole harvest of 

Mohammedan civilization. The wonderful culture of the Moors in 

Spain, which was fundamentally nearer to us and appealed more to our 
senses and tastes than that of Rome and Greece, was trampled down (— 

I do not say by what sort of feet—) Why? Because it had to thank noble 

and manly instincts for its origin—because it said yes to life, even to the 
rare and refined luxuriousness of Moorish life!... The crusaders later 

made war on something before which it would have been more fitting 

for them to have grovelled in the dust—a civilization beside which even 
that of our nineteenth century seems very poor and very “senile.”— 

What they wanted, of course, was booty: the orient was rich.    Let us 

put aside our prejudices! The crusades were a higher form of piracy, 

nothing more! The German nobility, which is fundamentally a Viking 
nobility, was in its element there: the church knew only too well how 

the German nobility was to be  won....  The  German  noble,  always  

the “Swiss guard” of the church, always in the service of every bad 
instinct  of  the  church—but  well  paid....  Consider  the  fact  that  it is 
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precisely the aid of German swords and German blood and valour that 

has enabled the church to carry through its war to the death upon 

everything noble on earth! At this point a host of painful questions 
suggest themselves. The German nobility stands outside the history of 

the higher civilization: the reason is obvious.    Christianity, alcohol— 

the two great means of corruption.... Intrinsically there should be no 

more choice between Islam and Christianity than there is between an 
Arab and a Jew. The decision is already reached; nobody remains at 

liberty to choose here. Either a man is a Chandala or he is not     “War 

to the knife with Rome! Peace and friendship with Islam!”: this was the 
feeling, this was the act, of that great free spirit, that genius among 

German emperors, Frederick II. What! must a German first be a genius, 

a free spirit, before he can feel decently? I can’t make out how a 
German could ever feel Christian.... 

 

61. 
Here it becomes necessary to call up a memory that must be a 

hundred times more painful to Germans. The Germans have destroyed 

for Europe the last great harvest of civilization that Europe was ever to 
reap—the Renaissance. Is it understood at last, will it ever be 

understood, what the Renaissance was? The transvaluation of Christian 

values,—an attempt with all available means, all instincts and all the 

resources of genius to bring about a triumph of the opposite values, the 
more noble values     This has been the one great war of the past; there 

has never been a more critical question than that of the Renaissance—it 

is my question too—; there has never been a form of attack more 
fundamental, more direct, or more violently delivered by a whole front 

upon the center of the enemy! To attack at the critical place, at the very 

seat of Christianity, and there enthrone the more noble values—that is 

to say, to insinuate them into the instincts, into the most fundamental 
needs and appetites of those sitting there.... I see before me the 

possibility of a perfectly heavenly enchantment and spectacle:—it 

seems to me to scintillate with all the vibrations of a fine and delicate 
beauty, and within it there is an art so divine, so infernally divine, that 

one might search in vain for thousands of years for another such 

possibility; I see a spectacle so rich in significance and at the same time 
so  wonderfully full  of  paradox  that  it  should arouse  all  the  gods on 
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Olympus to immortal laughter—Cæsar Borgia as pope!... Am I 

understood?... Well then, that would have been the sort of triumph that I 

alone am longing for today—: by it Christianity would have been swept 
away!—What happened? A German monk, Luther, came to Rome. This 

monk, with all the vengeful instincts of an unsuccessful priest in him, 

raised a rebellion against the Renaissance in Rome.... Instead of 

grasping, with profound thanksgiving, the miracle that had taken place: 
the conquest of Christianity at its capital—instead of this, his hatred was 

stimulated by the spectacle. A religious man thinks only of himself.— 

Luther saw only the depravity of the papacy at the very moment when 
the oppo site was becoming apparent: the old corruption, the peccatum 

originale, Christianity itself, no longer occupied the papal chair! Instead 

there was life! Instead there was the triumph of life! Instead there was a 
great yea to all lofty, beautiful and daring things!... And Luther restored 

the church: he attacked it.... The Renaissance—an event without 

meaning, a great futility!—Ah, these Germans, what they have not cost 

us! Futility—that has always been the work of the Germans.—The 
Reformation; Leibnitz; Kant and so-called German philosophy; the war 

of “liberation”; the empire—every time a futile substitute for something 

that once existed, for something irrecoverable.... These Germans, I 
confess, are my enemies: I despise all their uncleanliness in concept and 

valuation, their cowardice before every honest yea and nay. For nearly a 

thousand years they have tangled and confused everything their fingers 

have touched; they have on their conscience all the half-way measures, 
all the three-eighths-way measures, that Europe is sick of,—they also 

have on their conscience the uncleanest variety of Christianity that 

exists, and the most incurable and indestructible—Protestantism If 

man kind never manages to get rid of Christianity the Germans will be 
to blame.... 

 

62. 
—With this I come to a conclusion and pronounce my judgment. I 

condemn Christianity; I bring against the Christian church the most 

terrible of all the accusations that an accuser has ever had in his mouth. 
It is, to me, the greatest of all imaginable corruptions; it seeks to work 

the ultimate corruption, the worst possible corruption. The Christian 

church has left nothing untouched by its depravity; it has turned every 
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value into worthlessness, and every truth into a lie, and every integrity 

into  baseness  of  soul.  Let   any   one   dare   to   speak   to   me   of  

its “humanitarian” blessings! Its deepest necessities range it against any 
effort to abolish distress; it lives by distress; it creates distress to make 

itself immortal For example, the worm of sin: it was the church that 

first enriched mankind with this misery!—The “equality of souls before 

God”—this fraud, this pretext for the rancunes of all the base-minded— 
this explosive concept, ending in revolution, the modern idea, and the 

notion of overthrowing the whole social order —this is Christian 

dynamite.... The “humanitarian” blessings of Christianity forsooth! To 
breed out of humanitas a self-contradiction, an art of self-pollution, a 

will to lie at any price, an aversion and contempt for all good and honest 

instincts! All this, to me, is the “humanitarianism” of Christianity!— 
Parasitism  as  the  only  practice  of  the  church;  with   its   anæmic 

and “holy” ideals, sucking all the blood, all the love, all the hope out of 

life; the beyond as the will to deny all reality; the cross as the 

distinguishing mark of the most subterranean conspiracy ever heard 
of,—against health, beauty, well-being, intellect, kindness of soul— 

against life itself.... 

This eternal accusation against Christianity I shall write upon all 
walls, wherever walls are to be found—I have letters that even the blind 

will be able to see. I call Christianity the one great curse, the one great 

intrinsic depravity, the one great instinct of revenge, for which no 

means are venomous enough, or secret, subterranean and small 
enough,—I call it the one immortal blemish upon the human race.... 

And mankind reckons time from the dies nefastus when this fatality 

befell—from the first day of Christianity!—Why not rather from its 

last?—From today?—The transvaluation of all values!... 
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Footnotes: 
 

[1] Cf. the tenth Pythian ode. See also the fourth book of 

Herodotus. The Hyperboreans were a mythical people beyond the 

Rhipaean mountains, in the far North. They enjoyed unbroken 
happiness and perpetual youth. 

[2] The lowest of the Hindu castes. 

[3] That is, in Pandora’s box. 

[4] John iv, 22. 
[5] David Friedrich Strauss (1808-74), author of “Das Leben 

Jesu” (1835-6), a very famous work in its day. Nietzsche here 

refers to it. 

[6] The word Semiotik is in the text, but it is probable that 

Semantik is what Nietzsche had in mind. 

[7] One of the six great systems of Hindu philosophy. 

[8] The reputed founder of Taoism. 
[9] Nietzsche’s name for one accepting his own philosophy. 
[10] That is, the strict letter of the law—the chief target of 

Jesus’s early preaching. 

[11] A reference to the “pure ignorance” (reine Thorheit) of 
Parsifal. 

[12] Matthew v, 34. 

[13] Amphitryon was the son of Alcaeus, King of Tiryns. His 
wife was Alcmene. During his absence she was visited by Zeus, 

and bore Heracles. 

[14] So in the text. One of Nietzsche’s numerous coinages, 

obviously suggested by Evangelium, the German for gospel. 
[15] To which, without mentioning it, Nietzsche adds verse 

48. 

[16] A paraphrase of Demetrius’ “Well roar’d, Lion!” in act v, 
scene 1 of “A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” The lion, of course, 

is the familiar Christian symbol for Mark. 

[17] Nietzsche also quotes part of verse 2. 
[18] The quotation also includes verse 47. 

[19] And 17. 
[20] Verses 20, 21, 26, 27, 28, 29. 

[21] A paraphrase of Schiller’s “Against stupidity even gods 
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struggle in vain.” 
[22] The word training is in English in the text. 

[23]1 Corinthians i, 27, 28. 
[24] That is, to say, scepticism. Among the Greeks scepticism 

was also occasionally called ephecticism. 

[25] A reference to the University of Tübingen and its famous 
school of Biblical criticism. The leader of this school was F. C. 

Baur, and one of the men greatly influenced by it was Nietzsche’s 

pet abomination, David F. Strauss, himself a Suabian. Vide § 10 
and § 28. 

[26] The quotations are from “Also sprach  Zarathustra” ii, 

24: “Of Priests.” 

[27] The aphorism, which is headed “The Enemies  of 
Truth,” makes the direct statement: “Convictions are more 

dangerous enemies of truth than lies.” 

[28] A reference, of course, to Kant’s “Kritik der praktischen 

Vernunft” (Critique of Practical Reason). 

[29]1 Corinthians vii, 2, 9. 

[30] Few men are noble. 
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Sigmund Freud. 

 
« The Future of an Illusion» 

 

I 
 

When one has lived for quite a long time in a particular civilization 
and has often tried to discover what its origins were and along what  

path it has developed, one sometimes also feels tempted to take a glance 

in the other direction and to ask what further fate lies before it and what 
transformations it is destined to undergo. But one soon finds that the 

value of such an enquiry is diminished from the outset by several 

factors. Above all, because there are only a few people who can survey 

human activity in its full compass. Most people have been obliged to 
restrict themselves to a single, or a few, fields of it. But the less a man 

knows about the past and the present the more insecure must  prove to 

be his judgement of the future. And there is the further difficulty that 
precisely in a judgement of this kind the subjective expectations of the 

individual play a part which it is difficult to assess; and these turn out to 

be dependent on purely personal factors in his own experience, on the 
greater or lesser optimism of his attitude to life, as it has been dictated 

for him by his temperament or by his success or failure. Finally, the 

curious fact makes itself felt that in general people experience their 

present naïvely, as it were, without being able to form an estimate of its 
contents; they have first to put themselves at a distance from it— the 

present, that is to say, must have become the past—before it can yield 

points of vantage from which to judge the future. 

 
Thus anyone who gives way to the temptation to deliver an opinion 

on the probable future of our civilization will do well to remind himself 

of the difficulties I have just pointed out, as well as of the uncertainty 

that attaches quite generally to any prophecy. It follows from this, so far 
as I am concerned, that I shall make a hasty retreat before a task that is 

too great, and shall promptly seek out the small tract of territory which 

has claimed my attention hitherto, as soon as I have determined its 
position in the general scheme of things. 
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Human civilization, by which I mean all those respects in which 
human life has raised itself above its animal status and differs from the 

life of beasts—and I scorn to distinguish between culture and 

civilization—, presents, as we know, two aspects to the observer. It 

includes on the one hand all the knowledge and capacity that men have 
acquired in order to control the forces of nature and extract its wealth 

for the satisfaction of human needs, and, on the other hand, all the 

regulations necessary in order to adjust the relations of men to on 
another and especially the distribution of the available wealth. The two 

trends of civilization are not independent of each other: firstly, because 

the mutual relations of men are profoundly influenced by the amount of 
instinctual satisfaction which the existing wealth makes possible; 

secondly, because an individual man can himself come to function as 

wealth in relation to another one, in so far as the other person makes use 

of his capacity for work, or chooses him as a sexual object; and thirdly, 
moreover, because every individual is virtually an enemy of  

civilization, though civilization is supposed to be an object of universal 

human interest. It is remarkable that, little as men are able to exist in 
isolation, they should nevertheless feel as a heavy burden the sacrifices 

which civilization expects of them in order to make a communal life 

possible. Thus civilization has to be defended against the individual, 

and its regulations, institutions and commands are directed to that task. 
They aim not only at effecting a certain distribution of wealth but at 

maintaining that distribution; indeed, they have to protect everything 

that contributes to the conquest of nature and the production of wealth 
against men's hostile impulses. Human creations are easily destroyed, 

and science and technology, which have built them up, can also be used 

for their annihilation. 

 

One thus gets an impression that civilization is something which was 
imposed on a resisting majority by a minority which understood how to 

obtain possession of the means to power and coercion. It is, of course, 

natural to assume that these difficulties are not inherent in the nature of 
civilization itself but are determined by the imperfections of the cultural 

forms which have so far been developed. And in fact it is not difficult to 

indicate those defects. While mankind has made continual advances in 
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its control over nature and may expect to make still greater ones, it is 

not possible to establish with certainty that a similar advance has been 

made in the management of human affairs; and probably at all periods, 
just as now once again, many people have asked themselves whether 

what little civilization has thus acquired is indeed worth defending at 

all. One would think that a re-ordering of human relations should be 

possible, which would remove the sources of dissatisfaction with 
civilization by renouncing coercion and the suppression of the instincts, 

so that, undisturbed by internal discord, men might devote themselves 

to the acquisition of wealth and its enjoyment. That would be the golden 
age, but it is questionable if such a state of affairs can be realized. It 

seems rather that every civilization must be built up on coercion and 

renunciation of instinct; it does not even seem certain that if coercion 
were to cease the majority of human beings would be prepared to 

undertake to perform the work necessary for acquiring new wealth. One 

has, I think, to reckon with the fact that there are present in all men 

destructive, and therefore anti-social and anti-cultural, trends and that in 
a great number of people these are strong enough to determine their 

behaviour in human society. 

 
This psychological fact has a decisive importance for our judgement 

of human civilization. Whereas we might at first think that its essence 

lies in controlling nature for the purpose of acquiring wealth and that 

the dangers which threaten it could be eliminated through a suitable 
distribution of that wealth among men, it now seems that the emphasis 

has moved over from the material to the mental. The decisive question 

is whether and to what extent it is possible to lessen the burden of the 
instinctual sacrifices imposed on men, to reconcile men to those which 

must necessarily remain and to provide a compensation for them. It is 

just as impossible to do without control of the mass by a minority as it 
is to dispense with coercion in the work of civilization. For masses are 

lazy and unintelligent; they have no love for instinctual renunciation, 

and they are not to be convinced by argument of its inevitability; and 

the individuals composing them support one another in giving free rein 
to their indiscipline. It is only through the influence of individuals who 

can set an example and whom masses recognize as their leaders that 

they can be induced to perform the work and undergo the renunciations 
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on which the existence of civilization depends. All is well if these 

leaders are persons who possess superior insight into the necessities of 

life and who have risen to the height of mastering their own instinctual 
wishes. But there is a danger that in order not to lose their influence 

they may give way to the mass more than it gives way to them, and it 

therefore seems necessary that they shall be independent of the mass by 

having means to power at their disposal. To put it briefly, there are two 
widespread human characteristics which are responsible for the fact that 

the regulations of civilization can only be maintained by a certain 

degree of coercion— namely, that men are not spontaneously fond of 
work and that arguments are of no avail against their passions. 

 

I know the objections which will be raised against these assertions. It 

will be said that the characteristic of human masses depicted here, 
which is supposed to prove that coercion cannot be dispensed with in 

the work of civilization, is itself only the result of defects in the cultural 

regulations, owing to which men have become embittered, revengeful 

and inaccessible. New generations, who have been brought up in 
kindness and taught to have a high opinion of reason, and who have 

experienced the benefits of civilization at an early age, will have a 

different attitude to it. They will feel it as a possession of their very own 
and will be ready for its sake to make the sacrifices as regards work and 

instinctual satisfaction that are necessary for its preservation. They will 

be able to do without coercion and will differ little from their leaders. If 
no culture has so far produced human masses of such a quality, it is 

because no culture has yet devised regulations which will influence men 

in this way, and in particular from childhood onwards. It may be 

doubted whether it is possible at all, or at any rate as yet, at the present 
stage of our control over nature, to set up cultural regulations of this 

kind. It may be asked where the number of superior, unswerving and 

disinterested leaders are to come from who are to act as educators of the 
future generations, and it may be alarming to think of the enormous 

amount of coercion that will inevitably be required before these 

intentions can be carried out. The grandeur of the plan and its 
importance for the future of human civilization cannot be disputed. It is 

securely based on the psychological discovery that man is equipped 

with the most varied instinctual dispositions, whose ultimate course is 
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determined by the experiences of early childhood. But for the same 

reason the limitations of man's capacity for education set bounds to the 

effectiveness of such a transformation in his culture. One may question 
whether, and in what degree, it would be possible for a different cultural 

environment to do away with the two characteristics of human masses 

which make the guidance of human affairs so difficult, me experiment 

has not yet been made. Probably a certain percentage of mankind 
(owing to a pathological disposition or an excess of instinctual strength) 

will always remain asocial; but if it were feasible merely to reduce the 

majority that is hostile towards civilization to-day into a minority, a 
great deal would have been accomplished—perhaps all that can be 

accomplished. 

 

I should not like to give the impression that I have strayed a long 

way from the line laid down for my enquiry [p. ]. Let me therefore give 

an express assurance that I have not the least intention of making 
judgements on the great experiment in civilization that is now in 

progress in the vast country that stretches between Europe and Asia. I 

have neither the special knowledge nor the capacity to decide on its 

practicability, to test the expediency of the methods employed or to 
measure the width of the inevitable gap between intention and 

execution. What is in preparation there is unfinished and therefore 

eludes an investigation for which our own long-consolidated civilization 
affords us material. 

 

II 

 

We have slipped unawares out of the economic field into the field of 
psychology. At first we were tempted to look for the assets of 

civilization in the available wealth and in the regulations for its 

distribution. But with the recognition that every civilization rests on a 
compulsion to work and a renunciation of instinct and therefore 

inevitably provokes opposition from those affected by these demands, it 

has become clear that civilization cannot consist principally or solely in 

wealth itself and the means of acquiring it and the arrangements for its 
distribution; for these things are threatened by the rebelliousness and 

destructive mania of the participants in civilization. Alongside of wealth 
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we now come upon the means by which civilization can be defended— 

measures of coercion and other measures that are intended to reconcile 

men to it and to recompense them for their sacrifices. These latter may 
be described as the mental assets of civilization. 

 

For the sake of a uniform terminology we will describe the fact that 
an instinct cannot be satisfied as a ‘frustration’, the regulation by which 

this frustration is established as a ‘prohibition’ and the condition which 

is produced by the prohibition as a ‘privation’. The first step is to 

distinguish between privations which affect everyone and privations 
which do not affect everyone but only groups, classes or even single 

individuals. The former are the earliest; with the prohibitions that 

established them, civilization—who knows how many thousands of 
years ago?—began to detach man from his primordial animal condition. 

We have found to our surprise that these privations are still operative 

and still form the kernel of hostility to civilization. The instinctual 
wishes that suffer under them are born afresh with every child; there is a 

class of people, the neurotics, who already react to these frustrations 

with asocial behaviour. Among these instinctual wishes are those of 

incest, cannibalism and lust for killing. It sounds strange to place 
alongside one another wishes which everyone seems united in 

repudiating and others about which there is so much lively dispute in 

our civilization as to whether they shall be permitted or frustrated; but 
psychologically it is justifiable to do so. Nor is the attitude of 

civilization to these oldest instinctual wishes by any means uniform. 

Cannibalism alone seems to be universally proscribed and—to the non- 

psycho-analytic view—to have been completely surmounted. The 
strength of the incestuous wishes can still be detected behind the 

prohibition against them; and under certain conditions killing is still 

practised, and indeed commanded, by our civilization. It is possible that 
cultural developments lie ahead of us in which the satisfaction of yet 

other wishes, which are entirely permissible to-day, will appear just as 

unacceptable as cannibalism does now. 

 

These earliest instinctual renunciations already involve a 
psychological factor which remains important for all further instinctual 

renunciations as well. It is not true that the human mind has undergone 
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no development since the earliest times and that, in contrast to the 

advances of science and technology, it is the same to-day as it was at  

the beginning of history. We can point out one of these mental advances 
at once. It is in keeping with the course of human development that 

external coercion gradually becomes internalized; for a special mental 

agency, man's super-ego, takes it over and includes it among its 

commandments. Every child presents this process of transformation to 
us; only by that means does it become a moral and social being. Such a 

strengthening of the super- ego is a most precious cultural asset in the 

psychological field. Those in whom it has taken place are turned from 
being opponents of civilization into being its vehicles. The greater their 

number is in a cultural unit the more secure is its culture and the more it 

can dispense with external measures of coercion. Now the degree of this 
internalization differs greatly between the various instinctual 

prohibitions. As regards the earliest cultural demands, which I have 

mentioned, the internalization seems to have been very extensively 

achieved, if we leave out of account the unwelcome exception of the 
neurotics. But the case is altered when we turn to the other instinctual 

claims. Here we observe with surprise and concern that a majority of 

people obey the cultural prohibitions on these points only under the 
pressure of external coercion—that is, only where that coercion can 

make itself effective and so long as it is to be feared. This is also true of 

what are known as the moral demands of civilization, which likewise 

apply to everyone. Most of one's experiences of man's moral 
untrustworthiness fall into this category. There are countless civilized 

people who would shrink from murder or incest but who do not deny 

themselves the satisfaction of their avarice, their aggressive urges or 
their sexual lusts, and who do not hesitate to injure other people by lies, 

fraud and calumny, so long as they can remain unpunished for it; and 

this, no doubt, has always been so through many ages of civilization. 
 

If we turn to those restrictions that apply only to certain classes of 

society, we meet with a state of things which is flagrant and which has 

always been recognized. It is to be expected that these underprivileged 
classes will envy the favoured ones their privileges and will do all they 

can to free themselves from then- own surplus of privation. Where this 

is not possible, a permanent measure of discontent will persist within 
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the culture concerned and this can lead to dangerous revolts. If, 

however, a culture has not got beyond a point at which the satisfaction 

of one portion of its participants depends upon the suppression of 
another, and perhaps larger, portion—and this is the case in all present- 

day cultures—it is understandable that the suppressed people should 

develop an intense hostility towards a culture whose existence they 

make possible by their work, but in whose wealth they have too small a 
share. In such conditions an internalization of the cultural prohibitions 

among the suppressed people is not to be expected. On the contrary, 

they are not prepared to acknowledge the prohibitions, they are intent  
on destroying the culture itself, and possibly even on doing away with 

the postulates on which it is based. The hostility of these classes to 

civilization is so obvious that it has caused the more latent hostility of 
the social strata that are better provided for to be overlooked. It goes 

without saying that a civilization which leaves so large a number of its 

participants unsatisfied and drives them into revolt neither has nor 

deserves the prospect of a lasting existence. 
 

The extent to which a civilization's precepts have been 

internalized—to express it popularly and unpsychologically: the moral 
level of its participants—is not the only form of mental wealth that 

comes into consideration in estimating a civilization's value. There are 

in addition its assets in the shape of ideals and artistic creations—that is, 

the satisfactions that can be derived from those sources. 
People will be only too readily inclined to include among the 

psychical assets of a culture its ideals—its estimates of what 

achievements are the highest and the most to be striven after. It will 
seem at first as though these ideals would determine the achievements 

of the cultural unit; but the actual course of events would appear to be 

that the ideals are based on the first achievements which have been 
made possible by a combination of the culture's internal gifts and 

external circumstances, and that these first achievements are then held 

on to by the ideal as something to be carried further. The satisfaction 

which the ideal offers to the participants in the culture is thus of a 
narcissistic nature; it rests on their pride in what has already been 

successfully achieved. To make this satisfaction complete calls for a 

comparison with other cultures which have aimed at different 
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achievements and have developed different ideals. On the strength of 

these differences every culture claims the right to look down on the rest. 

In this way cultural ideals become a source of discord and enmity 
between different cultural units, as can be seen most clearly in the case 

of nations. 
 

The narcissistic satisfaction provided by the cultural ideal is also 

among the forces which are successful in combating the hostility to 

culture within the cultural unit. This satisfaction can be shared in not 
only by the favoured classes, which enjoy the benefits of the culture, but 

also by the suppressed ones, since the right to despise the people outside 

it compensates them for the wrongs they suffer within their own unit. 
No doubt one is a wretched plebeian, harassed by debts and military 

service; but, to make up for it, one is a Roman citizen, one has one's 

share in the task of ruling other nations and dictating their laws. This 

identification of the suppressed classes with the class who rules and 
exploits them is, however, only part of a larger whole. For, on the other 

hand, the suppressed classes can be emotionally attached to their 

masters; in spite of their hostility to them they may see in them their 
ideals; unless such relations of a fundamentally satisfying kind 

subsisted, it would be impossible to understand how a number of 

civilizations have survived so long in spite of the justifiable hostility of 

large human masses. 
 

A different kind of satisfaction is afforded by art to the participants 

in a cultural unit, though as a rule it remains inaccessible to the masses, 
who are engaged in exhausting work and have not enjoyed any personal 

education. As we discovered long since, art offers substitutive 

satisfactions for the oldest and still most deeply felt cultural 
renunciations, and for that reason it serves as nothing else does to 

reconcile a man to the sacrifices he has made on behalf of civilization. 

On the other hand, the creations of art heighten his feelings of 

identification, of which every cultural unit stands in so much need, by 
providing an occasion for sharing highly valued emotional experiences. 

And when those creations picture the achievements of his particular 

culture and bring to his mind its ideals in an impressive manner, they 
also minister to his narcissistic satisfaction. 
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No mention has yet been made of what is perhaps the most  
important item in the psychical inventory of a civilization. This consists 

in its religious ideas in the widest sense—in other words (which will be 

justified later) in its illusions. 

 

III 

 

In what does the peculiar value of religious ideas lie? 

 
We have spoken of the hostility to civilization which is produced by 

the pressure that civilization exercises, the renunciations of instinct 

which it demands. If one imagines its prohibitions lifted— if, then, one 

may take any woman one pleases as a sexual object, if one may without 
hesitation kill one's rival for her love or anyone else who stands in one's 

way, if, too, one can carry off any of the other man's belongings without 

asking leave—how splendid, what a string of satisfactions one's life 
would be! True, one soon comes across the first difficulty: everyone 

else has exactly the same wishes as I have and will treat me with no 

more consideration than I treat him. And so in reality only one person 

could be made unrestrictedly happy by such a removal of the 
restrictions of civilization, and he would be a tyrant, a dictator, who had 

seized all the means to power. And even he would have every reason to 

wish that the others would observe at least one cultural commandment: 
‘thou shalt not kill’. 

 

But how ungrateful, how short-sighted after all, to strive for the 
abolition of civilization! What would then remain would be a state of 

nature, and that would be far harder to bear. It is true that nature would 

not demand any restrictions of instinct from us, she would let us do as 
we liked; but she has her own particularly effective method of 

restricting us. She destroys us— coldly, cruelly, relentlessly, as it seems 

to us, and possibly through the very things that occasioned our 

satisfaction. It was precisely because of these dangers with which nature 
threatens us that we came together and created civilization, which is 

also, among other things, intended to make our communal life possible. 
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For the principal task of civilization, its actual raison d'être, is to defend 

us against nature. 
 

We all know that in many ways civilization does this fairly well 

already, and clearly as time goes on it will do it much better. But no one 

is under the illusion that nature has already been vanquished; and few 
dare hope that she will ever be entirely subjected to man. There are the 

elements, which seem to mock at all human control: the earth, which 

quakes and is torn apart and buries all human life and its works; water, 

which deluges and drowns everything in a turmoil; storms, which blow 
everything before them; there are diseases, which we have only recently 

recognized as attacks by other organisms; and finally there is the painful 

riddle of death, against which no medicine has yet been found, nor 
probably will be. With these forces nature rises up against us, majestic, 

cruel and inexorable; she brings to our mind once more our weakness 

and helplessness, which we thought to escape through the work of 
civilization. One of the few gratifying and exalting impressions which 

mankind can offer is when, in the face of an elemental catastrophe, it 

forgets the discordancies of its civilization and all its internal difficulties 

and animosities, and recalls the great common task of preserving itself 
against the superior power of nature. 

 

For the individual, too, life is hard to bear, just as it is for mankind in 

general. The civilization in which he participates imposes some amount 
of privation on him, and other men bring him a measure of suffering, 

either in spite of the precepts of his civilization or because of its 

imperfections. To this are added the injuries which untamed nature—he 
calls it Fate—inflicts on him. One might suppose that this condition of 

things would result in a permanent state of anxious expectation in him 

and a severe injury to his natural narcissism. We know already how the 

individual reacts to the injuries which civilization and other men inflict 
on him: he develops a corresponding degree of resistance to the 

regulations of civilization and of hostility to it. But how does he defend 

himself against the superior powers of nature, of Fate, which threaten 
him as they threaten all the rest? 
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Civilization relieves him of this task; it performs it in the same way 

for all alike; and it is noteworthy that in this almost all civilizations act 

alike. Civilization does not call a halt in the task of defending man 
against nature, it merely pursues it by other means. The task is a 

manifold one. Man's self-regard, seriously menaced, calls for 

consolation; life and the universe must be robbed of their terrors; 

moreover his curiosity, moved, it is true, by the strongest practical 
interest, demands an answer. 

 

A great deal is already gained with the first step: the humanization of 

nature. Impersonal forces and destinies cannot be approached; they 

remain eternally remote. But if the elements have passions that rage as 
they do in our own souls, if death itself is not something spontaneous 

but the violent act of an evil Will, if everywhere in nature there are 

Beings around us of a kind that we know in our own society, then we 

can breathe freely, can feel at home in the uncanny and can deal by 
psychical means with our senseless anxiety. We are still defenceless, 

perhaps, but we are no longer helplessly paralysed; we can at least react. 

Perhaps, indeed, we are not even defenceless. We can apply the same 
methods against these violent supermen outside that we employ in our 

own society; we can try to adjure them, to appease them, to bribe them, 

and, by so influencing them, we may rob them of a part of their power. 

A replacement like this of natural science by psychology not only 
provides immediate relief, but also points the way to a further mastering 

of the situation. 

 

For this situation is nothing new. It has an infantile prototype, of 
which it is in fact only the continuation. For once before one has found 

oneself in a similar state of helplessness: as a small child, in relation to 

one's parents. One had reason to fear them, and especially one's father; 
and yet one was sure of his protection against the dangers one knew. 

Thus it was natural to assimilate the two situations. Here, too, wishing 

played its part, as it does in dream-life. The sleeper may be seized with 
a presentiment of death, which threatens to place him in the grave. But 

the dream-work knows how to select a condition that will turn even that 

dreaded event into a wish-fulfilment: the dreamer sees himself in an 

ancient Etruscan grave which he has climbed down into, happy to find 
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his archaeological interests satisfied. In the same way, a man makes the 

forces of nature not simply into persons with whom he can associate as 

he would with his equals—that would not do justice to the 
overpowering impression which those forces make on him—but he 

gives them the character of a father. He turns them into gods, following 

in this, as I have tried to show, not only an infantile prototype but a 

phylogenetic one. 
 

In the course of time the first observations were made of regularity 

and conformity to law in natural phenomena, and with this the forces of 
nature lost their human traits. But man's helplessness remains and along 

with it his longing for his father, and the gods. The gods retain their 

threefold task: they must exorcize the terrors of nature, they must 
reconcile men to the cruelly of Fate, particularly as it is shown in death, 

and they must compensate them for the sufferings and privations which 

a civilized life in common has imposed on them. 

 
But within these functions there is a gradual displacement of accent. 

It was observed that the phenomena of nature developed automatically 

according to internal necessities. Without doubt the gods were the lords 

of nature; they had arranged it to be as it was and now they could leave 
it to itself. Only occasionally, in what are known as miracles, did they 

intervene in its course, as though to make it plain that they had 

relinquished nothing of their original sphere of power. As regards the 
apportioning of destinies, an unpleasant suspicion persisted that the 

perplexity and helplessness of the human race could not be remedied. It 

was here that the gods were most apt to fail. If they themselves created 
Fate, then their counsels must be deemed inscrutable. The notion 

dawned on the most gifted people of antiquity that Moira [Fate] stood 

above the gods and that the gods themselves had their own destinies. 

And the more autonomous nature became and the more the gods 
withdrew from it, the more earnestly were all expectations directed to 

the third function of the gods—the more did morality become their true 

domain. It now became the task of the gods to even out the defects and 
evils of civilization, to attend to the sufferings which men inflict on one 

another in their life together and to watch over the fulfilment of the 

precepts of civilization, which men obey so imperfectly. Those precepts 
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themselves were credited with a divine origin; they were elevated 

beyond human society and were extended to nature and the universe. 
 

And thus a store of ideas is created, born from man's need to make 

his helplessness tolerable and built up from the material of memories of 

the helplessness of his own childhood and the childhood of the human 
race. It can clearly be seen that the possession of these ideas protects 

him in two directions—against the dangers of nature and Fate, and 

against the injuries that threaten him from human society itself. Here is 

the gist of the matter. Life in this world serves a higher purpose; no 
doubt it is not easy to guess what that purpose is, but it certainly 

signifies a perfecting of man's nature. It is probably the spiritual part of 

man, the soul, which in the course of time has so slowly and unwillingly 
detached itself from the body, that is the object of this elevation and 

exaltation. Everything that happens in this world is an expression of the 

intentions of an intelligence superior to us, which in the end, though its 
ways and byways are difficult to follow, orders everything for the 

best—that is, to make it enjoyable for us. Over each one of us there 

watches a benevolent Providence which is only seemingly stern and 

which will not suffer us to become a plaything of the over-mighty and 
pitiless forces of nature. Death itself is not extinction, is not a return to 

inorganic lifelessness, but the beginning of a new kind of existence 

which lies on the path of development to something higher. And, 
looking in the other direction, this view announces that the same moral 

laws which our civilizations have set up govern the whole universe as 

well, except that they are maintained by a supreme court of justice with 

incomparably more power and consistency. In the end all good is 
rewarded and all evil punished, if not actually in this form of life then in 

the later existences that begin after death. In this way all the terrors, the 

sufferings and the hardships of life are destined to be obliterated. Life 
after death, which continues life on earth just as the invisible part of the 

spectrum joins on to the visible part, brings us all the perfection that we 

may perhaps have missed here. And the superior wisdom which directs 
this course of things, the infinite goodness that expresses itself in it, the 

justice that achieves its aim in it—these are the attributes of the divine 

beings who also created us and the world as a whole, or rather, of the 

one divine being into which, in our civilization, all the gods of antiquity 
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have been condensed. The people which first succeeded in thus 

concentrating the divine attributes was not a little proud of the advance. 

It had laid open to view the father who had all along been hidden behind 
every divine figure as its nucleus. Fundamentally this was a return to  

the historical beginnings of the idea of God. Now that God was a single 

person, man's relations to him could recover the intimacy and intensity 

of the child's relation to his father. But if one had done so much for 
one's father, one wanted to have a reward, or at least to be his only 

beloved child, his Chosen People. Very much later, pious America laid 

claim to being ‘God's own Country’; and, as regards one of the shapes 
in which men worship the deity, the claim is undoubtedly valid. 

 

The religious ideas that have been summarized above have of course 

passed through a long process of development and have been adhered to 
in various phases by various civilizations. I have singled out one such 

phase, which roughly corresponds to the final form taken by our 

present-day white Christian civilization. It is easy to see that not all the 

parts of this picture tally equally well with one another, that not all the 
questions that press for an answer receive one, and that it is difficult to 

dismiss the contradiction of daily experience. Nevertheless, such as they 

are, those ideas—ideas which are religious in the widest sense—are 
prized as the most precious possession of civilization, as the most 

precious thing it has to offer its participants. It is far more highly prized 

than all the devices for winning treasures from the earth or providing 
men with sustenance or preventing their illnesses, and so forth. People 

feel that life would not be tolerable if they did not attach to these ideas 

the value that is claimed for them. And now the question arises: what 

are these ideas in the light of psychology? Whence do they derive the 
esteem in which they are held? And, to take a further timid step, what is 

their real worth? 
 

IV 

 

An enquiry which proceeds like a monologue, without interruption, 
is not altogether free from danger. One is too easily tempted into 

pushing aside thoughts which threaten to break into it, and in exchange 

one is left with a feeling of uncertainty which in the end one tries to 



195  

keep down by over-decisiveness. I shall therefore imagine that I have an 

opponent who follows my arguments with mistrust, and here and there I 

shall allow him to interject some remarks. 
 

I hear him say: ‘You have repeatedly used the 

expressions“civilization creates these religious ideas”,“civilization 
places them at the disposal of its participants”. There is something about 

this that sounds strange to me. I cannot myself say why, but it does not 

sound so natural as it does to say that civilization has made rules about 
distributing the products of labour or about rights concerning women 

and children.’ 

 

I think, all the same, that I am justified in expressing myself in this 

way. I have tried to show that religious ideas have arisen from the same 
need as have all the other achievements of civilization: from the 

necessity of defending oneself against the crushingly superior force of 

nature. To this a second motive was added—the urge to rectify the 
shortcomings of civilization which made themselves painfully felt. 

Moreover, it is especially apposite to say that civilization gives the 

individual these ideas, for he finds them there already; they are 

presented to him ready-made, and he would not be able to discover 
them for himself. What he is entering into is the heritage of many 

generations, and he takes it over as he does the multiplication table, 

geometry, and similar things. There is indeed a difference in this, but 
that difference lies elsewhere and I cannot examine it yet. The feeling of 

strangeness that you mention may be partly due to the fact that this  

body of religious ideas is usually put forward as a divine revelation. But 
this presentation of it is itself a part of the religious system, and it 

entirely ignores the known historical development of these ideas and 

their differences in different epochs and civilizations. 
 

Here is another point, which seems to me to be more important. You 

argue that the humanization of nature is derived from the need to put an 

end to man's perplexity and helplessness in the face of its dreaded 
forces, to get into a relation with them and finally to influence them.  

But a motive of this kind seems superfluous. Primitive man has no 

choice, he has no other way of thinking. It is natural to him, something 
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innate, as it were, to project his existence outwards into the world and to 

regard every event which he observes as the manifestation of beings 

who at bottom are like himself. It is his only method of comprehension. 
And it is by no means self-evident, on the contrary it is a remarkable 

coincidence, if by thus indulging his natural disposition he succeeds in 

satisfying one of his greatest needs.’ 

 
I do not find that so striking. Do you suppose that human  thought 

has no practical motives, that it is simply the expression of a 

disinterested curiosity? That is surely very improbable. I believe rather 
that when man personifies the forces of nature he is again following an 

infantile model. He has learnt from the persons in his earliest 

environment that the way to influence them is to establish a relation 
with them; and so, later on, with the same end in view, he treats 

everything else that he comes across in the same way as he treated those 

persons. Thus I do not contradict your descriptive observation; it is in 

fact natural to man to personify everything that he wants to understand 
in order later to control it (psychical mastering as a preparation for 

physical mastering); but I provide in addition a motive and a genesis for 

this peculiarity of human thinking. 
 

‘And now here is yet a third point. You have dealt with the origin of 

religion once before, in your book Totem and Taboo. But there it 
appeared in a different light. Everything was the son–father  

relationship. God was the exalted father, and the longing for the father 

was the root of the need for religion. Since then, it seems, you have 

discovered the factor of human weakness and helplessness, to which 
indeed the chief role in the formation of religion is generally assigned, 

and now you transpose everything that was once the father complex into 

terms of helplessness. May I ask you to explain this transformation? 
 

With pleasure. I was only waiting for this invitation. But is it really a 

transformation? In Totem and Taboo it was not my purpose to explain 
the origin of religions but only of totemism. Can you, from any of the 

views known to you, explain the fact that the first shape in which the 

protecting deity revealed itself to men should have been that of an 

animal, that there was a prohibition against killing and eating this 
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animal and that nevertheless the solemn custom was to kill and eat it 

communally once a year? This is precisely what happens in totemism. 

And it is hardly to the purpose to argue about whether totemism ought 
to be called a religion. It has intimate connections with the later god- 

religions. The totem animals become the sacred animals of the gods; 

and the earliest, but most fundamental moral restrictions—the 

prohibitions against murder and incest —originate in totemism. 
Whether or not you accept the conclusions of Totem and Taboo, I hope 

you will admit that a number of very remarkable, disconnected facts are 

brought together in it into a consistent whole. 
 

The question of why in the long run the animal god did not suffice, 

and was replaced by a human one, was hardly touched on in Totem and 
Taboo, and other problems concerning the formation of religion were 

not mentioned in the book at all. Do you regard a limitation of that kind 

as the same thing as a denial? My work is a good example of the strict 
isolation of the particular contribution which psycho-analytic discussion 

can make to the solution of the problem of religion. If I am now trying 

to add the other, less deeply concealed part, you should not accuse me 

of contradicting myself, just as before you accused me of being one- 
sided. It is, of course, my duty to point out the connecting links between 

what I said earlier and what I put forward now, between the deeper and 

the manifest motives, between the father-complex and man's 
helplessness and need for protection. 

 

These connections are not hard to find. They consist in the relation 

of the child's helplessness to the helplessness of the adult which 
continues it. So that, as was to be expected, the motives for the 

formation of religion which psycho-analysis revealed now turn out to be 

the same as the infantile contribution to the manifest motives. Let us 

transport ourselves into the mental life of a child. You remember the 
choice of object according to the anaclitic [attachment] type, which 

psycho-analysis talks of? 

 

The libido there follows the paths of narcissistic needs and attaches 
itself to the objects which ensure the satisfaction of those needs. In this 

way the mother, who satisfies the child's hunger, becomes its first love- 
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object and certainly also its first protection against all the undefined 

dangers which threaten it in the external world—its first protection 

against anxiety, we may say. 
 

In this function [of protection] the mother is soon replaced by the 

stronger father, who retains that position for the rest of childhood. But 
the child's attitude to its father is coloured by a peculiar ambivalence. 

The father himself constitutes a danger for the child, perhaps because of 

its earlier relation to its mother. Thus it fears him no less than it longs 
for him and admires him. The indications of this ambivalence in the 

attitude to the father are deeply imprinted in every religion, as was 

shown in Totem and Taboo. When the growing individual finds that he 
is destined to remain a child for ever, that he can never do without 

protection against strange superior powers, he lends those powers the 

features belonging to the figure of his father; he creates for himself the 

gods whom he dreads, whom he seeks to propitiate, and whom he 
nevertheless entrusts with his own protection. Thus his longing for a 

father is a motive identical with his need for protection against the 

consequences of his human weakness. The defence against childish 
helplessness is what lends its characteristic features to the adult's 

reaction to the helplessness which he has to acknowledge—a reaction 

which is precisely the formation of religion. But it is not my intention to 

enquire any further into the development of the idea of God; what we 
are concerned with here is the finished body of religious ideas as it is 

transmitted by civilization to the individual. 

 

V 

 

Let us now take up the thread of our enquiry. What, then, is the 

psychological significance of religious ideas and under what heading 

are we to classify them? The question is not at all easy to answer 
immediately. After rejecting a number of formulations, we will take our 

stand on the following one. Religious ideas are teachings and assertions 

about facts and conditions of external (or internal) reality which tell one 
something one has not discovered for oneself and which lay claim to 

one's belief. Since they give us information about what is most 

important and interesting to us in life, they are particularly highly 
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prized. Anyone who knows nothing of them is very ignorant; and 

anyone who has added them to his knowledge may consider himself 

much the richer. 
 

There are, of course, many such teachings about the most various 

things in the world. Every school lesson is full of them. Let us take 
geography. We are told that the town of Constance lies on the 

Bodensee. A student song adds: ‘if you don't believe it, go and see.’ I 

happen to have been there and can confirm the fact that that lovely town 
lies on the shore of a wide stretch of water which all those who live 

round it call the Bodensee; and I am now completely convinced of the 

correctness of this geographical assertion. In this connection I am 
reminded of another, very remarkable, experience. I was already a man 

of mature years when I stood for the first time on the hill of the 

Acropolis in Athens, between the temple ruins, looking out over the 

blue sea. A feeling of astonishment mingled with my joy. It seemed to 
say: ‘So it really is true, just as we learnt at school!’ How shallow and 

weak must have been the belief I then acquired in the real truth of what 

I heard, if I could be so astonished now! But I will not lay too much 
stress on the significance of this experience; for my astonishment could 

have had another explanation, which did not occur to me at the time and 

which is of a wholly subjective nature and has to do with the special 

character of the place. 
 

All teachings like these, then, demand belief in their contents, but 

not without producing grounds for their claim. They are put forward as 
the epitomized result of a longer process of thought based on 

observation and certainly also on inferences. If anyone wants to go 

through this process himself instead of accepting its result, they show 
him how to set about it. Moreover, we are always in addition given the 

source of the knowledge conveyed by them, where that source is not 

self-evident, as it is in the case of geographical assertions. For instance, 

the earth is shaped like a sphere; the proofs adduced for this are 
Foucault's pendulum experiment, the behaviour of the horizon and the 

possibility of circumnavigating the earth. Since it is impracticable, as 

everyone concerned realizes, to send every schoolchild on a voyage 
round the world, we are satisfied with letting what is taught at school be 
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taken on trust; but we know that the path to acquiring a personal 

conviction remains open. 
 

Let us try to apply the same test to the teachings of religion. When 

we ask on what their claim to be believed is founded, we are met with 

three answers, which harmonize remarkably badly with one another. 
Firstly, these teachings deserve to be believed because they were 

already believed by our primal ancestors; secondly, we possess proofs 

which have been handed down to us from those same primaeval times; 

and thirdly, it is forbidden to raise the question of their authentication at 
all. In former days anything so presumptuous was visited with the 

severest penalties, and even to-day society looks askance at any attempt 

to raise the question again. 
 

This third point is bound to rouse our strongest suspicions. After all, 

a prohibition like this can only be for one reason— that society is very 
well aware of the insecurity of the claim it makes on behalf of its 

religious doctines. Otherwise it would certainly be very ready to put the 

necessary data at the disposal of anyone who wanted to arrive at 
conviction. This being so, it is with a feeling of mistrust which it is hard 

to allay that we pass on to an examination of the other two grounds of 

proof. We ought to believe because our forefathers believed. But these 

ancestors of ours were far more ignorant than we are. They believed in 
things we could not possibly accept to-day; and the possibility occurs to 

us that the doctrines of religion may belong to that class too. The proofs 

they have left us are set down in writings which themselves bear every 
mark of untrustworthiness. They are full of contradictions, revisions and 

falsifications, and where they speak of factual confirmations they are 

themselves unconfirmed. It does not help much to have it asserted that 

their wording, or even their content only, originates from divine 
revelation; for this assertion is itself one of the doctrines whose 

authenticity is under examination, and no proposition can be a proof of 

itself. 

 

Thus we arrive at the singular conclusion that of all the information 
provided by our cultural assets it is precisely the elements which might 

be of the greatest importance to us and which have the task of solving 
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the riddles of the universe and of reconciling us to the sufferings of 

life—it is precisely those elements that are the least well authenticated 

of any. We should not be able to bring ourselves to accept anything of 
so little concern to us as the fact that whales bear young instead of 

laying eggs, if it were not capable of better proof than this. 
 

This state of affairs is in itself a very remarkable psychological 

problem. And let no one suppose that what I have said about the 

impossibility of proving the truth of religious doctrines contains 
anything new. It has been felt at all times— undoubtedly, too, by the 

ancestors who bequeathed us this legacy. Many of them probably 

nourished the same doubts as ours, but the pressure imposed on them 
was too strong for them to have dared to utter them. And since then 

countless people have been tormented by similar doubts, and have 

striven to suppress them, because they thought it was their duty to 

believe; many brilliant intellects have broken down over this conflict, 
and many characters have been impaired by the compromises with 

which they have tried to find a way out of it. 

 
If all the evidence put forward for the authenticity of religious 

teachings originates in the past, it is natural to look round and see 

whether the present, about which it is easier to form judgements, may 

not also be able to furnish evidence of the sort. If by this means we 
could succeed in clearing even a single portion of the religious system 

from doubt, the whole of it would gain enormously in credibility. The 

proceedings of the spiritualists meet us at this point; they are convinced 
of the survival of the individual soul and they seek to demonstrate to us 

beyond doubt the truth of this one religious doctrine. Unfortunately they 

cannot succeed in refuting the fact that the appearance and utterances of 
their spirits are merely the products of their own mental activity. They 

have called up the spirits of the greatest men and of the most eminent 

thinkers, but all the pronouncements and information which they have 

received from them have been so foolish and so wretchedly meaningless 
that one can find nothing credible in them but the capacity of the spirits 

to adapt themselves to the circle of people who have conjured them up. 
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I must now mention two attempts that have been made— both of 

which convey the impression of being desperate efforts—to evade the 

problem. One, of a violent nature, is ancient; the other is subtle and 
modern. The first is the ‘Credo quia absurdum of the early Father of the 

Church. It maintains that religious doctrines are outside the jurisdiction 

of reason— are above reason. Their truth must be felt inwardly, and 

they need not be comprehended. But this Credo is only of interest as a 
self-confession. As an authoritative statement it has no binding force. 

Am I to be obliged to believe every absurdity? And if not, why this one 

in particular? There is no appeal to a court above that of reason. If the 
truth of religious doctrines is dependent on an inner experience which 

bears witness to that truth, what is one to do about the many people who 

do not have this rare experience? One may require every man to use the 
gift of reason which he possesses, but one cannot erect, on the basis of a 

motive that exists only for a very few, an obligation that shall apply to 

everyone. If one man has gained an unshakable conviction of the true 

reality of religious doctrines from a state of ecstasy which has deeply 
moved him, of what significance is that to others? 

 

The second attempt is the one made by the philosophy of ‘As if. This 

asserts that our thought-activity includes a great number of hypotheses 

whose groundlessness and even absurdity we fully realize. They are 

called ‘fictions’, but for a variety of practical reasons we have to behave 
‘as if’ we believed in these fictions. This is the case with religious 

doctrines because of their incomparable importance for the maintenance 

of human. 
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Albert Camus. 
 

«The Myth of Sisyphus» 
 

Absurdity and Suicide 

 

THERE is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is 
suicide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to 

answering the fundamental question of philosophy. All the rest— 

whether or not the world has three dimensions, whether the mind has 
nine or twelve categories—comes afterwards. 

 

These are games; one must first answer. And if it is true, as 

Nietzsche claims, that a philosopher, to deserve our respect, must 

preach by example, you can appreciate the importance of that reply, for 
it will precede the definitive act. These are facts the heart can feel; yet 

they call for careful study before they become clear to the intellect. 

 

If I ask myself how to judge that this question is more urgent than 

that, I reply that one judges by the actions it entails. I have never seen 

anyone die for the ontological argument. Galileo, who held a scientific 

truth of great importance, abjured it with the greatest ease as soon as it 
endangered his life. In a certain sense, he did  right. That truth was not 

worth the stake. Whether the earth or the sun revolves around the other 

is a matter of profound indifference. To tell the truth, it is a futile 
question. On the other hand, I see many people die because they judge 

that life is not worth living. I see others paradoxically getting killed for 

the ideas or illusions that give them a reason for living (what is called a 
reason for living is also an excellent reason for dying). I therefore 

conclude that the meaning of life is the most urgent of questions. How 

to answer it? On all essential problems (I mean thereby those that run 

the risk of leading to death or those that intensify the passion of living) 
there are probably but two methods of thought: the method of La Palisse 

and the method of Don Quixote. Solely the balance between evidence 

and lyricism can allow us to achieve simultaneously emotion and 
lucidity. In a subject at once so humble and so heavy with emotion, the 
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learned and classical dialectic must yield, one can see, to a more modest 

attitude of mind deriving at one and the same time from common sense 

and understanding. 
 

Suicide has never been dealt with except as a social phenomenon. 

On the contrary, we are concerned here, at the outset, with the 
relationship between individual thought and suicide. An act like this is 

prepared within the silence of the heart, as is a great work of art. The 

man himself is ignorant of it. One evening he pulls the trigger or jumps. 
Of an apartment-building manager who had killed himself I was told 

that he had lost his daughter five years before, that he had changed 

greatly since, and that that experience had "undermined" him. A more 
exact word cannot be imagined. Beginning to think is beginning to be 

undermined. Society has but little connection with such beginnings. The 

worm is in man's heart. That is where it must be sought. One must 

follow and understand this fatal game that leads from lucidity in the 
face of existence to flight from light. 

 

There are many causes for a suicide, and generally the most obvious 

ones were not the most powerful. Rarely is suicide committed (yet the 
hypothesis is not excluded) through reflection. What sets off the crisis is 

almost always unverifiable. Newspapers often speak of "personal 

sorrows" or of "incurable illness." These explanations are plausible. But 
one would have to know whether a friend of the desperate man had not 

that very day addressed him indifferently. He is the guilty one. For that 

is enough to precipitate all the rancors and all the boredom still in 

suspension. 
 

But if it is hard to fix the precise instant, the subtle step when the 

mind opted for death, it is easier to deduce from the act itself the 

consequences it implies. In a sense, and as in melodrama, killing 
yourself amounts to confessing. It is confessing that life is too much for 

you or that you do not understand it. Let's not go too far in such 

analogies, however, but rather return to everyday words. It is merely 
confessing that that "is not worth the trouble." Living, naturally, is  

never easy. You continue making the gestures commanded  by 

existence, for many reasons, the first of which is habit. Dying 
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voluntarily implies that you have recognized, even instinctively, the 

ridiculous character of that habit, the absence of any profound reason 

for living, the insane character of that daily agitation, and the 
uselessness of suffering. 

 

What, then, is that incalculable feeling that deprives the mind of the 
sleep necessary to life? A world that can be explained even with bad 

reasons is a familiar world. But, on the other hand, in a universe 

suddenly divested of illusions and lights, man feels an alien, a stranger. 

His exile is without remedy since he is deprived of the memory of a lost 
home or the hope of a promised land. This divorce between man and his 

life, the actor and his setting, is properly the feeling of absurdity. All 

healthy men having thought of their own suicide, it can be seen, without 
further explanation, that there is a direct connection between this feeling 

and the longing for death. 

The subject of this essay is precisely this relationship between the 

absurd and suicide, the exact degree to which suicide is a solution to the 
absurd. The principle can be established that for a man who does not 

cheat, what he believes to be true must determine his action. Belief in 

the absurdity of existence must then dictate his conduct. It is legitimate 

to wonder, clearly and without false pathos, whether a conclusion of  
this importance requires forsaking as rapidly as possible an 

incomprehensible condition. I am speaking, of course, of men inclined 

to be in harmony with themselves. 
 

Stated clearly, this problem may seem both simple and insoluble. 

But it is wrongly assumed that simple questions involve answers that 
are no less simple and that evidence implies evidence. A priori and 

reversing the terms of the problem, just as one does or does not kill 

oneself, it seems that there are but two philosophical solutions, either 

yes or no. This would be too easy. But allowance must be made for 
those who, without concluding, continue questioning. Here I am only 

slightly indulging in irony: this is the majority. I notice also that those 

who answer "no" act as if they thought "yes." As a matter of fact, if I 
accept the Nietzschean criterion, they think "yes" in one way or another. 

On the other hand, it often happens that those who commit suicide were 

assured of the meaning of life. These contradictions are constant. It may 
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even be said that they have never been so keen as on this point where, 

on the contrary, logic seems so desirable. It is a commonplace to 

compare philosophical theories and the behavior of those who profess 
them. But it must be said that of the thinkers who refused a meaning to 

life none except Kirilov who belongs to literature, Peregrinos who is 

torn of legend, and Jules Lequier who belongs to hypothesis, admitted 

his logic to the point of refusing that life. Schopenhauer is often cited, 
as a fit subject for laughter, because he praised suicide while seated at a 

well-set table. This is no subject for joking. That way of not taking the 

tragic seriously is not so grievous, but it helps to judge a man. 
 

In the face of such contradictions and obscurities must we conclude 

that there is no relationship between the opinion one has about life and 
the act one commits to leave it? Let us not exaggerate in this direction. 

In a man' s attachment to life there is something stronger than all the ills 

in the world. The body' s judgment is as good as the mind's, and the 
body shrinks from annihilation. We get into the habit of living before 

acquiring the habit of thinking. In that race which daily hastens us 

toward death, the body maintains its irreparable lead. In short, the 

essence of that contradiction lies in what I shall call the act of eluding 
because it is both less and more than diversion in the Pascalian sense. 

Eluding is the invariable game. The typical act of eluding, the fatal 

evasion that constitutes the third theme of this essay, is hope. Hope of 
another life one must "deserve" or trickery of those who live not for life 

itself but for some great idea that will transcend it, refine it, give it a 

meaning, and betray it. 

 

Thus everything contributes to spreading confusion. Hitherto, and it 
has not been wasted effort, people have played on words and pretended 

to believe that refusing to grant a meaning to life necessarily leads to 

declaring that it is not worth living. In truth, there is no necessary 
common measure between these two judgments. One merely has to 

refuse to be misled by the confusions, divorces, and inconsistencies 

previously pointed out. One must brush everything aside and go straight 

to the real problem. One kills oneself because life is not worth living, 
that is certainly a truth—yet an unfruitful one because it is a truism. But 

does that insult to existence, that flat denial in which it is plunged come 
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from the fact that it has no meaning? Does its absurdity require one to 

escape it through hope or suicide—this is what must be clarified, hunted 

down, and elucidated while brushing aside all the rest. Does the Absurd 
dictate death? This problem must be given priority over others, outside 

all methods of thought and all exercises of the disinterested mind. 

Shades of meaning, contradictions, the psychology that an "objective" 

mind can always introduce into all problems have no place in this 
pursuit and this passion. It calls simply for an unjust—in other words, 

logical—thought. That is not easy. It is always easy to be logical. It is 

almost impossible to be logical to the bitter end. Men who die by their 
own hand consequently follow to its conclusion their emotional 

inclination. Reflection on suicide gives me an opportunity to raise the 

only problem to interest me: is there a logic to the point of death? I 
cannot know unless I pursue, without reckless passion, in the sole light 

of evidence, the reasoning of which I am here suggesting the source. 

This is what I call an absurd reasoning. Many have begun it. I do not yet 

know whether or not they kept to it. 
 

When Karl Jaspers, revealing the impossibility of constituting the 

world as a unity, exclaims: "This limitation leads me to myself, where I 
can no longer withdraw behind an objective point of view that I am 

merely representing, where neither I myself nor the existence of others 

can any longer become an object for me," he is evoking after many 

others those waterless deserts where thought reaches its confines. After 
many others, yes indeed, but how eager they were to get out of them! At 

that last crossroad where thought hesitates, many men have arrived and 

even some of the humblest. They then abdicated what was most 
precious to them, their life. Others, princes of the mind, abdicated 

likewise, but they initiated the suicide of their thought in its purest 

revolt. The real effort is to stay there, rather, in so far as that is possible, 
and to examine closely the odd vegetation of those distant regions. 

Tenacity and acumen are privileged spectators of this inhuman show in 

which absurdity, hope, and death carry on their dialogue. The mind can 

then analyze the figures of that elementary yet subtle dance before 
illustrating them and reliving them itself. 
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Absurd Walls 
 

Like great works, deep feelings always mean more than they are 

conscious of saying. The regularity of an impulse or a repulsion in a 

soul is encountered again in habits of doing or thinking, is reproduced  
in consequences of which the soul itself knows nothing. Great feelings 

take with them their own universe, splendid or abject. They light up 

with their passion an exclusive world in which they recognize their 
climate. There is a universe of jealousy, of ambition, of selfishness, or 

of generosity. A universe—in other words, a metaphysic and an attitude 

of mind. What is true of already specialized feelings will be even more 

so of emotions basically as indeterminate, simultaneously as vague and 
as "definite," as remote and as "present" as those furnished us by beauty 

or aroused by absurdity. 

 

At any streetcorner the feeling of absurdity can strike any man in the 

face. As it is, in its distressing nudity, in its light without effulgence, it 
is elusive. But that very difficulty deserves reflection. It is probably true 

that a man remains forever unknown to us and that there is in him 

something irreducible that escapes us. But practically I know men and 

recognize them by their behavior, by the totality of their deeds, by the 
consequences caused in life by their presence. Likewise, all those 

irrational feelings which offer no purchase to analysis. I can de-fine 

them practically, appreciate them practically, by gathering together the 
sum of their consequences in the domain of the intelligence, by seizing 

and noting all their aspects, by outlining their universe. It is certain that 

apparently, though I have seen the same actor a hundred times, I shall 
not for that reason know him any better personally. Yet if I add up the 

heroes he has personified and if I say that I know him a little better at 

the hundredth character counted off, this will be felt to contain an 

element of truth. For this apparent paradox is also an apologue. There is 
a moral to it. It teaches that a man defines himself by his make-believe 

as well as by his sincere impulses. There is thus a lower key of feelings, 

inaccessible in the heart but partially disclosed by the acts they imply 
and the attitudes of mind they assume. It is clear that in this way I am 

defining a method. But it is also evident that that method is one of 

analysis and not of knowledge. For methods imply metaphysics; 
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unconsciously they disclose conclusions that they often claim not to 

know yet. Similarly, the last pages of a book are already contained in 

the first pages. Such a link is inevitable. The method defined here 
acknowledges the feeling that all true knowledge is impossible. Solely 

appearances can be enumerated and the climate make itself felt. 
 

Perhaps we shall be able to overtake that elusive feeling of absurdity 

in the different but closely related worlds of intelligence, of the art of 

living, or of art itself. The climate of absurdity is in the beginning. The 
end is the absurd universe and that attitude of mind which lights the 

world with its true colors to bring out the privileged and implacable 

visage which that attitude has discerned in it. 

 
* * * 

 

All great deeds and all great thoughts have a ridiculous beginning. 

Great works are often born on a street-corner or in a restaurant' s 
revolving door. So it is with absurdity. The absurd world more than 

others derives its nobility from that abject birth. In certain situations, 

replying "nothing" when asked what one is thinking about may be 

pretense in a man. Those who are loved are well aware of this. But if 
that reply is sincere, if it symbolizes that odd state of soul in which the 

void becomes eloquent, in which the chain of daily gestures is broken, 

in which the heart vainly seeks the link that will connect it again, then it 
is as it were the first sign of absurdity. 

It happens that the stage sets collapse. Rising, street-car, four hours 

in the office or the factory, meal, street-car, four hours of work, meal, 
sleep, and Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday and Saturday 

according to the same rhythm—this path is easily followed most of the 

time. But one day the "why" arises and everything begins in that 

weariness tinged with amazement. "Begins"—this is important. 
Weariness comes at the end of the acts of a mechanical life, but at the 

same time it inaugurates the impulse of consciousness. It awakens 

consciousness and provokes what follows. What follows is the gradual 
return into the chain or it is the definitive awakening. At the end of the 

awakening comes, in time, the consequence: suicide or recovery. In 

itself weariness has something sickening about it. Here, I must conclude 
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that it is good. For everything begins with consciousness and nothing is 

worth anything except through it. There is nothing original about these 

remarks. But they are obvious; that is enough for a while, during a 
sketchy reconnaissance in the origins of the absurd. Mere "anxiety," as 

Heidegger says, is at the source of everything. 
 

Likewise and during every day of an unillustrious life, time carries 

us. But a moment always comes when we have to carry it. We live on 

the future: "tomorrow," "later on," "when you have made your way," 
"you will understand when you are old enough." Such irrelevancies are 

wonderful, for, after all, it' s a matter of dying. Yet a day comes when a 

man notices or says that he is thirty. Thus he asserts his youth. But 
simultaneously he situates himself in relation to time. He takes his place 

in it. He admits that he stands at a certain point on a curve that he 

acknowledges having to travel to its end. He belongs to time, and by the 

horror that seizes him, he recognizes his worst enemy. Tomorrow, he 
was longing for tomorrow, whereas everything in him ought to reject it. 

That revolt of the flesh is the absurd. 

 
A step lower and strangeness creeps in: perceiving that the world is 

"dense," sensing to what a degree a stone is foreign and irreducible to 

us, with what intensity nature or a landscape can negate us. At the heart 

of all beauty lies something inhuman, and these hills, the softness of the 
sky, the outline of these trees at this very minute lose the illusory 

meaning with which we had clothed them, henceforth more remote than 

a lost paradise. The primitive hostility of the world rises up to face us 
across millennia. For a second we cease to understand it because for 

centuries we have understood in it solely the images and designs that we 

had attributed to it beforehand, because henceforth we lack the power to 
make use of that artifice. The world evades us because it becomes itself 

again. That stage scenery masked by habit becomes again what it is. It 

withdraws at a distance from us. Just as there are days when under the 

familiar face of a woman, we see as a stranger her we had loved months 
or years ago, perhaps we shall come even to desire what suddenly 

leaves us so alone. But the time has not yet come. Just one thing: that 

denseness and that strangeness of the world is the absurd. 
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Men, too, secrete the inhuman. At certain moments of lucidity, the 

mechanical aspect of their gestures, their meaningless pantomime 

makes silly everything that surrounds them. A man is talking on the 
telephone behind a glass partition; you cannot hear him, but you see his 

incomprehensible dumb show: you wonder why he is alive. This 

discomfort in the face of man' s own inhumanity, this incalculable 

tumble before the image of what we are, this "nausea," as a writer of 
today calls it, is also the absurd. Likewise the stranger who at certain 

seconds comes to meet us in a mirror, the familiar and yet alarming 

brother we encounter in our own photographs is also the absurd. 
 

I come at last to death and to the attitude we have toward it. On this 

point everything has been said and it is only proper to avoid pathos. Yet 
one will never be sufficiently surprised that everyone lives as if no one 

"knew." This is because in reality there is no experience of death. 

Properly speaking, nothing has been experienced but what has been 
lived and made conscious. Here, it is barely possible to speak of the 

experience of others' deaths. It is a substitute, an illusion, and it never 

quite convinces us. That melancholy convention cannot be persuasive. 

The horror comes in reality from the mathematical aspect of the event. 
If time frightens us, this is because it works out the problem and the 

solution comes afterward. All the pretty speeches about the soul will 

have their contrary convincingly proved, at least for a time. From this 
inert body on which a slap makes no mark the soul has disappeared. 

This elementary and definitive aspect of the adventure constitutes the 

absurd feeling. Under the fatal lighting of that destiny, its uselessness 

becomes evident. No code of ethics and no effort are justifiable a priori 
in the face of the cruel mathematics that command our condition. 

 

Let me repeat: all this has been said over and over. I am limiting 
myself here to making a rapid classification and to pointing out these 

obvious themes. They run through all literatures and all philosophies. 

Everyday conversation feeds on them. There is no question of 
reinventing them. But it is essential to be sure of these facts in order to 

be able to question oneself subsequently on the primordial question. I 

am interested—let me repeat again—not so much in absurd discoveries 

as in their consequences. If one is assured of these facts, what is one to 
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conclude, how far is one to go to elude nothing? Is one to die 

voluntarily or to hope in spite of everything? Beforehand, it is necessary 

to take the same rapid inventory on the plane of the intelligence. 
 

* * * 

 
The mind' s first step is to distinguish what is true from what is false. 

However, as soon as thought reflects on itself, what it first discovers is a 

contradiction. Useless to strive to be convincing in this case. Over the 
centuries no one has furnished a clearer and more elegant demonstration 

of the business than Aristotle: "The often ridiculed consequence  of 

these opinions is that they destroy themselves. For by asserting that all 
is true we assert the truth of the contrary assertion and consequently the 

falsity of our own thesis (for the contrary assertion does not admit that it 

can be true). And if one says that all is false, that assertion is itself false. 

If we declare that solely the assertion opposed to ours is false or else 
that solely ours is not false, we are nevertheless forced to admit an 

infinite number of true or false judgments. For the one who expresses a 

true assertion proclaims simultaneously that it is true, and so on ad 
infinitum." 

 

This vicious circle is but the first of a series in which the mind that 

studies itself gets lost in a giddy whirling. The very simplicity of these 
paradoxes makes them irreducible. Whatever may be the plays on  

words and the acrobatics of logic, to understand is, above all, to unify. 

The mind' s deepest desire, even in its most elaborate operations, 

parallels man's unconscious feeling in the face of his universe: it is an 
insistence upon familiarity, an appetite for clarity. Understanding the 

world for a man is reducing it to the human, stamping it with his seal. 

The cat's universe is not the universe of the anthill. The truism "All 
thought is anthropomorphic" has no other meaning. Likewise, the mind 

that aims to understand reality can consider itself satisfied only by 

reducing it to terms of thought. If man realized that the universe like 
him can love and suffer, he would be reconciled. If thought discovered 

in the shimmering mirrors of phenomena eternal relations capable of 

summing them up and summing themselves up in a single principle, 

then would be seen an intellectual joy of which the myth of the blessed 
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would be but a ridiculous imitation. That nostalgia for unity, that 

appetite for the absolute illustrates the essential impulse of the human 

drama. But the fact of that nostalgia' s existence does not imply that it is 
to be immediately satisfied. For if, bridging the gulf that separates 

desire from conquest, we assert with Parmenides the reality of the One 

(whatever it may be), we fall into the ridiculous contradiction of a mind 

that asserts total unity and proves by its very assertion its own 
difference and the diversity it claimed to resolve. This other vicious 

circle is enough to stifle our hopes. 

 
These are again truisms. I shall again repeat that they are not 

interesting in themselves but in the consequences that can be deduced 

from them. I know another truism: it tells me that man is mortal. One 
can nevertheless count the minds that have deduced the extreme 

conclusions from it. It is essential to consider as a constant point of 

reference in this essay the regular hiatus between what we fancy we 

know and what we really know, practical assent and simulated 
ignorance which allows us to live with ideas which, if we truly put them 

to the test, ought to upset our whole life. Faced with this inextricable 

contradiction of the mind, we shall fully grasp the divorce separating us 
from our own creations. So long as the mind keeps silent in the 

motionless world of its hopes, everything is reflected and arranged in 

the unity of its nostalgia. But with its first move this world cracks and 

tumbles: an infinite number of shimmering fragments is offered to the 
understanding. We must despair of ever reconstructing the familiar, 

calm surface which would give us peace of heart. After so many 

centuries of inquiries, so many abdications among thinkers, we are well 
aware that this is true for all our knowledge. With the exception of 

professional rationalists, today people despair of true knowledge. If the 

only significant history of human thought were to be written, it would 
have to be the history of its successive regrets and its impotences. 

 
 

Of whom and of what indeed can I say: "I know that!" This heart 
within me I can feel, and I judge that it exists. This world I can touch, 

and I likewise judge that it exists. There ends all my knowledge, and the 

rest is construction. For if I try to seize this self of which I feel sure, if I 
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try to define and to summarize it, it is nothing but water slipping 

through my fingers. I can sketch one by one all the aspects it is able to 

assume, all those likewise that have been attributed to it, this up 
bringing, this origin, this ardor or these silences, this nobility or this 

vileness. But aspects cannot be added up. This very heart which is mine 

will forever remain indefinable to me. Between the certainty I have of 

my existence and the content I try to give to that assurance, the gap will 
never be filled. Forever I shall be a stranger to myself. In psychology as 

in logic, there are truths but no truth. Socrates' "Know thyself" has as 

much value as the "Be virtuous" of our confessionals. They reveal a 
nostalgia at the same time as an ignorance. They are sterile exercises on 

great subjects. They are legitimate only in precisely so far as they are 

approximate. 
 

And here are trees and I know their gnarled surface, water and I feel 

its taste. These scents of grass and stars at night, certain evenings when 
the heart relaxes —how shall I negate this world whose power and 

strength I feel? Yet all the knowledge on earth will give me nothing to 

assure me that this world is mine. You describe it to me and you teach 
me to classify it. You enumerate its laws and in my thirst for knowledge 

I admit that they are true. You take apart its mechanism and my hope 

increases. At the final stage you teach me that this wondrous and 

multicolored universe can be reduced to the atom and that the atom 
itself can be reduced to the electron. All this is good and I wait for you 

to continue. But you tell me of an invisible planetary system in which 

electrons gravitate around a nucleus. You explain this world to me with 
an image. I realize then that you have been reduced to poetry: I shall 

never know. Have I the time to become indignant? You have already 

changed theories. So that science that was to teach me everything ends 
up in a hypothesis, that lucidity founders in metaphor, that uncertainty  

is resolved in a work of art. What need had I of so many efforts? The 

soft lines of these hills and the hand of evening on this troubled heart 

teach me much more. I have returned to my beginning. I realize that if 
through science I can seize phenomena and enumerate them, I cannot, 

for all that, apprehend the world. Were I to trace its entire relief with my 

finger, I should not know any more. And you give me the choice 
between a description that is sure but that teaches me nothing and 
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hypotheses that claim to teach me but that are not sure. A stranger to 

myself and to the world, armed solely with a thought that negates itself 

as soon as it asserts, what is this condition in which I can have peace 
only by refusing to know and to live, in which the appetite for conquest 

bumps into walls that defy its assaults? To will is to stir up paradoxes. 

Everything is ordered in such a way as to bring into being that poisoned 

peace produced by thoughtlessness, lack of heart, or fatal renunciations. 
 

Hence the intelligence, too, tells me in its way that this world is 

absurd. Its contrary, blind reason, may well claim that all is clear; I was 
waiting for proof and longing for it to be right. But despite so many 

pretentious centuries and over the heads of so many eloquent and 

persuasive men, I know that is false. On this plane, at least, there is no 
happiness if I cannot know. That universal reason, practical or ethical, 

that determinism, those categories that explain everything are enough to 

make a decent man laugh. They have nothing to do with the mind. They 
negate its profound truth, which is to be enchained. In this unintelligible 

and limited universe, man's fate henceforth assumes its meaning. A 

horde of irrationals has sprung up and surrounds him until his ultimate 

end. In his recovered and now studied lucidity, the feeling of the absurd 
becomes clear and definite. I said that the world is absurd, but I was too 

hasty. This world in itself is not reasonable, that is all that can be said. 

But what is absurd is the confrontation of this irrational and the wild 
longing for clarity whose call echoes in the human heart. The absurd 

depends as much on man as on the world. For the moment it is all that 

links them together. It binds them one to the other as only hatred can 

weld two creatures together. This is all I can discern clearly in this 
measureless universe where my adventure takes place. Let us pause 

here. If I hold to be true that absurdity that determines my relationship 

with life, if I become thoroughly imbued with that sentiment that seizes 
me in face of the world's scenes, with that lucidity imposed on me by 

the pursuit of a science, I must sacrifice everything to these certainties 

and I must see them squarely to be able to maintain them. 

 

Above all, I must adapt my behavior to them and pursue them in all 
their consequences. I am speaking here of decency. But I want to know 

beforehand if thought can live in those deserts. 
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* * * 
 

I already know that thought has at least entered those deserts. There 

it found its bread. There it realized that it had previously been feeding 

on phantoms. It justified some of the most urgent themes of human 
reflection. 

From the moment absurdity is recognized, it becomes a passion, the 

most harrowing of all. But whether or not one can live with one' s 

passions, whether or not one can accept their law, which is to burn the 
heart they simultaneously exalt—that is the whole question. It is not, 

however, the one we shall ask just yet. It stands at the center of this 

experience. There will be time to come back to it. Let us recognize 

rather those themes and those impulses born of the desert. It will suffice 
to enumerate them. They, too, are known to all today. There have 

always been men to defend the rights of the irrational. The tradition of 

what may be called humiliated thought has never ceased to exist. The 
criticism of rationalism has been made so often that it seems 

unnecessary to begin again. Yet our epoch is marked by the rebirth of 

those paradoxical systems that strive to trip up the reason as if truly it 

had always forged ahead. But that is not so much a proof of the efficacy 
of the reason as of the intensity of its hopes. On the plane of history, 

such a constancy of two attitudes illustrates the essential passion of man 

torn between his urge toward unity and the clear vision he may have of 
the walls enclosing him. But never perhaps at any time has the attack on 

reason been more violent than in ours. Since Zarathustra' s great 

outburst: "By chance it is the oldest nobility in the world. I conferred it 
upon all things when I proclaimed that above them no eternal will was 

exercised," since Kierkegaard' s fatal illness, "that malady that leads to 

death with nothing else following it," the significant and tormenting 

themes of absurd thought have followed one another. Or at least, and 
this proviso is of capital importance, the themes of irrational and 

religious thought. From Jaspers to Heidegger, from Kierkegaard to 

Chestov, from the phenomenologists to Scheler, on the logical plane 
and on the moral plane, a whole family of minds related by their 

nostalgia but opposed by their methods or their aims, have persisted in 

blocking the royal road of reason and in recovering the direct paths of 
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truth. Here I assume these thoughts to be known and lived. Whatever 

may be or have been their ambitions, all started out from that 

indescribable universe where contradiction, antinomy, anguish, or 
impotence reigns. And what they have in common is precisely the 

themes so far disclosed. For them, too, it must be said that what matters 

above all is the conclusions they have managed to draw from those 

discoveries. That matters so much that they must be examined 
separately. But for the moment we are concerned solely with their 

discoveries and their initial experiments. We are concerned solely with 

noting their agreement. If it would be presumptuous to try to deal with 
their philosophies, it is possible and sufficient in any case to bring out 

the climate that is common to them. 

 

Heidegger considers the human condition coldly and announces that 

that existence is humiliated. The only reality is "anxiety" in the whole 

chain of beings. To the man lost in the world and its diversions this 
anxiety is a brief, fleeting fear. But if that fear becomes conscious of 

itself, it becomes anguish, the perpetual climate of the lucid man "in 

whom existence is concentrated." This professor of philosophy writes 

without trembling and in the most abstract language in the world that 
"the finite and limited character of human existence is more primordial 

than man himself." His interest in Kant extends only to recognizing the 

restricted character of his "pure Reason." This is to conclude at the end 
of his analyses that "the world can no longer offer anything to the man 

filled with anguish." This anxiety seems to him so much more important 

than all the categories in the world that he thinks and talks only of it. He 

enumerates its aspects: boredom when the ordinary man strives to quash 
it in him and benumb it; terror when the mind contemplates death. He 

too does not separate consciousness from the absurd. The consciousness 

of death is the call of anxiety and "existence then delivers itself its own 
summons through the intermediary of consciousness." It is the very 

voice of anguish and it adjures existence "to return from its loss in the 

anonymous They." For him, too, one must not sleep, but must keep alert 
until the consummation. He stands in this absurd world and points out 

its ephemeral character. He seeks his way amid these ruins. 
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Jaspers despairs of any ontology because he claims that we have lost 

"naïveté." He knows that we can achieve nothing that will transcend the 

fatal game of appearances. He knows that the end of the mind is failure. 
He tarries over the spiritual adventures revealed by history and pitilessly 

discloses the flaw in each system, the illusion that saved everything, the 

preaching that hid nothing. In this ravaged world in which the 

impossibility of knowledge is established, in which everlasting 
nothingness seems the only reality and irremediable despair seems the 

only attitude, he tries to recover the Ariadne's thread that leads to divine 

secrets. 
 

Chestov, for his part, throughout a wonderfully monotonous work, 

constantly straining toward the same truths, tirelessly demonstrates that 
the tightest system, the most universal rationalism always stumbles 

eventually on the irrational of human thought. None of the ironic facts 

or ridiculous contradictions that depreciate the reason escapes him. One 
thing only interests him, and that is the exception, whether in the 

domain of the heart or of the mind. Through the Dostoevskian 

experiences of the condemned man, the exacerbated adventures of the 

Nietzschean mind, Hamlet' s imprecations, or the bitter aristocracy of an 
Ibsen, he tracks down, illuminates, and magnifies the human revolt 

against the irremediable. He refuses the reason its reasons and begins to 

advance with some decision only in the middle of that colorless desert 
where all certainties have become stones. 

 

Of all perhaps the most engaging, Kierkegaard, for a part of his 

existence at least, does more than discover the absurd, he lives it. The 
man who writes: "The surest of stubborn silences is not to hold one's 

tongue but to talk" makes sure in the beginning that no truth is absolute 

or can render satisfactory an existence that is impossible in itself. Don 

Juan of the understanding, he multiplies pseudonyms and 
contradictions, writes his Discourses of Edification at the same time as 

that manual of cynical spiritualism, The Diary of the Seducer. He 

refuses consolations, ethics, reliable principles. As for that thorn he 
feels in his heart, he is careful not to quiet its pain. On the contrary, he 

awakens it and, in the desperate joy of a man crucified and happy to be 

so, he builds up piece by piece—lucidity, refusal, make-believe—a 
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category of the man possessed. That face both tender and sneering, 

those pirouettes followed by a cry from the heart are the absurd spirit 

itself grappling with a reality beyond its comprehension. And the 
spiritual adventure that leads Kierkegaard to his beloved scandals 

begins likewise in the chaos of an experience divested of its setting and 

relegated to its original incoherence. 

 
On quite a different plane, that of method, Husserl and the 

phenomenologists, by their very extravagances, reinstate the world in its 

diversity and deny the transcendent power of the reason. The spiritual 
universe becomes incalculably enriched through them. The rose petal, 

the milestone, or the human hand are as important as love, desire, or the 

laws of gravity. Thinking ceases to be unifying or making a semblance 
familiar in the guise of a major principle. Thinking is learning all over 

again to see, to be attentive, to focus consciousness; it is turning every 

idea and every image, in the manner of Proust, into a privileged 

moment. What justifies thought is its extreme consciousness. Though 
more positive than Kierkegaard' s or Chestov' s, Husserl' s manner of 

proceeding, in the beginning, nevertheless negates the classic method of 

the reason, disappoints hope, opens to intuition and to the heart a whole 
proliferation of phenomena, the wealth of which has about it something 

inhuman. These paths lead to all sciences or to none. This amounts to 

saying that in this case the means are more important than the end. All 

that is involved is "an attitude for understanding" and not a consolation. 
Let me repeat: in the beginning, at very least. 

 

How can one fail to feel the basic relationship of these minds! How 
can one fail to see that they take their stand around a privileged and 

bitter moment in which hope has no further place? I want everything to 

be explained to me or nothing. And the reason is impotent when it hears 
this cry from the heart. The mind aroused by this insistence seeks and 

finds nothing but contradictions and nonsense. What I fail to understand 

is nonsense. The world is peopled with such irrationals. The world 

itself, whose single meaning I do not understand, is but a vast irrational. 
If one could only say just once: "This is clear," all would be saved. But 

these men vie with one another in proclaiming that nothing is clear, all 
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is chaos, that all man has is his lucidity and his definite knowledge of 

the walls surrounding him. 
 

All these experiences agree and confirm one another. The mind, 

when it reaches its limits, must make a judgment and choose its 

conclusions. This is where suicide and the reply stand. But I wish to 
reverse the order of the inquiry and start out from the intelligent 

adventure and come back to daily acts. The experiences called to mind 

here were born in the desert that we must not leave behind. At least it is 

essential to know how far they went. At this point of his effort man 
stands face to face with the irrational. He feels within him his longing 

for happiness and for reason. The absurd is born of this confrontation 

between the human need and the unreasonable silence of the world. 
This must not be forgotten. This must be clung to because the whole 

consequence of a life can depend on it. The irrational, the human 

nostalgia, and the absurd that is born of their encounter—these are the 
three characters in the drama that must necessarily end with all the logic 

of which an existence is capable. 

 
 

Philosophical Suicide 
 

The feeling of the absurd is not, for all that, the notion of the absurd. 

It lays the foundations for it, and that is all. It is not limited to that 
notion, except in the brief moment when it passes judgment on the 

universe. Subsequently it has a chance of going further. It is alive; in 

other words, it must die or else reverberate. So it is with the themes we 
have gathered together. But there again what interests me is not works 

or minds, criticism of which would call for another form and another 

place, but the discovery of what their conclusions have in common. 

Never, perhaps, have minds been so different. And yet we recognize as 
identical the spiritual landscapes in which they get under way. 

Likewise, despite such dissimilar zones of knowledge, the cry that 

terminates their itinerary rings out in the same way. It is evident that the 
thinkers we have just recalled have a common climate. To say that that 

climate is deadly scarcely amounts to playing on words. Living under 

that stifling sky forces one to get away or to stay. The important thing is 
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to find out how people get away in the first case and why people stay in 

the second case. This is how I define the problem of suicide and the 

possible interest in the conclusions of existential philosophy. 
 

But first I want to detour from the direct path. Up to now we have 

managed to circumscribe the absurd from the outside. One can, 
however, wonder how much is clear in that notion and by direct  

analysis try to discover its meaning on the one hand and, on the other, 

the consequences it involves. 

 
If I accuse an innocent man of a monstrous crime, if I tell a virtuous 

man that he has coveted his own sister, he will reply that this is absurd. 

His indignation has its comical aspect. But it also has its fundamental 

reason. The virtuous man illustrates by that reply the definitive 
antinomy existing between the deed I am attributing to him and his 

lifelong principles. "It's absurd" means "It's impossible" but also "It's 

contradictory." If I see a man armed only with a sword attack a group of 
machine guns, I shall consider his act to be absurd. But it is so solely by 

virtue of the disproportion between his intention and the reality he will 

encounter, of the contradiction I notice between his true strength and the 

aim he has in view. Likewise we shall deem a verdict absurd when we 
contrast it with the verdict the facts apparently dictated. And, similarly, 

a demonstration by the absurd is achieved by comparing the 

consequences of such a reasoning with the logical reality one wants to 
set up. In all these cases, from the simplest to the most complex, the 

magnitude of the absurdity will be in direct ratio to the distance between 

the two terms of my comparison. There are absurd marriages, 
challenges, rancors, silences, wars, and even peace treaties. For each of 

them the absurdity springs from a comparison. I am thus justified in 

saying that the feeling of absurdity does not spring from the mere 

scrutiny of a fact or an impression, but that it bursts from the 
comparison between a bare fact and a certain reality, between an action 

and the world that transcends it. The absurd is essentially a divorce. It 

lies in neither of the elements compared; it is born of their 
confrontation. 
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In this particular case and on the plane of intelligence, I can 

therefore say that the Absurd is not in man (if such a metaphor could 

have a meaning) nor in the world, but in their presence together. For the 
moment it is the only bond uniting them. If I wish to limit myself to 

facts, I know what man wants, I know what the world offers him, and 

now I can say that I also know what links them. I have no need to dig 

deeper. A single certainty is enough for the seeker. He simply has to 
derive all the consequences from it. 

 

The immediate consequence is also a rule of method. The odd trinity 

brought to light in this way is certainly not a startling discovery. But it 

resembles the data of experience in that it is both infinitely simple and 
infinitely complicated. Its first distinguishing feature in this regard is 

that it cannot be divided. To destroy one of its terms is to destroy the 

whole. There can be no absurd outside the human mind. Thus, like 

everything else, the absurd ends with death. But there can be no absurd 
outside this world either. And it is by this elementary criterion that I 

judge the notion of the absurd to be essential and consider that it can 

stand as the first of my truths. The rule of method alluded to above 
appears here. If I judge that a thing is true, I must preserve it. If I 

attempt to solve a problem, at least I must not by that very solution 

conjure away one of the terms of the problem. For me the sole datum is 

the absurd. The first and, after all, the only condition of my inquiry is to 
preserve the very thing that crushes me, consequently to respect what I 

consider essential in it. I have just defined it as a confrontation and an 

unceasing struggle. 

 

And carrying this absurd logic to its conclusion, I must admit that 
that struggle implies a total absence of hope (which has nothing to do 

with despair), a continual rejection (which must not be confused with 

renunciation), and a conscious dissatisfaction (which must not be 
compared to immature unrest). Everything that destroys, conjures away, 

or exorcises these requirements (and, to begin with, consent which 

overthrows divorce) ruins the absurd and devaluates the attitude that 

may then be proposed. The absurd has meaning only in so far as it is not 
agreed to. 
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* * * 
 

There exists an obvious fact that seems utterly moral: namely, that a 

man is always a prey to his truths. Once he has admitted them, he 

cannot free himself from them. One has to pay something. A man who 
has become conscious of the absurd is forever bound to it. A man 

devoid of hope and conscious of being so has ceased to belong to the 

future. That is natural. But it is just as natural that he should strive to 
escape the universe of which he is the creator. All the foregoing has 

significance only on account of this paradox. Certain men, starting from 

a critique of rationalism, have admitted the absurd climate. Nothing is 

more instructive in this regard than to scrutinize the way in which they 
have elaborated their consequences. 

 

Now, to limit myself to existential philosophies, I see that all of  

them without exception suggest escape. Through an odd reasoning, 
starting out from the absurd over the ruins of reason, in a closed 

universe limited to the human, they deify what crushes them and find 

reason to hope in what impoverishes them. That forced hope is religious 
in all of them. It deserves attention. 

 

I shall merely analyze here as examples a few themes dear to 

Chestov and Kierkegaard. But Jaspers will provide us, in caricatural 
form, a typical example of this attitude. As a result the rest will be 

clearer. He is left powerless to realize the transcendent, incapable of 

plumbing the depth of experience, and conscious of that universe upset 

by failure. Will he advance or at least draw the conclusions from that 
failure? He contributes nothing new. He has found nothing in 

experience but the confession of his own impotence and no occasion to 

infer any satisfactory principle. Yet without justification, as he says to 
himself, he suddenly asserts all at once the transcendent, the essence of 

experience, and the superhuman significance of life when he writes: 

"Does not the failure reveal, beyond any possible explanation and 
interpretation, not the absence but the existence of transcendence?" That 

existence which, suddenly and through a blind act of human confidence, 

explains everything, he defines as "the unthinkable unity of the general 

and the particular." Thus the absurd becomes god (in the broadest 
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meaning of this word) and that inability to understand becomes the 

existence that illuminates everything. Nothing logically prepares this 

reasoning. I can call it a leap. And paradoxically can be understood 
Jaspers' s insistence, his infinite patience devoted to making the 

experience of the transcendent impossible to realize. For the more 

fleeting that approximation is, the more empty that definition proves to 

be, and the more real that transcendent is to him; for the passion he 
devotes to asserting it is in direct proportion to the gap between his 

powers of explanation and the irrationality of the world and of 

experience. It thus appears that the more bitterly Jaspers destroys the 
reason' s preconceptions, the more radically he will explain the world. 

That apostle of humiliated thought will find at the very end of 

humiliation the means of regenerating being to its very depth. 
 

Mystical thought has familiarized us with such devices. They are just 

as legitimate as any attitude of mind. But for the moment I am acting as 
if I took a certain problem seriously. Without judging beforehand the 

general value of this attitude or its educative power, I mean simply to 

consider whether it answers the conditions I set myself, whether it is 
worthy of the conflict that concerns me. Thus I return to Chestov. A 

commentator relates a remark of his that deserves interest: The only true 

solution," he said, "is precisely where human judgment sees no solution. 

Otherwise, what need would we have of God? We turn toward God  
only to obtain the impossible. As for the possible, men suffice." If there 

is a Chestovian philosophy, I can say that it is altogether summed up in 

this way. For when, at the conclusion of his passionate analyses, 
Chestov discovers the fundamental absurdity of all existence, he does 

not say: "This is the absurd," but rather: "This is God: we must rely on 

him even if he does not correspond to any of our rational categories."  
So that confusion may not be possible, the Russian philosopher even 

hints that this God is perhaps full of hatred and hateful, 

incomprehensible and contradictory; but the more hideous is his face, 

the more he asserts his power. His greatness is his incoherence. His 
proof is his inhumanity. One must spring into him and by this leap free 

oneself from rational illusions. Thus, for Chestov acceptance of the 

absurd is contemporaneous with the absurd itself. Being aware of it 
amounts to accepting it, and the whole logical effort of his thought is to 
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bring it out so that at the same time the tremendous hope it involves 

may burst forth. Let me repeat that this attitude is legitimate. But I am 

persisting here in considering a single problem and all its consequences. 
I do not have to examine the emotion of a thought or of an act of faith. I 

have a whole lifetime to do that. I know that the rationalist finds 

Chestov's attitude annoying. But I also feel that Chestov is right rather 

than the rationalist, and I merely want to know if he remains faithful to 
the commandments of the absurd. 

 

Now, if it is admitted that the absurd is the contrary of hope, it is 

seen that existential thought for Chestov presupposes the absurd but 

proves it only to dispel it. Such subtlety of thought is a conjuror's 
emotional trick. When Chestov elsewhere sets his absurd in opposition 

to current morality and reason, he calls it truth and redemption. Hence, 

there is basically in that definition of the absurd an approbation that 

Chestov grants it. If it is admitted that all the power of that notion lies in 
the way it runs counter to our elementary hopes, if it is felt that to 

remain, the absurd requires not to be consented to, then it can be clearly 

seen that it has lost its true aspect, its human and relative character in 
order to enter an eternity that is both incomprehensible and satisfying. If 

there is an absurd, it is in man' s universe. The moment the notion 

transforms itself into eternity's springboard, it ceases to be linked to 

human lucidity. The absurd is no longer that evidence that man 
ascertains without consenting to it. The struggle is eluded. Man 

integrates the absurd and in that communion causes to disappear its 

essential character, which is opposition, laceration, and divorce. This 
leap is an escape. Chestov, who is so fond of quoting Hamlet' s remark: 

"The time is out of joint," writes it down with a sort of savage hope that 

seems to belong to him in particular. For it is not in this sense that 
Hamlet says it or Shakespeare writes it. The intoxication of the 

irrational and the vocation of rapture turn a lucid mind away from the 

absurd. To Chestov reason is useless but there is something beyond 

reason. To an absurd mind reason is useless and there is nothing beyond 
reason. 

 

This leap can at least enlighten us a little more as to the true nature 

of the absurd. We know that it is worthless except in an equilibrium, 
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that it is, above all, in the comparison and not in the terms of that 

comparison. But it so happens that Chestov puts all the emphasis on one 

of the terms and destroys the equilibrium. Our appetite for 
understanding, our nostalgia for the absolute are explicable only in so 

far, precisely, as we can understand and explain many things. It is 

useless to negate the reason absolutely. It has its order in which it is 

efficacious. It is properly that of human experience. Whence we wanted 
to make everything clear. If we cannot do so, if the absurd is born on 

that occasion, it is born precisely at the very meeting-point of that 

efficacious but limited reason with the ever resurgent irrational. Now, 
when Chestov rises up against a Hegelian proposition such as "the 

motion of the solar system takes place in conformity with immutable 

laws and those laws are its reason," when he devotes all his passion to 
upsetting Spinoza' s rationalism, he concludes, in effect, in favor of the 

vanity of all reason. Whence, by a natural and illegitimate reversal, to 

the pre-eminence of the irrational. But the transition is not evident. For 

here may intervene the notion of limit and the notion of level. The laws 
of nature may be operative up to a certain limit, beyond which they turn 

against themselves to give birth to the absurd. Or else, they may justify 

themselves on the level of description without for that reason being true 
on the level of explanation. Everything is sacrificed here to the 

irrational, and, the demand for clarity being conjured away, the absurd 

disappears with one of the terms of its comparison. The absurd man, on 

the other hand, does not undertake such a leveling process. He 
recognizes the struggle, does not absolutely scorn reason, and admits 

the irrational. Thus he again embraces in a single glance all the data of 

experience and he is little inclined to leap before knowing. He knows 
simply that in that alert awareness there is no further place for hope. 

 

What is perceptible in Leo Chestov will be perhaps even more so in 
Kierkegaard. To be sure, it is hard to outline clear propositions in so 

elusive a writer. But, despite apparently opposed writings, beyond the 

pseudonyms, the tricks, and the smiles, can be felt throughout  that 
work, as it were, the presentiment (at the same time as the 

apprehension) of a truth which eventually bursts forth in the last works: 

Kierkegaard likewise takes the leap. His childhood having been so 

frightened by Christianity, he ultimately returns to its harshest aspect. 
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For him, too, antinomy and paradox become criteria of the religious. 

Thus, the very thing that led to despair of the meaning and depth of this 

life now gives it its truth and its clarity. Christianity is the scandal, and 
what Kierkegaard calls for quite plainly is the third sacrifice required by 

Ignatius Loyola, the one in which God most rejoices: "The sacrifice of 

the intellect." This effect of the "leap" is odd, but must not surprise us 

any longer. He makes of the absurd the criterion of the other world, 
whereas it is simply a residue of the experience of this world. "In his 

failure," says Kierkegaard, "the believer finds his triumph." 

 
It is not for me to wonder to what stirring preaching this attitude is 

linked. I merely have to wonder if the spectacle of the absurd and its 

own character justifies it. On this point, I know that it is not so. Upon 
considering again the content of the absurd, one understands better the 

method that inspired Kierkegaard. Between the irrational of the world 

and the insurgent nostalgia of the absurd, he does not maintain the 

equilibrium. He does not respect the relationship that constitutes, 
properly speaking, the feeling of absurdity. Sure of being unable to 

escape the irrational, he wants at least to save himself from that 

desperate nostalgia that seems to him sterile and devoid of implication. 
But if he may be right on this point in his judgment, he could not be in 

his negation. If he substitutes for his cry of revolt a frantic adherence, at 

once he is led to blind himself to the absurd which hitherto enlightened 

him and to deify the only certainty he henceforth possesses, the 
irrational. The important thing, as Abbe Galiani said to Mme d' Epinay, 

is not to be cured, but to live with one's ailments. Kierkegaard wants to 

be cured. To be cured is his frenzied wish, and it runs throughout his 
whole journal. The entire effort of his intelligence is to escape the 

antinomy of the human condition. An all the more desperate effort since 

he intermittently perceives its vanity when he speaks of himself, as if 
neither fear of God nor piety were capable of bringing him to peace. 

Thus it is that, through a strained subterfuge, he gives the irrational the 

appearance and God the attributes of the absurd: unjust, incoherent, and 

incomprehensible. Intelligence alone in him strives to stifle the 
underlying demands of the human heart. Since nothing is proved, 

everything can be proved. 
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Indeed, Kierkegaard himself shows us the path taken. I do not want 

to suggest anything here, but how can one fail to read in his works the 

signs of an almost intentional mutilation of the soul to balance the 
mutilation accepted in regard to the absurd? It is the leitmotiv of the 

Journal. "What I lacked was the animal which also belongs to human 

destiny. . . But give me a body then." And further on: "Oh! especially in 

my early youth what should I not have given to be a man, even for six 
months . . . what I lack, basically, is a body and the physical conditions 

of existence." Elsewhere, the same man nevertheless adopts the great 

cry of hope that has come down through so many centuries and 
quickened so many hearts, except that of the absurd man. "But for the 

Christian death is certainly not the end of everything and it implies 

infinitely more hope than life implies for us, even when that life is 
overflowing with health and vigor." Reconciliation through scandal is 

still reconciliation. It allows one perhaps, as can be seen, to derive hope 

of its contrary, which is death. But even if fellow-feeling inclines one 

toward that attitude, still it must be said that excess justifies nothing. 
That transcends, as the saying goes, the human scale; therefore it must 

be superhuman. But this "therefore" is superfluous. There is no logical 

certainty here. There is no experimental probability either. All I can say 
is that, in fact, that transcends my scale. If I do not draw a  negation 

from it, at least I do not want to found anything on the 

incomprehensible. I want to know whether I can live with what I know 

and with that alone. I am told again that here the intelligence must 
sacrifice its pride and the reason bow down. But if I recognize the limits 

of the reason, I do not therefore negate it, recognizing its relative 

powers. I merely want to remain in this middle path where the 
intelligence can remain clear. If that is its pride, I see no sufficient 

reason for giving it up. Nothing more profound, for example, than 

Kierkegaard' s view according to which despair is not a fact but a state: 
the very state of sin. For sin is what alienates from God. The absurd, 

which is the metaphysical state of the conscious man, does not lead to 

God. Perhaps this notion will become clearer if I risk this shocking 

statement: the absurd is sin without God. 
 

It is a matter of living in that state of the absurd. I know on what it is 

founded, this mind and this world straining against each other without 
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being able to em- brace each other. I ask for the rule of life of that state, 

and what I am offered neglects its basis, negates one of the terms of the 

painful opposition, demands of me a resignation. I ask what is involved 
in the condition I recognize as mine; I know it implies obscurity and 

ignorance; and I am assured that this ignorance explains everything and 

that this darkness is my light. But there is no reply here to my intent, 

and this stirring lyricism cannot hide the paradox from me. One must 
therefore turn away. Kierkegaard may shout in warning: "If man had no 

eternal consciousness, if, at the bottom of everything, there were merely 

a wild, seething force producing everything, both large and trifling, in 
the storm of dark passions, if the bottomless void that nothing can fill 

underlay all things, what would life be but despair?" This cry is not 

likely to stop the absurd man. Seeking what is true is not seeking what 
is desirable. If in order to elude the anxious question: "What would life 

be?" one must, like the donkey, feed on the roses of illusion, then the 

absurd mind, rather than resigning itself to falsehood, prefers to adopt 

fearlessly Kierkegaard' s reply: "despair." Everything considered, a 
determined soul will always manage. 

 

* * * 

 

I am taking the liberty at this point of calling the existential attitude 

philosophical suicide. But this does not imply a judgment. It is a 
convenient way of indicating the movement by which a thought negates 

itself and tends to transcend itself in its very negation. For the 

existentials negation is their God. To be precise, that god is maintained 

only through the negation of human reason. But, like suicides, gods 
change with men. There are many ways of leaping, the essential being 

to leap. Those redeeming negations, those ultimate contradictions which 

negate the obstacle that has not yet been leaped over, may spring just as 
well (this is the paradox at which this reasoning aims) from a certain 

religious inspiration as from the rational order. They always lay claim to 

the eternal, and it is solely in this that they take the leap. 

 

It must be repeated that the reasoning developed in this essay leaves 
out altogether the most widespread spiritual attitude of our enlightened 

age: the one, based on the principle that all is reason, which aims to 
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explain the world. It is natural to give a clear view of the world after 

accepting the idea that it must be clear. That is even legitimate, but does 

not concern the reasoning we are following out here. In fact, our aim is 
to shed light upon the step taken by the mind when, starting from a 

philosophy of the world' s lack of meaning, it ends up by finding a 

meaning and depth in it. The most touching of those steps is religious in 

essence; it becomes obvious in the theme of the irrational. But the most 
paradoxical and most significant is certainly the one that attributes 

rational reasons to a world it originally imagined as devoid of any 

guiding principle. It is impossible in any case to reach the consequences 
that concern us without having given an idea of this new attainment of 

the spirit of nostalgia. 

 

I shall examine merely the theme of "the Intention" made 

fashionable by Husserl and the phenomenologists. I have already 

alluded to it. Originally Husserl' s method negates the classic procedure 
of the reason. Let me repeat. Thinking is not unifying or making the 

appearance familiar under the guise of a great principle. Thinking is 

learning all over again how to see, directing one' s consciousness, 

making of every image a privileged place. In other words, 
phenomenology declines to explain the world, it wants to be merely a 

description of actual experience. It confirms absurd thought in its initial 

assertion that there is no truth, but merely truths. From the evening 
breeze to this hand on my shoulder, everything has its truth. 

Consciousness illuminates it by paying attention to it. Consciousness 

does not form the object of its understanding, it merely focuses, it is the 

act of attention, and, to borrow a Bergsonian image, it resembles the 
projector that suddenly focuses on an image. The difference is that there 

is no scenario, but a successive and incoherent illustration. In that magic 

lantern all the pictures are privileged. Consciousness suspends in 
experience the objects of its attention. Through its miracle it isolates 

them. Henceforth they are beyond all judgments. This is the "intention" 

that characterizes consciousness. But the word does not imply any idea 
of finality; it is taken in its sense of "direction": its only value is 

topographical. 
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At first sight, it certainly seems that in this way nothing contradicts 

the absurd spirit. That apparent modesty of thought that limits itself to 

describing what it declines to explain, that intentional discipline whence 
result paradoxically a profound enrichment of experience and the  

rebirth of the world in its prolixity are absurd procedures. At least at 

first sight. For methods of thought, in this case as elsewhere, always 

assume two aspects, one psychological and the other metaphysical. 
Thereby they harbor two truths. If the theme of the intentional claims to 

illustrate merely a psychological attitude, by which reality is drained 

instead of being explained, nothing in fact separates it from the absurd 
spirit. It aims to enumerate what it cannot transcend. It affirms solely 

that without any unifying principle thought can still take delight in 

describing and understanding every aspect of experience. The truth 
involved then for each of those aspects is psychological in nature. It 

simply testifies to the "interest" that reality can offer. It is a way of 

awaking a sleeping world and of making it vivid to the mind. But if one 

attempts to extend and give a rational basis to that notion of truth, if one 
claims to discover in this way the "essence" of each object of 

knowledge, one restores its depth to experience. For an  absurd mind 

that is incomprehensible. Now, it is this wavering between modesty and 
assurance that is noticeable in the intentional attitude, and this 

shimmering of phenomenological thought will illustrate the absurd 

reasoning better than anything else. 
 

For Husserl speaks likewise of "extra-temporal essences" brought to 

light by the intention, and he sounds like Plato. All things are not 
explained by one thing but by all things. I see no difference. To be sure, 

those ideas or those essences that consciousness "effectuates" at the end 

of every description are not yet to be considered perfect models. But it 
is asserted that they are directly present in each datum of perception. 

There is no longer a single idea explaining everything, but an infinite 

number of essences giving a meaning to an infinite number of objects. 

The world comes to a stop, but also lights up. Platonic realism becomes 
intuitive, but it is still realism. Kierkegaard was swallowed up in his 

God; Parmenides plunged thought into the One. But here thought hurls 

itself into an abstract polytheism. But this is not all: hallucinations and 
fictions likewise belong to "extra-temporal essences." In the new world 
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of ideas, the species of centaurs collaborates with the more modest 

species of metropolitan man. 

For the absurd man, there was a truth as well as a bitterness in that 
purely psychological opinion that all aspects of the world are privileged. 

To say that everything is privileged is tantamount to saying that 

everything is equivalent. But the metaphysical aspect of that truth is so 

far-reaching that through an elementary reaction he feels closer perhaps 
to Plato. He is taught, in fact, that every image presupposes an equally 

privileged essence. In this ideal world without hierarchy, the formal 

army is composed solely of generals. To be sure, transcendency had 
been eliminated. But a sudden shift in thought brings back into the 

world a sort of fragmentary immanence which restores to the universe 

its depth. 
 

Am I to fear having carried too far a theme handled with greater 

circumspection by its creators? I read merely these assertions of 
Husserl, apparently paradoxical yet rigorously logical if what precedes 

is accepted: "That which is true is true absolutely, in itself; truth is one, 

identical with itself, however different the creatures who perceive it, 
men, monsters, angels or gods." Reason triumphs and trumpets forth 

with that voice, I cannot deny. What can its assertions mean in the 

absurd world? The perception of an angel or a god has no meaning for 

me. That geometrical spot where divine reason ratifies mine will always 
be incomprehensible to me. There, too, I discern a leap, and though 

performed in the abstract, it nonetheless means for me forgetting just 

what I do not want to forget. When farther on Husserl exclaims: "If all 
masses subject to attraction were to disappear, the law of attraction 

would not be destroyed but would simply remain without any possible 

application," I know that I am faced with a metaphysic of consolation. 
And if I want to discover the point where thought leaves the path of 

evidence, I have only to reread the parallel reasoning that Husserl 

voices regarding the mind: "If we could contemplate clearly the exact 

laws of psychic processes, they would be seen to be likewise eternal and 
invariable, like the basic laws of theoretical natural science. Hence they 

would be valid even if there were no psychic process." Even if the mind 

were not, its laws would be! I see then that of a psychological truth 
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Husserl aims to make a rational rule: after having denied the integrating 

power of human reason, he leaps by this expedient to eternal Reason. 
 

Husserl' s theme of the "concrete universe" cannot then surprise me. 

If I am told that all essences are not formal but that some are material, 

that the first are the object of logic and the second of science, this is 
merely a question of definition. The abstract, I am told, indicates but a 

part, without consistency in itself, of a concrete universal. But the 

wavering already noted allows me to throw light on the confusion of 

these terms. For that may mean that the concrete object of my attention, 
this sky, the reflection of that water on this coat, alone preserve the 

prestige of the real that my interest isolates in the world. And I shall not 

deny it. But that may mean also that this coat itself is universal, has its 
particular and sufficient essence, belongs to the world of forms. I then 

realize that merely the order of the procession has been changed. This 

world has ceased to have its reflection in a higher universe, but the 
heaven of forms is figured in the host of images of this earth. This 

changes nothing for me. Rather than encountering here a taste for the 

concrete, the meaning of the human condition, I find an intellectualism 

sufficiently unbridled to generalize the concrete itself. 
 

* * * 

 
It is futile to be amazed by the apparent paradox that leads thought to 

its own negation by the opposite paths of humiliated reason and 

triumphal reason. From the abstract god of Husserl to the dazzling god 

of Kierkegaard the distance is not so great. Reason and the irrational 
lead to the same preaching. In truth the way matters but little; the will to 

arrive suffices. The abstract philosopher and the religious philosopher 

start out from the same disorder and support each other in the same 
anxiety. But the essential is to explain. Nostalgia is stronger here than 

knowledge. It is significant that the thought of the epoch is at once one 

of the most deeply imbued with a philosophy of the non-significance of 
the world and one of the most divided in its conclusions. It is constantly 

oscillating between extreme rationalization of reality which tends to 

break up that thought into standard reasons and its extreme 

irrationalization which tends to deify it. But this divorce is only 



234   

apparent. It is a matter of reconciliation, and, in both cases, the leap 

suffices. It is always wrongly thought that the notion of reason is a one- 

way notion. To tell the truth, however rigorous it may be in its ambition, 
this concept is nonetheless just as unstable as others. Reason bears a 

quite human aspect, but it also is able to turn toward the divine. Since 

Plotinus, who was the first to reconcile it with the eternal climate, it has 

learned to turn away from the most cherished of its principles, which is 
contradiction, in order to integrate into it the strangest, the quite magic 

one of participation. It is an instrument of thought and not thought itself. 

Above all, a man's thought is his nostalgia. 
 

Just as reason was able to soothe the melancholy of Plotinus, it 

provides modern anguish the means of calming itself in the familiar 
setting of the eternal. The absurd mind has less luck. For it the world is 

neither so rational nor so irrational. It is unreasonable and only that. 

With Husserl the reason eventually has no limits at all. The absurd, on 
the contrary, establishes its limits since it is powerless to calm its 

anguish. Kierkegaard independently asserts that a single limit is enough 

to negate that anguish. But the absurd does not go so far. For it that  

limit is directed solely at the reason's ambitions. The theme of the 
irrational, as it is conceived by the existentials, is reason becoming 

confused and escaping by negating itself. The absurd is lucid reason 

noting its limits. 
 

Only at the end of this difficult path does the absurd man recognize 

his true motives. Upon comparing his inner exigence and what is then 
offered him, he suddenly feels he is going to turn away. In the universe 

of Husserl the world becomes clear and that longing for familiarity that 

man's heart harbors becomes useless. In Kierkegaard's apocalypse that 

desire for clarity must be given up if it wants to be satisfied. Sin is not 
so much knowing (if it were, everybody would be innocent) as wanting 

to know. Indeed, it is the only sin of which the absurd man can feel that 

it constitutes both his guilt and his innocence. He is offered a solution in 
which all the past contradictions have become merely polemical games. 

But this is not the way he experienced them. Their truth must be 

preserved, which consists in not being satisfied. He does not want 
preaching. 
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My reasoning wants to be faithful to the evidence that aroused it. 
That evidence is the absurd. It is that divorce between the mind that 

desires and the world that disappoints, my nostalgia for unity, this 

fragmented universe and the contradiction that binds them together. 

Kierkegaard suppresses my nostalgia and Husserl gathers together that 
universe. That is not what I was expecting. It was a matter of living and 

thinking with those dislocations, of knowing whether one had to accept 

or refuse. There can be no question of masking the evidence, of 
suppressing the absurd by denying one of the terms of its equation. It is 

essential to know whether one can live with it or whether, on the other 

hand, logic commands one to die of it. I am not interested in 
philosophical suicide, but rather in plain suicide. I merely wish to purge 

it of its emotional content and know its logic and its integrity. Any other 

position implies for the absurd mind deceit and the mind's retreat before 

what the mind itself has brought to light. Husserl claims to obey the 
desire to escape "the inveterate habit of living and thinking in certain 

well-known and convenient conditions of existence," but the final leap 

restores in him the eternal and its comfort. The leap does not represent 
an extreme danger as Kierkegaard would like it to do. The danger, on 

the contrary, lies in the subtle instant that precedes the leap. Being able 

to remain on that dizzying crest—that is integrity and the rest is 

subterfuge. I know also that never has helplessness inspired such 
striking harmonies as those of Kierkegaard. But if helplessness has its 

place in the indifferent landscapes of history, it has none in a reasoning 

whose exigence is now known. 

 

Absurd Freedom 
 

Now the main thing is done, I hold certain facts from which I cannot 
separate. What I know, what is certain, what I cannot deny, what I 

cannot reject—this is what counts. I can negate everything of that part 

of me that lives on vague nostalgias, except this desire for unity, this 
longing to solve, this need for clarity and cohesion. I can refute 

everything in this world surrounding me that offends or enraptures me, 

except this chaos, this sovereign chance and this divine equivalence 
which springs from anarchy. I don' t know whether this world has a 
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meaning that transcends it. But I know that I do not know that meaning 

and that it is impossible for me just now to know it. What can a 

meaning outside my condition mean to me? I can understand only in 
human terms. What I touch, what resists me—that is what I understand. 

And these two certainties—my appetite for the absolute and for unity 

and the impossibility of reducing this world to a rational and reasonable 

principle —I also know that I cannot reconcile them. What other truth 
can I admit without lying, without bringing in a hope I lack and which 

means nothing within the limits of my condition? 

 
If I were a tree among trees, a cat among animals, this life would 

have a meaning, or rather this problem would not arise, for I should 

belong to this world. I should be this world to which I am now opposed 
by my whole consciousness and my whole insistence upon familiarity. 

This ridiculous reason is what sets me in opposition to all creation. I 

cannot cross it out with a stroke of the pen. What I believe to be true I 

must therefore preserve. What seems to me so obvious, even against 
me, I must support. And what constitutes the basis of that conflict, of 

that break between the world and my mind, but the awareness of it? If 

therefore I want to preserve it, I can through a constant awareness, ever 
revived, ever alert. This is what, for the moment, I must remember. At 

this moment the absurd, so obvious and yet so hard to win, returns to a 

man's life and finds its home there. At this moment, too, the mind can 

leave the arid, dried-up path of lucid effort. That path now emerges in 
daily life. It encounters the world of the anonymous impersonal  

pronoun "one," but henceforth man enters in with his revolt and his 

lucidity. He has forgotten how to hope. This hell of the present is his 
Kingdom at last. All problems recover their sharp edge. Abstract 

evidence retreats before the poetry of forms and colors. Spiritual 

conflicts become embodied and return to the abject and magnificent 
shelter of man' s heart. None of them is settled. But all are transfigured. 

Is one going to die, escape by the leap, rebuild a mansion of ideas and 

forms to one' s own scale? Is one, on the contrary, going to take up the 

heart-rending and marvelous wager of the absurd? Let' s make a final 
effort in this regard and draw all our conclusions. The body, affection, 

creation, action, human nobility will then resume their places in this 
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mad world. At last man will again find there the wine of the absurd and 

the bread of indifference on which he feeds his greatness. 
 

Let us insist again on the method: it is a matter of persisting. At a 

certain point on his path the absurd man is tempted. History is not 

lacking in either religions or prophets, even without gods. He is asked to 
leap. All he can reply is that he doesn't fully understand, that it is not 

obvious. Indeed, he does not want to do anything but what he fully 

understands. He is assured that this is the sin of pride, but he does not 

understand the notion of sin; that perhaps hell is in store, but he has not 
enough imagination to visualize that strange future; that he is losing 

immortal life, but that seems to him an idle consideration. An attempt is 

made to get him to admit his guilt. He feels innocent. To tell the truth, 
that is all he feels—his irreparable innocence. This is what allows him 

everything. Hence, what he demands of himself is to live solely with 

what he knows, to accommodate himself to what is, and to bring in 
nothing that is not certain. He is told that nothing is. But this at least is a 

certainty. And it is with this that he is concerned: he wants to find out if 

it is possible to live without appeal. 

 

* * * 
 

Now I can broach the notion of suicide. It has already been felt what 

solution might be given. At this point the problem is reversed. It was 
previously a question of finding out whether or not life had to have a 

meaning to be lived. It now becomes clear, on the contrary, that it will 

be lived all the better if it has no meaning. Living an experience, a 
particular fate, is accepting it fully. Now, no one will live this fate, 

knowing it to be absurd, unless he does everything to keep before him 

that absurd brought to light by consciousness. Negating one of the terms 

of the opposition on which he lives amounts to escaping it. To abolish 
conscious revolt is to [54]elude the problem. The theme of permanent 

revolution is thus carried into individual experience. Living is keeping 

the absurd alive. Keeping it alive is, above all, contemplating it. Unlike 
Eurydice, the absurd dies only when we turn away from it. One of the 

only coherent philosophical positions is thus revolt. It is a constant 

confrontation between man and his own obscurity. It is an insistence 
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upon an impossible transparency. It challenges the world anew every 

second. Just as danger provided man the unique opportunity of seizing 

awareness, so metaphysical revolt extends awareness to the whole of 
experience. It is that constant presence of man in his own eyes. It is not 

aspiration, for it is devoid of hope. That revolt is the certainty of a 

crushing fate, without the resignation that ought to accompany it. 

 
This is where it is seen to what a degree absurd experience is remote 

from suicide. It may be thought that suicide follows revolt—but 

wrongly. For it does not represent the logical outcome of revolt. It is 
just the contrary by the consent it presupposes. Suicide, like the leap, is 

acceptance at its extreme. Everything is over and man returns to his 

essential history. His future, his unique and dreadful future—he sees 
and rushes toward it. In its way, suicide settles the absurd. It engulfs the 

absurd in the same death. But I know that in order to keep alive, the 

absurd cannot be settled. It escapes suicide to the extent that it is 

simultaneously awareness and rejection of death. It is, at the extreme 
limit of the condemned man's last thought, that shoelace that despite 

everything he sees a few yards away, on the very brink of his dizzying 

fall. The contrary of suicide, in fact, is the man condemned to death. 
 

That revolt gives life its value. Spread out over the whole length of a 

life, it restores its majesty to that life. To a man devoid of blinders, there 
is no finer sight than that of the intelligence at grips with a reality that 

transcends it. The sight of human pride is unequaled. No disparagement 

is of any use. That discipline that the mind imposes on itself, that will 

conjured up out of nothing, that face-to-face struggle have something 
exceptional about them. To impoverish that reality whose inhumanity 

constitutes man's majesty is tantamount to impoverishing him himself. I 

understand then why the doctrines that explain everything to me also 
debilitate me at the same time. They relieve me of the weight of my 

own life, and yet I must carry it alone. At this juncture, I cannot 

conceive that a skeptical metaphysics can be joined to an ethics of 
renunciation. 

 

Consciousness and revolt, these rejections are the contrary of 

renunciation. Everything that is indomitable and passionate in a human 
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heart quickens them, on the contrary, with its own life. It is essential to 

die unreconciled and not of one' s own free will. Suicide is a 

repudiation. The absurd man can only drain everything to the bitter end, 
and deplete himself. The absurd is his extreme tension, which he 

maintains constantly by solitary effort, for he knows that in that 

consciousness and in that day-to-day revolt he gives proof of his only 

truth, which is defiance. This is a first consequence. 
 

* * * 

 
If I remain in that prearranged position which consists in drawing all 

the conclusions (and nothing else) involved in a newly discovered 

notion, I am faced with a second paradox. In order to remain faithful to 

that method, I have nothing to do with the problem of metaphysical 
liberty. Knowing whether or not man is free doesn't interest me. I can 

experience only my own freedom. As to it, I can have no general 

notions, but merely a few clear insights. The problem of "freedom as 
such" has no meaning. For it is linked in quite a different way with the 

problem of God. Knowing whether or not man is free involves knowing 

whether he can have a master. The absurdity peculiar to this problem 

comes from the fact that the very notion that makes the problem of 
freedom possible also takes away all its meaning. For in the presence of 

God there is less a problem of freedom than a problem of evil. You 

know the alternative: either we are not free and God the all-powerful is 
responsible for evil. Or we are free and responsible but God is not all- 

powerful. All the scholastic subtleties have neither added anything to 

nor subtracted anything from the acuteness of this paradox. 
 

This is why I cannot get lost in the glorification or the mere 

definition of a notion which eludes me and loses its meaning as soon as 

it goes beyond the frame of reference of my individual experience. I 
cannot understand what kind of freedom would be given me by a higher 

being. I have lost the sense of hierarchy. The only conception of 

freedom I can have is that of the prisoner or the individual in the midst 
of the State. The only one I know is freedom of thought and action. 

Now if the absurd cancels all my chances of eternal freedom, it restores 
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and magnifies, on the other hand, my freedom of action. That privation 

of hope and future means an increase in man's availability. 
 

Before encountering the absurd, the everyday man lives with aims, a 

concern for the future or for justification (with regard to whom or what 

is not the question). He weighs his chances, he counts on "someday," 
his retirement or the labor of his sons. He still thinks that something in 

his life can be directed. In truth, he acts as if he were free, even if all the 

facts make a point of contradicting that liberty. But after the absurd, 

everything is upset. That idea that "I am," my way of acting as if 
everything has a meaning (even if, on occasion, I said that nothing 

has)—all that is given the lie in vertiginous fashion by the absurdity of a 

possible death. Thinking of the future, establishing aims for oneself, 
having preferences—all this presupposes a belief in freedom, even if 

one occasionally ascertains that one doesn't feel it. But at that moment I 

am well aware that that higher liberty, that freedom to be, which alone 
can serve as basis for a truth, does not exist. Death is there as the only 

reality. After death the chips are down. I am not even free, either, to 

perpetuate myself, but a slave, and, above all, a slave without hope of  

an eternal revolution, without recourse to contempt. And who without 
revolution and without contempt can remain a slave? What freedom can 

exist in the fullest sense without assurance of eternity? 

 
But at the same time the absurd man realizes that hitherto he was 

bound to that postulate of freedom on the illusion of which he was 

living. In a certain sense, that hampered him. To the extent to which he 

imagined a purpose to his life, he adapted himself to the demands of a 
purpose to be achieved and became the slave of his liberty. Thus I could 

not act otherwise than as the father (or the engineer or the leader of a 

nation, or the post-office sub-clerk) that I am preparing to be. I think I 
can choose to be that rather than something else. I think so 

unconsciously, to be sure. But at the same time I strengthen my 

postulate with the beliefs of those around me, with the presumptions of 
my human environment (others are so sure of being free, and that 

cheerful mood is so contagious!). However far one may remain from 

any presumption, moral or social, one is partly influenced by them and 

even, for the best among them (there are good and bad presumptions), 
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one adapts one' s life to them. Thus the absurd man realizes that he was 

not really free. To speak clearly, to the extent to which I hope, to which 

I worry about a truth that might be individual to me, about a way of 
being or creating, to the extent to which I arrange my life and prove 

thereby that I accept its having a meaning, I create for myself barriers 

between which I confine my life. I do like so many bureaucrats of the 

mind and heart who only fill me with disgust and whose only vice, I 
now see clearly, is to take man' s freedom seriously. 

 

The absurd enlightens me on this point: there is no future. 

Henceforth this is the reason for my inner freedom. I shall use two 

comparisons here. Mystics, to begin with, find freedom in giving 
themselves. By losing themselves in their god, by accepting his rules, 

they become secretly free. In spontaneously accepted slavery they 

recover a deeper independence. But what does that freedom mean? It 

may be said, above all, that they feel free with regard to themselves, and 
not so much free as liberated. Likewise, completely turned toward death 

(taken here as the most obvious absurdity), the absurd man feels 

released from everything outside that passionate attention crystallizing 
in him. He enjoys a freedom with regard to common rules. It can be 

seen at this point that the initial themes of existential philosophy keep 

their entire value. The return to consciousness, the escape from 

everyday sleep represent the first steps of absurd freedom. But it is 
existential preaching that is alluded to, and with it that spiritual leap 

which basically escapes consciousness. In the same way (this is my 

second comparison) the slaves of antiquity did not belong to 
themselves. But they knew that freedom which consists in not feeling 

responsible. Death, too, has patrician hands which, while crushing, also 

liberate. 

 

Losing oneself in that bottomless certainty, feeling henceforth 
sufficiently remote from one' s own life to increase it and take a broad 

view of it—this involves the principle of a liberation. Such new 

independence has a definite time limit, like any freedom of action. It 
does not write a check on eternity. But it takes the place of the illusions 

offreedom, which all stopped with death. The divine availability of the 

condemned man before whom the prison doors open in a certain early 
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dawn, that unbelievable disinterestedness with regard to every-thing 

except for the pure flame of life—it is clear that death and the absurd 

are here the principles of the only reasonable freedom: that which a 
human heart can experience and live. This is a second consequence. The 

absurd man thus catches sight of a burning and frigid, transparent and 

limited universe in which nothing is possible but everything is given, 

and beyond which all is collapse and nothingness. He can then decide to 
accept such a universe and draw from it his strength, his refusal to hope, 

and the unyielding evidence of a life without consolation. 

 
 

* * * 

 
But what does life mean in such a universe? Nothing else for the 

moment but indifference to the future and a desire to use up everything 

that is given. Belief in the meaning of life always implies a scale of 
values, a choice, our preferences. Belief in the absurd, according to our 

definitions, teaches the contrary. But this is worth ex-amining. 

 

Knowing whether or not one can live without appeal is all that 

interests me. I do not want to get out of my depth. This aspect of life 

being given me, can I adapt myself to it? Now, faced with this particular 

concern, belief in the absurd is tantamount to substituting the quantity 
of experiences for the quality. If I convince myself that this life has no 

other aspect than that of the absurd, if I feel that its whole equilibrium 

depends on that perpetual opposition between my conscious revolt and 
the darkness in which it struggles, if I admit that my freedom has no 

meaning except in relation to its limited fate, then I must say that what 

counts is not the best living but the most living. It is not up to me to 

wonder if this is vulgar or revolting, elegant or deplorable. Once and for 
all, value judgments are discarded here in favor of factual judgments. I 

have merely to draw the conclusions from what I can see and to risk 

nothing that is hypothetical. Supposing that living in this way were not 
honorable, then true propriety would command me to be dishonorable. 

 

The most living; in the broadest sense, that rule means nothing. It 

calls for definition. It seems to begin with the fact that the notion of 
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quantity has not been sufficiently explored. For it can account for a 

large share of human experience. A man' s rule of conduct and his scale 

of values have no meaning except through the quantity and variety of 
experiences he has been in a position to accumulate. Now, the 

conditions of modern life impose on the majority of men the same 

quantity of experiences and consequently the same profound 

experience. To be sure, there must also be taken into consideration the 
individual's spontaneous contribution, the "given" element in him. But I 

cannot judge of that, and let me repeat that my rule here is to get along 

with the immediate evidence. I see, then, that the individual character of 
a common code of ethics lies not so much in the ideal importance of its 

basic principles as in the norm of an experience that it is possible to 

measure. To stretch a point somewhat, the Greeks had the code of their 
leisure just as we have the code of our eight-hour day. But already many 

men among the most tragic cause us to foresee that a longer experience 

changes this table of values. They make us imagine that adventurer of 

the everyday who through mere quantity of experiences would break all 
records (I am purposely using this sports expression) and would thus 

win his own code of ethics. Yet let' s avoid romanticism and just ask 

ourselves what such an attitude may mean to a man with his mind made 
up to take up his bet and to observe strictly what he takes to be the rules 

of the game. 

 

Breaking all the records is first and foremost being faced with the 
world as often as possible. How can that be done without contradictions 

and without playing on words? For on the one hand the absurd teaches 

that all experiences are unimportant, and on the other it urges toward  
the greatest quantity of experiences. How, then, can one fail to do as so 

many of those men I was speaking of earlier—choose the form of life 

that brings us the most possible of that human matter, thereby 
introducing a scale of values that on the other hand one claims to reject? 

 

But again it is the absurd and its contradictory life that teaches us. 

For the mistake is thinking that that quantity of experiences depends on 
the circumstances of our life when it depends solely on us. Here we 

have to be over-simple. To two men living the same number of years, 

the world always provides the same sum of experiences. It is up to us to 
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be conscious of them. Being [63]aware of one' s life, one' s revolt, one' s 

freedom, and to the maximum, is living, and to the maximum. Where 

lucidity dominates, the scale of values becomes useless. Let's be even 
more simple. Let us say that the sole obstacle, the sole deficiency to be 

made good, is constituted by premature death. Thus it is that no depth, 

no emotion, no passion, and no sacrifice could render equal in the eyes 

of the absurd man (even if he wished it so) a conscious life of forty 
years and a lucidity spread over sixty years. Madness and death are his 

irreparables. Man does not choose. The absurd and the extra life it 

involves therefore do not depend on man's will, but on its contrary, 
which is death. Weighing words carefully, it is altogether a question of 

luck. One just has to be able to consent to this. There will never be any 

substitute for twenty years of life and experience. 
 

By what is an odd inconsistency in such an alert race, the Greeks 

claimed that those who died young were beloved of the gods. And that 
is true only if you are willing to believe that entering the ridiculous 

world of the gods is forever losing the purest of joys, which is feeling, 

and feeling on this earth. The present and the succession of presents 
before a constantly conscious soul is the ideal of the absurd man. But 

the word "ideal" rings false in this connection. It is not even his 

vocation, but merely the third consequence of his reasoning. Having 

started from an anguished awareness of the inhuman, the meditation on 
the absurd returns at the end of its itinerary to the very heart of the 

passionate flames of human revolt. 

 

* * * 
 

Thus I draw from the absurd three consequences, which are my 

revolt, my freedom, and my passion. By the mere activity of 

consciousness I transform into a rule of life what was an invitation to 
death—and I refuse suicide. I know, to be sure, the dull resonance that 

vibrates throughout these days. Yet I have but a word to say: that it is 

necessary. When Nietzsche writes: "It clearly seems that the chief thing 
in heaven and on earth is to obey at length and in a single direction: in 

the long run there results something for which it is worth the trouble of 

living on this earth as, for example, virtue, art, music, the dance, reason, 
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the mind—something that transfigures, something delicate, mad, or 

divine," he elucidates the rule of a really distinguished code of ethics. 

But he also points the way of the absurd man. Obeying the flame is both 
the easiest and the hardest thing to do. However, it is good for man to 

judge himself occasionally. He is alone in being able to do so. "Prayer," 

says Alain, "is when night descends over thought." "But the mind must 

meet the night," reply the mystics and the existentials. Yes, indeed, but 
not that night that is born under closed eyelids and through the mere 

will of man—dark, impenetrable night that the mind calls up in order to 

plunge into it. If it must encounter a night, let it be rather that of despair, 
which remains lucid—polar night, vigil of the mind, whence will arise 

perhaps that white and virginal brightness which outlines every object 

in the light of the intelligence. At that degree, equivalence encounters 
passionate understanding. Then it is no longer even a question of 

judging the existential leap. It resumes its place amid the age-old fresco 

of human attitudes. For the spectator, if he is conscious, that leap is still 

absurd. In so far as it thinks it solves the paradox, it reinstates it intact. 
On this score, it is stirring. On this score, everything resumes its place 

and the absurd world is reborn in all its splendor and diversity. 

 
But it is bad to stop, hard to be satisfied with a single way of seeing, 

to go without contradiction, perhaps the most subtle of all spiritual 

forces. The preceding merely defines a way of thinking. But the point is 

to live. 

 
 

The Myth Of Sisyphus 

 

The gods had condemned Sisyphus to ceaselessly rolling a rock to 

the top of a mountain, whence the stone would fall back of its own 
weight. They had thought with some reason that there is no more 

dreadful punishment than futile and hopeless labor. 

 

If one believes Homer, Sisyphus was the wisest and most prudent of 
mortals. According to another tradition, however, he was disposed to 

practice the profession of highwayman. I see no contradiction in this. 

Opinions differ as to the reasons why he became the futile laborer of the 
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underworld. To begin with, he is accused of a certain levity in regard to 

the gods. He stole their secrets. Ægina, the daughter of Æsopus, was 

carried off by Jupiter. The father was shocked by that disappearance and 
complained to Sisyphus. He, who knew of the abduction, offered to tell 

about it on condition that Æsopus would give water to the citadel of 

Corinth. To the celestial thunderbolts he preferred the benediction of 

water. He was punished for this in the underworld. Homer tells us also 
that Sisyphus had put Death in chains. Pluto could not endure the sight 

of his deserted, silent empire. He dispatched the god of war, who 

liberated Death from the hands of her conqueror. 
 

It is said that Sisyphus, being near to death, rashly wanted to test his 

wife's love. He ordered her to cast his unburied body into the middle of 
the public square. Sisyphus woke up in the underworld. And there, 

annoyed by an obedience so contrary to human love, he obtained from 

Pluto permission to return to earth in order to chastise his wife. But 
when he had seen again the face of this world, enjoyed water and sun, 

warm stones and the sea, he no longer wanted to go back to the infernal 

darkness. Recalls, signs of anger, warnings were of no avail. Many 

years more he lived facing the curve of the gulf, the sparkling sea, and 
the smiles of earth. A decree of the gods was necessary. Mercury came 

and seized the impudent man by the collar and, snatching him from his 

joys, lead him forcibly back to the underworld, where his rock was 
ready for him. 

 

You have already grasped that Sisyphus is the absurd hero. He is, as 

much through his passions as through his torture. His scorn of the gods, 
his hatred of death, and his passion for life won him that unspeakable 

penalty in which the whole being is exerted toward accomplishing 

nothing. This is the price that must be paid for the passions of this earth. 

Nothing is told to us about Sisyphus in the underworld. Myths are made 
for the imagination to breathe life into them. As for this myth, one sees 

merely the whole effort of a body straining to raise the huge stone, to 

roll it, and push it up a slope a hundred times over; one sees the face 
screwed up, the cheek tight against the stone, the shoulder bracing the 

clay-covered mass, the foot wedging it, the fresh start with arms 

outstretched, the wholly human security of two earth-clotted hands. At 
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the very end of his long effort measured by skyless space and time 

without depth, the purpose is achieved. Then Sisyphus watches the 

stone rush down in a few moments toward that lower world whence he 
will have to push it up again toward the summit. He goes back down to 

the plain. 
 

It is during that return, that pause, that Sisyphus interests me. A face 

that toils so close to stones is already stone itself! I see that man going 

back down with a heavy yet measured step toward the torment of which 
he will never know the end. That hour like a breathing-space which 

returns as surely as his suffering, that is the hour of consciousness. At 

each of those moments when he leaves the heights and gradually sinks 
toward the lairs of the gods, he is superior to his fate. He is stronger 

than his rock. 

 

If this myth is tragic, that is because its hero is conscious. Where 

would his torture be, indeed, if at every step the hope of succeeding 
upheld him? The workman of today works everyday in his life at the 

same tasks, and his fate is no less absurd. But it is tragic only at the rare 

moments when it becomes conscious. Sisyphus, proletarian of the gods, 

powerless and rebellious, knows the whole extent of his wretched 
condition: it is what he thinks of during his descent. The lucidity that 

was to constitute his torture at the same time crowns his victory. There 

is no fate that cannot be surmounted by scorn. 
 

* * * 

 

If the descent is thus sometimes performed in sorrow, it can also take 
place in joy. This word is not too much. Again I fancy Sisyphus 

returning toward his rock, and the sorrow was in the beginning. When 

the images of earth cling too tightly to memory, when the call of 
happiness becomes too insistent, it happens that melancholy arises in 

man's heart: this is the rock's victory, this is the rock itself. The 

boundless grief is too heavy to bear. These are our nights of 

Gethsemane. But crushing truths perish from being acknowledged. 
Thus, Œdipus at the outset obeys fate without knowing it. But from the 

moment he knows, his tragedy begins. Yet at the same moment, blind 
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and desperate, he realizes that the only bond linking him to the world is 

the cool hand of a girl. Then a tremendous remark rings out: "Despite so 

many ordeals, my advanced age and the nobility of my soul make me 
conclude that all is well." Sophocles' Œdipus, like Dostoevsky's Kirilov, 

thus gives the recipe for the absurd victory. Ancient wisdom confirms 

modern heroism. 

 
One does not discover the absurd without being tempted to write a 

manual of happiness. "What! by such narrow ways—? " There is but 

one world, however. Happiness and the absurd are two sons of the same 
earth. They are inseparable. It would be a mistake to say that happiness 

necessarily springs from the absurd discovery. It happens as well that 

the felling of the absurd springs from happiness. "I conclude that all is 
well," says Œdipus, and that remark is sacred. It echoes in the wild and 

limited universe of man. It teaches that all is not, has not been, 

exhausted. It drives out of this world a god who had come into it with 

dissatisfaction and a preference for futile suffering. It makes of fate a 
human matter, which must be settled among men. 

 

All Sisyphus' silent joy is contained therein. His fate belongs to him. 

His rock is a thing Likewise, the absurd man, when he contemplates his 

torment, silences all the idols. In the universe suddenly restored to its 

silence, the myriad wondering little voices of the earth rise up. 
Unconscious, secret calls, invitations from all the faces, they are the 

necessary reverse and price of victory. There is no sun without shadow, 

and it is essential to know the night. The absurd man says yes and his 
efforts will henceforth be unceasing. If there is a personal fate, there is 

no higher destiny, or at least there is, but one which he concludes is 

inevitable and despicable. For the rest, he knows himself to be the 
master of his days. At that subtle moment when man glances backward 

over his life, Sisyphus returning toward his rock, in that slight pivoting 

he contemplates that series of unrelated actions which become his fate, 

created by him, combined under his memory's eye and soon sealed by 
his death. Thus, convinced of the wholly human origin of all that is 

human, a blind man eager to see who knows that the night has no end, 

he is still on the go. The rock is still rolling. 
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I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the mountain! One always finds one's 

burden again. But Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the 

gods and raises rocks. He too concludes that all is well. This universe 
henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile. Each 

atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night filled mountain, in 

itself forms a world. The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to 

fill a man's heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy. 
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JEAN-PAUL SARTRE. 

 
« Existentialism is a Humanism» 

 

 
My purpose here is to offer a defence of existentialism against 

several reproaches that have been laid against it. 
 

First, it has been reproached as an invitation to people to dwell in 
quietism of despair. For if every way to a solution is barred, one would 

have to regard any action in this world as entirely ineffective, and one 

would arrive finally at a contemplative philosophy. Moreover, since 
contemplation is a luxury, this would be only another bourgeois 

philosophy. This is, especially, the reproach made by the Communists. 

 

From another quarter we are reproached for having underlined all 
that is ignominious in the human situation, for depicting what is mean, 

sordid or base to the neglect of certain things that possess charm and 

beauty and belong to the brighter side of human nature: for example, 

according to the Catholic critic, Mlle. Mercier, we forget how an infant 
smiles. Both from this side and from the other we are also reproached 

for leaving out of account the solidarity of mankind and considering 

man in isolation. And this, say the Communists, is because we base our 
doctrine upon pure subjectivity – upon the Cartesian “I think”: which is 

the moment in which solitary man attains to himself; a position from 

which it is impossible to regain solidarity with other men who exist 
outside of the self. The ego cannot reach them through the cogito. 

 

From the Christian side, we are reproached as people who deny the 

reality and seriousness of human affairs. For since we ignore the 

commandments of God and all values prescribed as eternal, nothing 
remains but what is strictly voluntary. Everyone can do what he likes, 

and will be incapable, from such a point of view, of condemning either 

the point of view or the action of anyone else. 
 

It is to these various reproaches that I shall endeavour to reply today; 

that is why I have entitled this brief exposition “Existentialism is a 
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Humanism.” Many may be surprised at the mention of humanism in this 
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connection, but we shall try to see in what sense we understand it. In 

any case, we can begin by saying that existentialism, in our sense of the 

word, is a doctrine that does render human life possible; a doctrine,  
also, which affirms that every truth and every action imply both an 

environment and a human subjectivity. The essential charge laid against 

us is, of course, that of over-emphasis upon the evil side of human life. I 

have lately been told of a lady who, whenever she lets slip a vulgar 
expression in a moment of nervousness, excuses herself by exclaiming, 

“I believe I am becoming an existentialist.” So it appears that ugliness is 

being identified with existentialism. That is why some people  say we 
are “naturalistic,” and if we are, it is strange to see how much we 

scandalise and horrify them, for no one seems to be much frightened or 

humiliated nowadays by what is properly called naturalism. Those who 
can quite well keep down a novel by Zola such as La Terre are sickened 

as soon as they read an existentialist novel. Those who appeal to the 

wisdom of the people – which is a sad wisdom – find ours sadder still. 

And yet, what could be more disillusioned than such sayings as 
“Charity begins at home” or “Promote a rogue and he’ll sue you for 

damage, knock him down and he’ll do you homage”? We all know how 

many common sayings can be quoted to this effect, and they all mean 
much the same – that you must not oppose the powers that be; that you 

must not fight against superior force; must not meddle in matters that 

are above your station. Or that any action not in accordance with some 

tradition is mere romanticism; or that any undertaking which has not the 
support of proven experience is foredoomed to frustration; and that 

since experience has shown men to be invariably inclined to evil, there 

must be firm rules to restrain them, otherwise we shall have anarchy. It 
is, however, the people who are forever mouthing these dismal proverbs 

and, whenever they are told of some more or less repulsive action, say 

“How like human nature!” – it is these very people, always harping 
upon realism, who complain that existentialism is too gloomy a view of 

things. Indeed their excessive protests make me suspect that what is 

annoying them is not so much our pessimism, but, much more likely, 

our optimism. For at bottom, what is alarming in the doctrine that I am 
about to try to explain to you is – is it not? – that it confronts man with a 

possibility of choice. To verify this, let us review the whole question 
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upon the strictly philosophic level. What, then, is this that we call 

existentialism? 
 

Most of those who are making use of this word would be highly 

confused if required to explain its meaning. For since it has become 

fashionable, people cheerfully declare that this musician or that painter 
is “existentialist.” A columnist in Clartes signs himself “The 

Existentialist,” and, indeed, the word is now so loosely applied to so 

many things that it no longer means anything at all. It would appear 

that, for the lack of any novel doctrine such as that of surrealism, all 
those who are eager to join in the latest scandal or movement now seize 

upon this philosophy in which, however, they can find nothing to their 

purpose. For in truth this is of all teachings the least scandalous and the 
most austere: it is intended strictly for technicians and philosophers. All 

the same, it can easily be defined. 

 

The question is only complicated because there are two kinds of 

existentialists. There are, on the one hand, the Christians, amongst 

whom I shall name Jaspers and Gabriel Marcel, both professed 
Catholics; and on the other the existential atheists, amongst whom we 

must place Heidegger as well as the French existentialists and myself. 

What they have in common is simply the fact that they believe that 

existence comes before essence – or, if you will, that we must begin 
from the subjective. What exactly do we mean by that? 

 

If one considers an article of manufacture as, for example, a book or 

a paper-knife – one sees that it has been made by an artisan who had a 
conception of it; and he has paid attention, equally, to the conception of 

a paper-knife and to the pre-existent technique of production which is a 

part of that conception and is, at bottom, a formula. Thus the paper- 
knife is at the same time an article producible in a certain manner and 

one which, on the other hand, serves a definite purpose, for one cannot 

suppose that a man would produce a paper-knife without knowing what 

it was for. Let us say, then, of the paperknife that its essence – that is to 
say the sum of the formulae and the qualities which made its production 

and its definition possible – precedes its existence. The presence of 

such-and-such a paper-knife or book is thus determined before my eyes. 
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Here, then, we are viewing the world from a technical standpoint, and 

we can say that production precedes existence. 
 

When we think of God as the creator, we are thinking of him, most 

of the time, as a supernal artisan. Whatever doctrine we may be 

considering, whether it be a doctrine like that of Descartes, or of 
Leibnitz himself, we always imply that the will follows, more or less, 

from the understanding or at least accompanies it, so that when God 

creates he knows precisely what he is creating. Thus, the conception of 

man in the mind of God is comparable to that of the paper-knife in the 
mind of the artisan: God makes man according to a procedure and a 

conception, exactly as the artisan manufactures a paper-knife, following 

a definition and a formula. Thus each individual man is the realisation 
of a certain conception which dwells in the divine understanding. In the 

philosophic atheism of the eighteenth century, the notion of God is 

suppressed, but not, for all that, the idea that essence is prior to 
existence; something of that idea we still find everywhere, in Diderot, in 

Voltaire and even in Kant. Man possesses a human nature; that “human 

nature,” which is the conception of human being, is found in every man; 

which means that each man is a particular example of a universal 
conception, the conception of Man. In Kant, this universality goes so far 

that the wild man of the woods, man in the state of nature and the 

bourgeois are all contained in the same definition and have the same 
fundamental qualities. Here again, the essence of man precedes that 

historic existence which we confront in experience. 

 

Atheistic existentialism, of which I am a representative, declares 
with greater consistency that if God does not exist there is at least one 

being whose existence comes before its essence, a being which exists 

before it can be defined by any conception of it. That being is man or,  
as Heidegger has it, the human reality. What do we mean by saying that 

existence precedes essence? We mean that man first of all exists, 

encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself 
afterwards. If man as the existentialist sees him is not definable, it is 

because to begin with he is nothing. He will not be anything until later, 

and then he will be what he makes of himself. Thus, there is no human 

nature, because there is no God to have a conception of it. Man simply 
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is. Not that he is simply what he conceives himself to be, but he is what 

he wills, and as he conceives himself after already existing – as he wills 

to be after that leap towards existence. Man is nothing else but that 
which he makes of himself. That is the first principle of existentialism. 

And this is what people call its “subjectivity,” using the word as a 

reproach against us. But what do we mean to say by this, but that man is 

of a greater dignity than a stone or a table? For we mean to say that man 
primarily exists – that man is, before all else, something which propels 

itself towards a future and is aware that it is doing so. Man is, indeed, a 

project which possesses a subjective life, instead of being a kind of 
moss, or a fungus or a cauliflower. Before that projection of the self 

nothing exists; not even in the heaven of intelligence: man will only 

attain existence when he is what he purposes to be. Not, however, what 
he may wish to be. For what we usually understand by wishing or 

willing is a conscious decision taken – much more often than not – after 

we have made ourselves what we are. I may wish to join a party, to 

write a book or to marry – but in such a case what is usually called my 
will is probably a manifestation of a prior and more spontaneous 

decision. If, however, it is true that existence is prior to essence, man is 

responsible for what he is. Thus, the first effect of existentialism is that 
it puts every man in possession of himself as he is, and places the entire 

responsibility for his existence squarely upon his own shoulders. And, 

when we say that man is responsible for himself, we do not mean that 

he is responsible only for his own individuality, but that he is 
responsible for all men. The word “subjectivism” is to be understood in 

two senses, and our adversaries play upon only one of them. 

Subjectivism means, on the one hand, the freedom of the individual 
subject and, on the other, that man cannot pass beyond human 

subjectivity. It is the latter which is the deeper meaning of 

existentialism. When we say that man chooses himself, we do mean that 
every one of us must choose himself; but by that we also mean that in 

choosing for himself he chooses for all men. For in effect, of all the 

actions a man may take in order to create himself as he wills to be, there 

is not one which is not creative, at the same time, of an image of man 
such as he believes he ought to be. To choose between this or that is at 

the same time to affirm the value of that which is chosen; for we are 

unable ever to choose the worse. What we choose is always the better; 
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and nothing can be better for us unless it is better for all. If, moreover, 

existence precedes essence and we will to exist at the same time as we 

fashion our image, that image is valid for all and for the entire epoch in 
which we find ourselves. Our responsibility is thus much greater than 

we had supposed, for it concerns mankind as a whole. If I am a worker, 

for instance, I may choose to join a Christian rather than a Communist 

trade union. And if, by that membership, I choose to signify that 
resignation is, after all, the attitude that best becomes a man, that man’s 

kingdom is not upon this earth, I do not commit myself alone to that 

view. Resignation is my will for everyone, and my action is, in 
consequence, a commitment on behalf of all mankind. Or if, to take a 

more personal case, I decide to marry and to have children, even though 

this decision proceeds simply from my situation, from my passion or 
my desire, I am thereby committing not only myself, but humanity as a 

whole, to the practice of monogamy. I am thus responsible for myself 

and for all men, and I am creating a certain image of man as I would 

have him to be. In fashioning myself I fashion man. 
 

This may enable us to understand what is meant by such terms – 

perhaps a little grandiloquent – as anguish, abandonment and despair. 
As you will soon see, it is very simple. First, what do we mean by 

anguish? – The existentialist frankly states that man is in anguish. His 

meaning is as follows: When a man commits himself to anything, fully 

realising that he is not only choosing what he will be, but is thereby at 
the same time a legislator deciding for the whole of mankind – in such a 

moment a man cannot escape from the sense of complete and profound 

responsibility. There are many, indeed, who show no such anxiety. But 
we affirm that they are merely disguising their anguish or are in flight 

from it. Certainly, many people think that in what they are doing they 

commit no one but themselves to anything: and if you ask them, “What 
would happen if everyone did so?” they shrug their shoulders and reply, 

“Everyone does not do so.” But in truth, one ought always to ask 

oneself what would happen if everyone did as one is doing; nor can one 

escape from that disturbing thought except by a kind of self-deception. 
The man who lies in self-excuse, by saying “Everyone will not do it” 

must be ill at ease in his conscience, for the act of lying implies the 

universal value which it denies. By its very disguise his anguish reveals 
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itself. This is the anguish that Kierkegaard called “the anguish of 

Abraham.” You know the story: An angel commanded Abraham to 

sacrifice his son; and obedience was obligatory, if it really was an angel 
who had appeared and said, “Thou, Abraham, shalt sacrifice thy son.” 

But anyone in such a case would wonder, first, whether it was indeed an 

angel and secondly, whether I am really Abraham. Where are the 

proofs? A certain mad woman who suffered from hallucinations said 
that people were telephoning to her, and giving her orders. The doctor 

asked, “But who is it that speaks to you?” She replied: “He says it is 

God.” And what, indeed, could prove to her that it was God? If an angel 
appears to me, what is the proof that it is an angel; or, if I hear voices, 

who can prove that they proceed from heaven and not from hell, or from 

my own subconsciousness or some pathological condition? Who can 
prove that they are really addressed to me? 

 

Who, then, can prove that I am the proper person to impose, by my 

own choice, my conception of man upon mankind? I shall never find 
any proof whatever; there will be no sign to convince me of it. If a voice 

speaks to me, it is still I myself who must decide whether the voice is or 

is not that of an angel. If I regard a certain course of action as good, it is 
only I who choose to say that it is good and not bad. There is nothing to 

show that I am Abraham: nevertheless I also am obliged at every instant 

to perform actions which are examples. Everything happens to every 

man as though the whole human race had its eyes fixed upon what he is 
doing and regulated its conduct accordingly. So every man ought to say, 

“Am I really a man who has the right to act in such a manner that 

humanity regulates itself by what I do.” If a man does not say that, he is 
dissembling his anguish. Clearly, the anguish with which we are 

concerned here is not one that could lead to quietism or inaction. It is 

anguish pure and simple, of the kind well known to all those who have 
borne responsibilities. When, for instance, a military leader takes upon 

himself the responsibility for an attack and sends a number of men to 

their death, he chooses to do it and at bottom he alone chooses. No 

doubt under a higher command, but its orders, which are more general, 
require interpretation by him and upon that interpretation depends the 

life of ten, fourteen or twenty men. In making the decision, he cannot 

but feel a certain anguish. All leaders know that anguish. It does not 
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prevent their acting, on the contrary it is the very condition of their 

action, for the action presupposes that there is a plurality  of 

possibilities, and in choosing one of these, they realize that it has value 
only because it is chosen. Now it is anguish of that kind which 

existentialism describes, and moreover, as we shall see, makes explicit 

through direct responsibility towards other men who are concerned. Far 

from being a screen which could separate us from action, it is a 
condition of action itself. 

 

And when we speak of “abandonment” – a favorite word of 

Heidegger – we only mean to say that God does not exist, and that it is 

necessary to draw the consequences of his absence right to the end. The 
existentialist is strongly opposed to a certain type of secular moralism 

which seeks to suppress God at the least possible expense. Towards 

1880, when the French professors endeavoured to formulate a secular 

morality, they said something like this: God is a useless and costly 
hypothesis, so we will do without it. However, if we are to have 

morality, a society and a law-abiding world, it is essential that certain 

values should be taken seriously; they must have an a priori existence 
ascribed to them. It must be considered obligatory a priori to be honest, 

not to lie, not to beat one’s wife, to bring up children and so forth; so we 

are going to do a little work on this subject, which will enable us to 

show that these values exist all the same, inscribed in an intelligible 
heaven although, of course, there is no God. In other words – and this 

is, I believe, the purport of all that we in France call radicalism – 

nothing will be changed if God does not exist; we shall rediscover the 
same norms of honesty, progress and humanity, and we shall have 

disposed of God as an out-of-date hypothesis which will die away 

quietly of itself. The existentialist, on the contrary, finds it extremely 
embarrassing that God does not exist, for there disappears with Him all 

possibility of finding values in an intelligible heaven. There can no 

longer be any good a priori, since there is no infinite and perfect 

consciousness to think it. It is nowhere written that “the good” exists, 
that one must be honest or must not lie, since we are now upon the 

plane where there are only men. Dostoevsky once wrote: “If God did 

not exist, everything would be permitted”; and that, for existentialism,  
is the starting point. Everything is indeed permitted if God does not 
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exist, and man is in consequence forlorn, for he cannot find anything to 

depend upon either within or outside himself. He discovers forthwith, 

that he is without excuse. For if indeed existence precedes essence, one 
will never be able to explain one’s action by reference to a given and 

specific human nature; in other words, there is no determinism – man is 

free, man is freedom. Nor, on the other hand, if God does not exist, are 

we provided with any values or commands that could legitimise our 
behaviour. Thus we have neither behind us, nor before us in a luminous 

realm of values, any means of justification or excuse. – We are left 

alone, without excuse. That is what I mean when I say that man is 
condemned to be free. Condemned, because he did not create himself, 

yet is nevertheless at liberty, and from the moment that he is thrown 

into this world he is responsible for everything he does. The 
existentialist does not believe in the power of passion. He will never 

regard a grand passion as a destructive torrent upon which a man is 

swept into certain actions as by fate, and which, therefore, is an excuse 

for them. He thinks that man is responsible for his passion. Neither will 
an existentialist think that a man can find help through some sign being 

vouchsafed upon earth for his orientation: for he thinks that the man 

himself interprets the sign as he chooses. He thinks that every man, 
without any support or help whatever, is condemned at every instant to 

invent man. As Ponge has written in a very fine article, “Man is the 

future of man.” That is exactly true. Only, if one took this to mean that 

the future is laid up in Heaven, that God knows what it is, it would be 
false, for then it would no longer even be a future. If, however, it means 

that, whatever man may now appear to be, there is a future to be 

fashioned, a virgin future that awaits him – then it is a true saying. But 
in the present one is forsaken. 

 

As an example by which you may the better understand this state of 
abandonment, I will refer to the case of a pupil of mine, who sought me 

out in the following circumstances. His father was quarrelling with his 

mother and was also inclined to be a “collaborator”; his elder brother 
had been killed in the German offensive of 1940 and this young man, 

with a sentiment somewhat primitive but generous, burned to avenge 

him. His mother was living alone with him, deeply afflicted by the 

semi-treason of his father and by the death of her eldest son, and her 
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one consolation was in this young man. But he, at this moment, had the 

choice between going to England to join the Free French Forces or of 

staying near his mother and helping her to live. He fully realised that 
this woman lived only for him and that his disappearance – or perhaps 

his death – would plunge her into despair. He also realised that, 

concretely and in fact, every action he performed on his mother’s behalf 

would be sure of effect in the sense of aiding her to live, whereas 
anything he did in order to go and fight would be an ambiguous action 

which might vanish like water into sand and serve no purpose. For 

instance, to set out for England he would have to wait indefinitely in a 
Spanish camp on the way through Spain; or, on arriving in England or 

in Algiers he might be put into an office to fill up forms. Consequently, 

he found himself confronted by two very different modes of action; the 
one concrete, immediate, but directed towards only one individual; and 

the other an action addressed to an end infinitely greater, a national 

collectivity, but for that very reason ambiguous – and it might be 

frustrated on the way. At the same time, he was hesitating between two 
kinds of morality; on the one side the morality of sympathy, of personal 

devotion and, on the other side, a morality of wider scope but of more 

debatable validity. He had to choose between those two. What could 
help him to choose? Could the Christian doctrine? No. Christian 

doctrine says: Act with charity, love your neighbour, deny yourself for 

others, choose the way which is hardest, and so forth. But which is the 

harder road? To whom does one owe the more brotherly love, the 
patriot or the mother? Which is the more useful aim, the general one of 

fighting in and for the whole community, or the precise aim of helping 

one particular person to live? Who can give an answer to that a priori? 
No one. Nor is it given in any ethical scripture. The Kantian ethic says, 

Never regard another as a means, but always as an end. Very well; if I 

remain with my mother, I shall be regarding her as the end and not as a 
means: but by the same token I am in danger of treating as means those 

who are fighting on my behalf; and the converse is also true, that if I go 

to the aid of the combatants I shall be treating them as the end at the risk 

of treating my mother as a means. If values are uncertain, if they are 
still too abstract to determine the particular, concrete case under 

consideration, nothing remains but to trust in our instincts. That is what 

this young man tried to do; and when I saw him he said, “In the end, it 
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is feeling that counts; the direction in which it is really pushing me is 

the one I ought to choose. If I feel that I love my mother enough to 

sacrifice everything else for her – my will to be avenged, all my 
longings for action and adventure then I stay with her. If, on the 

contrary, I feel that my love for her is not enough, I go.” But how does 

one estimate the strength of a feeling? The value of his feeling for his 

mother was determined precisely by the fact that he was standing by 
her. I may say that I love a certain friend enough to sacrifice such or 

such a sum of money for him, but I cannot prove that unless I have done 

it. I may say, “I love my mother enough to remain with her,” if actually 
I have remained with her. I can only estimate the strength of this 

affection if I have performed an action by which it is defined and 

ratified. But if I then appeal to this affection to justify my action, I find 
myself drawn into a vicious circle. 

 

Moreover, as Gide has very well said, a sentiment which is play- 

acting and one which is vital are two things that are hardly 
distinguishable one from another. To decide that I love my mother by 

staying beside her, and to play a comedy the upshot of which is that I do 

so – these are nearly the same thing. In other words, feeling is formed 
by the deeds that one does; therefore I cannot consult it as a guide to 

action. And that is to say that I can neither seek within myself for an 

authentic impulse to action, nor can I expect, from some ethic, formulae 

that will enable me to act. You may say that the youth did, at least, go to 
a professor to ask for advice. But if you seek counsel – from a priest, for 

example you have selected that priest; and at bottom you already knew, 

more or less, what he would advise. In other words, to choose an 
adviser is nevertheless to commit oneself by that choice. If you are a 

Christian, you will say, consult a priest; but there are collaborationists, 

priests who are resisters and priests who wait for the tide to turn: which 
will you choose? Had this young man chosen a priest of the resistance, 

or one of the collaboration, he would have decided beforehand the kind 

of advice he was to receive. Similarly, in coming to me, he knew what 

advice I should give him, and I had but one reply to make. You are free, 
therefore choose, that is to say, invent. No rule of general morality can 

show you what you ought to do: no signs are vouchsafed in this world. 

The Catholics will reply, “Oh, but they are!” Very well; still, it is I 
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myself, in every case, who have to interpret the signs. While I was 

imprisoned, I made the acquaintance of a somewhat remarkable man, a 

Jesuit, who had become a member of that order in the following 
manner. In his life he had suffered a succession of rather severe 

setbacks. His father had died when he was a child, leaving him in 

poverty, and he had been awarded a free scholarship in a religious 

institution, where he had been made continually to feel that he was 
accepted for charity’s sake, and, in consequence, he had been denied 

several of those distinctions and honours which gratify children. Later, 

about the age of eighteen, he came to grief in a sentimental affair; and 
finally, at twenty-two – this was a trifle in itself, but it was the last drop 

that overflowed his cup – he failed in his military examination. This 

young man, then, could regard himself as a total failure: it was a sign – 
but a sign of what? He might have taken refuge in bitterness or despair. 

But he took it – very cleverly for him – as a sign that he was not 

intended for secular success, and that only the attainments of religion, 

those of sanctity and of faith, were accessible to him. He interpreted his 
record as a message from God, and became a member of the Order. 

Who can doubt but that this decision as to the meaning of the sign was 

his, and his alone? One could have drawn quite different conclusions 
from such a series of reverses – as, for example, that he had better 

become a carpenter or a revolutionary. For the decipherment of the sign, 

however, he bears the entire responsibility. That is what “abandonment” 

implies, that we ourselves decide our being. And with this abandonment 
goes anguish. 

 

As for “despair,” the meaning of this expression is extremely simple. 
It merely means that we limit ourselves to a reliance upon that which is 

within our wills, or within the sum of the probabilities which render our 

action feasible. Whenever one wills anything, there are always these 
elements of probability. If I am counting upon a visit from a friend, who 

may be coming by train or by tram, I presuppose that the train will 

arrive at the appointed time, or that the tram will not be derailed. I 

remain in the realm of possibilities; but one does not rely upon any 
possibilities beyond those that are strictly concerned in one’s action. 

Beyond the point at which the possibilities under consideration cease to 

affect my action, I ought to disinterest myself. For there is no God and 
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no prevenient design, which can adapt the world and all its possibilities 

to my will. When Descartes said, “Conquer yourself rather than the 

world,” what he meant was, at bottom, the same – that we should act 
without hope. 

 

Marxists, to whom I have said this, have answered: “Your action is 
limited, obviously, by your death; but you can rely upon the help of 

others. That is, you can count both upon what the others are doing to 

help you elsewhere, as in China and in Russia, and upon what they will 

do later, after your death, to take up your action and carry it forward to 
its final accomplishment which will be the revolution. Moreover you 

must rely upon this; not to do so is immoral.” To this I rejoin, first, that 

I shall always count upon my comrades-in-arms in the struggle, in so far 
as they are committed, as I am, to a definite, common cause; and in the 

unity of a party or a group which I can more or less control – that is, in 

which I am enrolled as a militant and whose movements at every 
moment are known to me. In that respect, to rely upon the unity and the 

will of the party is exactly like my reckoning that the train will run to 

time or that the tram will not be derailed. But I cannot count upon men 

whom I do not know, I cannot base my confidence upon human 
goodness or upon man’s interest in the good of society, seeing that man 

is free and that there is no human nature which I can take as 

foundational. I do not know where the Russian revolution will lead. I 
can admire it and take it as an example in so far as it is evident, today, 

that the proletariat plays a part in Russia which it has attained in no 

other nation. But I cannot affirm that this will necessarily lead to the 

triumph of the proletariat: I must confine myself to what I can see. Nor 
can I be sure that comrades-in-arms will take up my work after my 

death and carry it to the maximum perfection, seeing that those men are 

free agents and will freely decide, tomorrow, what man is then to be. 
Tomorrow, after my death, some men may decide to establish Fascism, 

and the others may be so cowardly or so slack as to let them do so. If so, 

Fascism will then be the truth of man, and so much the worse for us. In 
reality, things will be such as men have decided they shall be. Does that 

mean that I should abandon myself to quietism? No. First I ought to 

commit myself and then act my commitment, according to the time- 

honoured formula that “one need not hope in order to undertake one’s 
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work.” Nor does this mean that I should not belong to a party, but only 

that I should be without illusion and that I should do what I can. For 

instance, if I ask myself “Will the social ideal as such, ever become a 
reality?” I cannot tell, I only know that whatever may be in my power to 

make it so, I shall do; beyond that, I can count upon nothing. 
 

Quietism is the attitude of people who say, “let others do what I 

cannot do.” The doctrine I am presenting before you is precisely the 

opposite of this, since it declares that there is no reality except in action. 
It goes further, indeed, and adds, “Man is nothing else but what he 

purposes, he exists only in so far as he realises himself, he is therefore 

nothing else but the sum of his actions, nothing else but what his life 
is.” Hence we can well understand why some people are horrified by 

our teaching. For many have but one resource to sustain them in their 

misery, and that is to think, “Circumstances have been against me, I was 

worthy to be something much better than I have been. I admit I have 
never had a great love or a great friendship; but that is because I never 

met a man or a woman who were worthy of it; if I have not written any 

very good books, it is because I had not the leisure to do so; or, if I have 
had no children to whom I could devote myself it is because I did not 

find the man I could have lived with. So there remains within me a wide 

range of abilities, inclinations and potentialities, unused but perfectly 

viable, which endow me with a worthiness that could never be inferred 
from the mere history of my actions.” But in reality and for the 

existentialist, there is no love apart from the deeds of love; no 

potentiality of love other than that which is manifested in loving; there 
is no genius other than that which is expressed in works of art. The 

genius of Proust is the totality of the works of Proust; the genius of 

Racine is the series of his tragedies, outside of which there is nothing. 
Why should we attribute to Racine the capacity to write yet another 

tragedy when that is precisely what he did not write? In life, a man 

commits himself, draws his own portrait and there is nothing but that 

portrait. No doubt this thought may seem comfortless to one who has 
not made a success of his life. On the other hand, it puts everyone in a 

position to understand that reality alone is reliable; that dreams, 

expectations and hopes serve to define a man only as deceptive dreams, 
abortive hopes, expectations unfulfilled; that is to say, they define him 
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negatively, not positively. Nevertheless, when one says, “You are 

nothing else but what you live,” it does not imply that an artist is to be 

judged solely by his works of art, for a thousand other things contribute 
no less to his definition as a man. What we mean to say is that a man is 

no other than a series of undertakings, that he is the sum, the 

organisation, the set of relations that constitute these undertakings. 

 
In the light of all this, what people reproach us with is not, after all, 

our pessimism, but the sternness of our optimism. If people condemn 

our works of fiction, in which we describe characters that are base, 
weak, cowardly and sometimes even frankly evil, it is not only because 

those characters are base, weak, cowardly or evil. For suppose that, like 

Zola, we showed that the behaviour of these characters was caused by 
their heredity, or by the action of their environment upon them, or by 

determining factors, psychic or organic. People would be reassured, 

they would say, “You see, that is what we are like, no one can do 

anything about it.” But the existentialist, when he portrays a coward, 
shows him as responsible for his cowardice. He is not like that on 

account of a cowardly heart or lungs or cerebrum, he has not become 

like that through his physiological organism; he is like that because he 
has made himself into a coward by actions. There is no such thing as a 

cowardly temperament. There are nervous temperaments; there is what 

is called impoverished blood, and there are also rich temperaments. But 

the man whose blood is poor is not a coward for all that, for what 
produces cowardice is the act of giving up or giving way; and a 

temperament is not an action. A coward is defined by the deed that he 

has done. What people feel obscurely, and with horror, is that the 
coward as we present him is guilty of being a coward. What people 

would prefer would be to be born either a coward or a hero. One of the 

charges most often laid against the Chemins de la Liberté is something 
like this: “But, after all, these people being so base, how can you make 

them into heroes?” That objection is really rather comic, for it implies 

that people are born heroes: and that is, at bottom, what such people 

would like to think. If you are born cowards, you can be quite content, 
you can do nothing about it and you will be cowards all your lives 

whatever you do; and if you are born heroes you can again be quite 

content; you will be heroes all your lives eating and drinking heroically. 
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Whereas the existentialist says that the coward makes himself cowardly, 

the hero makes himself heroic; and that there is always a possibility for 

the coward to give up cowardice and for the hero to stop being a hero. 
What counts is the total commitment, and it is not by a particular case 

or particular action that you are committed altogether. 
 

We have now, I think, dealt with a certain number of the reproaches 

against existentialism. You have seen that it cannot be regarded as a 

philosophy of quietism since it defines man by his action; nor as a 
pessimistic description of man, for no doctrine is more optimistic, the 

destiny of man is placed within himself. Nor is it an attempt to 

discourage man from action since it tells him that there is no hope 
except in his action, and that the one thing which permits him to have 

life is the deed. Upon this level therefore, what we are considering is an 

ethic of action and self-commitment. However, we are still reproached, 

upon these few data, for confining man within his individual 
subjectivity. There again people badly misunderstand us. 

 

Our point of departure is, indeed, the subjectivity of the individual, 

and that for strictly philosophic reasons. It is not because we are 
bourgeois, but because we seek to base our teaching upon the truth, and 

not upon a collection of fine theories, full of hope but lacking real 

foundations. And at the point of departure there cannot be any other 
truth than this, I think, therefore I am, which is the absolute truth of 

consciousness as it attains to itself. Every theory which begins with 

man, outside of this moment of self-attainment, is a theory which 

thereby suppresses the truth, for outside of the Cartesian cogito, all 
objects are no more than probable, and any doctrine of probabilities 

which is not attached to a truth will crumble into nothing. In order to 

define the probable one must possess the true. Before there can be any 
truth whatever, then, there must be an absolute truth, and there is such a 

truth which is simple, easily attained and within the reach of everybody; 

it consists in one’s immediate sense of one’s self. 

 

In the second place, this theory alone is compatible with the dignity 
of man, it is the only one which does not make man into an object. All 

kinds of materialism lead one to treat every man including oneself as an 
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object – that is, as a set of pre-determined reactions, in no way different 

from the patterns of qualities and phenomena which constitute a table, 

or a chair or a stone. Our aim is precisely to establish the human 
kingdom as a pattern of values in distinction from the material world. 

But the subjectivity which we thus postulate as the standard of truth is 

no narrowly individual subjectivism, for as we have demonstrated, it is 

not only one’s own self that one discovers in the cogito, but those of 
others too. Contrary to the philosophy of Descartes, contrary to that of 

Kant, when we say “I think” we are attaining to ourselves in the 

presence of the other, and we are just as certain of the other as we are of 
ourselves. Thus the man who discovers himself directly in the cogito 

also discovers all the others, and discovers them as the condition of his 

own existence. He recognises that he cannot be anything (in the sense in 
which one says one is spiritual, or that one is wicked or jealous) unless 

others recognise him as such. I cannot obtain any truth whatsoever 

about myself, except through the mediation of another. The other is 

indispensable to my existence, and equally so to any knowledge I can 
have of myself. Under these conditions, the intimate discovery of 

myself is at the same time the revelation of the other as a freedom 

which confronts mine, and which cannot think or will without doing so 
either for or against me. Thus, at once, we find ourselves in a world 

which is, let us say, that of “inter-subjectivity”. It is in this world that 

man has to decide what he is and what others are. 
 

Furthermore, although it is impossible to find in each and every man 

a universal essence that can be called human nature, there is 
nevertheless a human universality of condition. It is not by chance that 

the thinkers of today are so much more ready to speak of the condition 

than of the nature of man. By his condition they understand, with more 
or less clarity, all the limitations which a priori define man’s 

fundamental situation in the universe. His historical situations are 

variable: man may be born a slave in a pagan society or may be a feudal 

baron, or a proletarian. But what never vary are the necessities of being 
in the world, of having to labor and to die there. These limitations are 

neither subjective nor objective, or rather there is both a subjective and 

an objective aspect of them. Objective, because we meet with them 
everywhere and they are everywhere recognisable: and subjective 
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because they are lived and are nothing if man does not live them – if, 

that is to say, he does not freely determine himself and his existence in 

relation to them. And, diverse though man’s purpose may be, at least 
none of them is wholly foreign to me, since every human purpose 

presents itself as an attempt either to surpass these limitations, or to 

widen them, or else to deny or to accommodate oneself to them. 

Consequently every purpose, however individual it may be, is of 
universal value. Every purpose, even that of a Chinese, an Indian or a 

Negro, can be understood by a European. To say it can be understood, 

means that the European of 1945 may be striving out of a certain 
situation towards the same limitations in the same way, and that he may 

reconceive in himself the purpose of the Chinese, of the Indian or the 

African. In every purpose there is universality, in this sense that every 
purpose is comprehensible to every man. Not that this or that purpose 

defines man for ever, but that it may be entertained again and again. 

There is always some way of understanding an idiot, a child, a primitive 

man or a foreigner if one has sufficient information. In this sense we 
may say that there is a human universality, but it is not something 

given; it is being perpetually made. I make this universality in choosing 

myself; I also make it by understanding the purpose of any other man, 
of whatever epoch. This absoluteness of the act of choice does not alter 

the relativity of each epoch. 

 

What is at the very heart and center of existentialism, is the absolute 
character of the free commitment, by which every man realises himself 

in realising a type of humanity – a commitment always understandable, 

to no matter whom in no matter what epoch – and its bearing upon the 
relativity of the cultural pattern which may result from such absolute 

commitment. One must observe equally the relativity of Cartesianism 

and the absolute character of the Cartesian commitment. In this sense 
you may say, if you like, that every one of us makes the absolute by 

breathing, by eating, by sleeping or by behaving in any fashion 

whatsoever. There is no difference between free being – being as self- 

committal, as existence choosing its essence – and absolute being. And 
there is no difference whatever between being as an absolute, 

temporarily localised that is, localised in history – and universally 

intelligible being. 
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This does not completely refute the charge of subjectivism. Indeed 
that objection appears in several other forms, of which the first is as 

follows. People say to us, “Then it does not matter what you do,” and 

they say this in various ways. 

 
First they tax us with anarchy; then they say, “You cannot judge 

others, for there is no reason for preferring one purpose to another”; 

finally, they may say, “Everything being merely voluntary in this choice 
of yours, you give away with one hand what you pretend to gain with 

the other.” These three are not very serious objections. As to the first, to 

say that it does not matter what you choose is not correct. In one sense 
choice is possible, but what is not possible is not to choose. I can always 

choose, but I must know that if I do not choose, that is still a choice. 

This, although it may appear merely formal, is of great importance as a 

limit to fantasy and caprice. For, when I confront a real situation – for 
example, that I am a sexual being, able to have relations with a being of 

the other sex and able to have children – I am obliged to choose my 

attitude to it, and in every respect I bear the responsibility of the choice 
which, in committing myself, also commits the whole of humanity. 

Even if my choice is determined by no a priori value whatever, it can 

have nothing to do with caprice: and if anyone thinks that this is only 

Gide’s theory of the acte gratuit over again, he has failed to see the 
enormous difference between this theory and that of Gide. Gide does 

not know what a situation is, his “act” is one of pure caprice. In our 

view, on the contrary, man finds himself in an organised situation in 
which he is himself involved: his choice involves mankind in its 

entirety, and he cannot avoid choosing. Either he must remain single, or 

he must marry without having children, or he must marry and have 
children. In any case, and whichever he may choose, it is impossible for 

him, in respect of this situation, not to take complete responsibility. 

Doubtless he chooses without reference to any pre-established value, 

but it is unjust to tax him with caprice. Rather let us say that the moral 
choice is comparable to the construction of a work of art. 

 

But here I must at once digress to make it quite clear that we are not 

propounding an aesthetic morality, for our adversaries are disingenuous 
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enough to reproach us even with that. I mention the work of art only by 

way of comparison. That being understood, does anyone reproach an 

artist, when he paints a picture, for not following rules established a 
priori. Does one ever ask what is the picture that he ought to paint? As 

everyone knows, there is no pre-defined picture for him to make; the 

artist applies himself to the composition of a picture, and the picture  

that ought to be made is precisely that which he will have made. As 
everyone knows, there are no aesthetic values a priori, but there are 

values which will appear in due course in the coherence of the picture, 

in the relation between the will to create and the finished work. No one 
can tell what the painting of tomorrow will be like; one cannot judge a 

painting until it is done. What has that to do with morality? We are in 

the same creative situation. We never speak of a work of art as 
irresponsible; when we are discussing a canvas by Picasso, we 

understand very well that the composition became what it is at the time 

when he was painting it, and that his works are part and parcel of his 

entire life. 
 

It is the same upon the plane of morality. There is this in common 

between art and morality, that in both we have to do with creation and 
invention. We cannot decide a priori what it is that should be done. I 

think it was made sufficiently clear to you in the case of that student 

who came to see me, that to whatever ethical system he might appeal, 

the Kantian or any other, he could find no sort of guidance whatever; he 
was obliged to invent the law for himself. Certainly we cannot say that 

this man, in choosing to remain with his mother – that is, in taking 

sentiment, personal devotion and concrete charity as his moral 
foundations – would be making an irresponsible choice, nor could we 

do so if he preferred the sacrifice of going away to England. Man makes 

himself; he is not found ready-made; he makes himself by the choice of 
his morality, and he cannot but choose a morality, such is the pressure 

of circumstances upon him. We define man only in relation to his 

commitments; it is therefore absurd to reproach us for irresponsibility in 

our choice. 
 

In the second place, people say to us, “You are unable to judge 

others.” This is true in one sense and false in another. It is true in this 
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sense, that whenever a man chooses his purpose and his commitment in 

all clearness and in all sincerity, whatever that purpose may be, it is 

impossible for him to prefer another. It is true in the sense that we do 
not believe in progress. Progress implies amelioration; but man is 

always the same, facing a situation which is always changing, and 

choice remains always a choice in the situation. The moral problem has 

not changed since the time when it was a choice between slavery and 
anti-slavery – from the time of the war of Secession, for example, until 

the present moment when one chooses between the M.R.P. [Mouvement 

Republicain Poputaire] and the Communists. 
 

We can judge, nevertheless, for, as I have said, one chooses in view 

of others, and in view of others one chooses himself. One can judge, 
first – and perhaps this is not a judgment of value, but it is a logical 

judgment – that in certain cases choice is founded upon an error, and in 

others upon the truth. One can judge a man by saying that he deceives 
himself. Since we have defined the situation of man as one of free 

choice, without excuse and without help, any man who takes refuge 

behind the excuse of his passions, or by inventing some deterministic 

doctrine, is a self-deceiver. One may object: “But why should he not 
choose to deceive himself?” I reply that it is not for me to judge him 

morally, but I define his self-deception as an error. Here one cannot 

avoid pronouncing a judgment of truth. The self-deception is evidently  
a falsehood, because it is a dissimulation of man’s complete liberty of 

commitment. Upon this same level, I say that it is also a self-deception 

if I choose to declare that certain values are incumbent upon me; I am in 

contradiction with myself if I will these values and at the same time say 
that they impose themselves upon me. If anyone says to me, “And what 

if I wish to deceive myself?” I answer, “There is no reason why you 

should not, but I declare that you are doing so, and that the attitude of 
strict consistency alone is that of good faith.” Furthermore, I can 

pronounce a moral judgment. For I declare that freedom, in respect of 

concrete circumstances, can have no other end and aim but itself; and 
when once a man has seen that values depend upon himself, in that state 

of forsakenness he can will only one thing, and that is freedom as the 

foundation of all values. That does not mean that he wills it in the 

abstract: it simply means that the actions of men of good faith have, as 
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their ultimate significance, the quest of freedom itself as such. A man 

who belongs to some communist or revolutionary society wills certain 

concrete ends, which imply the will to freedom, but that freedom is 
willed in community. We will freedom for freedom’s sake, in and 

through particular circumstances. And in thus willing freedom, we 

discover that it depends entirely upon the freedom of others and that the 

freedom of others depends upon our own. Obviously, freedom as the 
definition of a man does not depend upon others, but as soon as there is 

a commitment, I am obliged to will the liberty of others at the  same 

time as my own. I cannot make liberty my aim unless I make that of 
others equally my aim. Consequently, when I recognise, as entirely 

authentic, that man is a being whose existence precedes his essence, and 

that he is a free being who cannot, in any circumstances, but will his 
freedom, at the same time I realize that I cannot not will the freedom of 

others. Thus, in the name of that will to freedom which is implied in 

freedom itself, I can form judgments upon those who seek to hide from 

themselves the wholly voluntary nature of their existence and its 
complete freedom. Those who hide from this total freedom, in a guise 

of solemnity or with deterministic excuses, I shall call cowards. Others, 

who try to show that their existence is necessary, when it is merely an 
accident of the appearance of the human race on earth – I shall call 

scum. But neither cowards nor scum can be identified except upon the 

plane of strict authenticity. Thus, although the content of morality is 

variable, a certain form of this morality is universal. Kant declared that 
freedom is a will both to itself and to the freedom of others. Agreed: but 

he thinks that the formal and the universal suffice for the constitution of 

a morality. We think, on the contrary, that principles that are too 
abstract break down when we come to defining action. To take once 

again the case of that student; by what authority, in the name of what 

golden rule of morality, do you think he could have decided, in perfect 
peace of mind, either to abandon his mother or to remain with her? 

There are no means of judging. The content is always concrete, and 

therefore unpredictable; it has always to be invented. The one thing that 

counts, is to know whether the invention is made in the name of 
freedom. 
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Let us, for example, examine the two following cases, and you will 

see how far they are similar in spite of their difference. Let us take The 

Mill on the Floss. We find here a certain young woman, Maggie 
Tulliver, who is an incarnation of the value of passion and is aware of it. 

She is in love with a young man, Stephen, who is engaged to another,  

an insignificant young woman. This Maggie Tulliver, instead of 

heedlessly seeking her own happiness, chooses in the name of human 
solidarity to sacrifice herself and to give up the man she loves. On the 

other hand, La Sanseverina in Stendhal’s Chartreuse de Parme, 

believing that it is passion which endows man with his real  value, 
would have declared that a grand passion justifies its sacrifices, and 

must be preferred to the banality of such conjugal love as would unite 

Stephen to the little goose he was engaged to marry. It is the latter that 
she would have chosen to sacrifice in realising her own happiness, and, 

as Stendhal shows, she would also sacrifice herself upon the plane of 

passion if life made that demand upon her. Here we are facing two 

clearly opposed moralities; but I claim that they are equivalent, seeing 
that in both cases the overruling aim is freedom. You can imagine two 

attitudes exactly similar in effect, in that one girl might prefer, in 

resignation, to give up her lover while the other preferred, in fulfilment 
of sexual desire, to ignore the prior engagement of the man she loved; 

and, externally, these two cases might appear the same as the two we 

have just cited, while being in fact entirely different. The attitude of La 

Sanseverina is much nearer to that of Maggie Tulliver than to one of 
careless greed. Thus, you see, the second objection is at once true and 

false. One can choose anything, but only if it is upon the plane of free 

commitment. 
 

The third objection, stated by saying, “You take with one hand what 

you give with the other,” means, at bottom, “your values are not serious, 
since you choose them yourselves.” To that I can only say that I am 

very sorry that it should be so; but if I have excluded God the Father, 

there must be somebody to invent values. We have to take things as  

they are. And moreover, to say that we invent values means neither 
more nor less than this; that there is no sense in life a priori. Life is 

nothing until it is lived; but it is yours to make sense of, and the value of 

it is nothing else but the sense that you choose. Therefore, you can see 
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that there is a possibility of creating a human community. I have been 

reproached for suggesting that existentialism is a form of humanism: 

people have said to me, “But you have written in your Nausée that the 
humanists are wrong, you have even ridiculed a certain type of 

humanism, why do you now go back upon that?” In reality, the word 

humanism has two very different meanings. One may understand by 

humanism a theory which upholds man as the end-in-itself and as the 
supreme value. Humanism in this sense appears, for instance, in 

Cocteau’s story Round the World in 80 Hours, in which one of the 

characters declares, because he is flying over mountains in an airplane, 
“Man is magnificent!” This signifies that although I personally have not 

built aeroplanes, I have the benefit of those particular inventions and 

that I personally, being a man, can consider myself responsible for, and 
honoured by, achievements that are peculiar to some men. It is to 

assume that we can ascribe value to man according to the most 

distinguished deeds of certain men. That kind of humanism is absurd, 

for only the dog or the horse would be in a position to pronounce a 
general judgment upon man and declare that he is magnificent, which 

they have never been such fools as to do – at least, not as far as I know. 

But neither is it admissible that a man should pronounce judgment upon 
Man. Existentialism dispenses with any judgment of this sort: an 

existentialist will never take man as the end, since man is still to be 

determined. And we have no right to believe that humanity is something 

to which we could set up a cult, after the manner of Auguste Comte. 
The cult of humanity ends in Comtian humanism, shut-in upon itself, 

and – this must be said – in Fascism. We do not want a humanism like 

that. 
 

But there is another sense of the word, of which the fundamental 

meaning is this: Man is all the time outside of himself: it is in projecting 
and losing himself beyond himself that he makes man to exist; and, on 

the other hand, it is by pursuing transcendent aims that he himself is 

able to exist. Since man is thus self-surpassing, and can grasp objects 

only in relation to his self-surpassing, he is himself the heart and center 
of his transcendence. There is no other universe except the human 

universe, the universe of human subjectivity. This relation of 

transcendence as constitutive of man (not in the sense that God is 
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transcendent, but in the sense of self-surpassing) with subjectivity (in 

such a sense that man is not shut up in himself but forever present in a 

human universe) – it is this that we call existential humanism. This is 
humanism, because we remind man that there is no legislator but 

himself; that he himself, thus abandoned, must decide for himself; also 

because we show that it is not by turning back upon himself, but always 

by seeking, beyond himself, an aim which is one of liberation or of 
some particular realisation, that man can realize himself as truly human. 

 

You can see from these few reflections that nothing could be more 

unjust than the objections people raise against us. Existentialism is 

nothing else but an attempt to draw the full conclusions from a 
consistently atheistic position. Its intention is not in the least that of 

plunging men into despair. And if by despair one means as the 

Christians do – any attitude of unbelief, the despair of the existentialists 

is something different. Existentialism is not atheist in the sense that it 
would exhaust itself in demonstrations of the non-existence of God. It 

declares, rather, that even if God existed that would make no difference 

from its point of view. Not that we believe God does exist, but we think 
that the real problem is not that of His existence; what man needs is to 

find himself again and to understand that nothing can save him from 

himself, not even a valid proof of the existence of God. In this sense 

existentialism is optimistic. It is a doctrine of action, and it is only by 
self-deception, by confining their own despair with ours that Christians 

can describe us as without hope. 
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QUESTIONS AND TASKS TO THE TEXTS 

For a deeper understanding of the texts, the following questions and 

tasks are proposed: 

«Dao de jing» 

 1. Find in the text a description of the following categories: “dao”, 

“yang-yin”, “qi”. 

 2. Choose examples that confirm the dialectical nature of Taoism 

.«Symposium»  

1. What are the definitions of love in the text?  

2. Why did the Greeks believe that a woman should not be loved with 

sublime spiritual love? 

3. What is the limit of a thing? 

« Phaedo» 

1. Do you agree with the fact that "the philosopher is busy dying"? 

2. Why do some people's souls soar near the graves? 

3. What are the ethical conclusions of the doctrine of the soul? 

4. To give a detailed analysis of the four arguments of the immortality 

of the soul. 
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«The Antichrist». 

1. Who this work addressed to? 

2.Why did he choose such an irritating tone for his work? 

3. What are the main reasons for F. Nietzsche’s dissatisfaction with 

Christianity? 

4. Are there any ideas which you would like to argue? 

5. Are there any ideas in the text that you think are fair? 

«The Future of an Illusion» 

1. How do “culture” and “religion” interact in S. Freud`s concept? 

2. What did Z. Freud call an illusion and why?  

3. What form of the spiritual life of society does Z. Freud compare 

religion to, claiming its illusiveness of explaining the world?  

4. What are the causes of the appearance and essence of religion 

according to Freud? 

5. What reasons does Freud name, saying that religion has good 

prospects and should be preserved, despite all its illusiveness? 

« Existentialism is a Humanism» 

1. How does J.P. Sartre solve the problem of the relationship between 

essence and existence? 

2. How does a philosopher understand the essence of a human being?  
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3. Why does he claim that we are “doomed to freedom”? 

4. Do you agree with the fact that existentialism is a humane kind of 

philosophy, and why? 

«The Myth of Sisyphus» 

1. Why does A. Сamus choose Sisyphus as his hero? 

2. Why does the philosopher believe that Sisyphus should be considered 

happy? 

3. What does the ancient Greek myth have to do with modern life? 
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