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But the best demonstration by far is experience, if it go not beyond the actual experiment. For if
it be transferred to other cases which are deemed similar, unless such transfer be made by a just
and orderly process, it is a fallacious thing. But the manner of making experiments which men
now use is blind and stupid. And therefore, wandering and straying as they do with no settled
course, and taking counsel only from things as they fall out, they fetch a wide circuit and meet
with many matters, but make little progress; and sometimes are full of hope, sometimes are
distracted; and always find that there is something beyond to be sought. For it generally
happens that men make their trials carelessly, and as it were in play; slightly varying
experiments already known, and, if the thing does not answer, growing weary and abandoning
the attempt. And even if they apply themselves to experiments more seriously and earnestly and
laboriously, still they spend their labor in working out some one experiment, as Gilbert with the
magnet, and the chemists with gold; a course of proceeding not less unskillful in the design
than small in the attempt. For no one successfully investigates the nature of a thing in the thing
itself; the inquiry must be enlarged so as to become more general.

And even when they seek to educe some science or theory from their experiments, they
nevertheless almost always turn aside with overhasty and unseasonable eagerness to practice;
not only for the sake of the uses and fruits of the practice, but from impatience to obtain in the
shape of some new work an assurance for themselves that it is worth their while to go on; and
also to show themselves off to the world, and so raise the credit of the business in which they
are engaged. Thus, like Atalanta, they go aside to pick up the golden apple, but meanwhile they
interrupt their course, and let the victory escape them. But in the true course of experience, and
in carrying it on to the effecting of new works, the divine wisdom and order must be our
pattern. Now God on the first day of creation created light only, giving to that work an entire
day, in which no material substance was created. So must we likewise from experience of
every kind first endeavor to discover true causes and axioms; and seek for experiments of
Light, not for experiments of Fruit. For axioms rightly discovered and established supply
practice with its instruments, not one by one, but in clusters, and draw after them trains and
troops of works. Of the paths, however, of experience, which no less than the paths of
judgment are impeded and beset, I will speak hereafter; here I have only mentioned ordinary
experimental research as a bad kind of demonstration. But now the order of the matter in hand
leads me to add something both as to those signs which I lately mentioned (signs that the
systems of philosophy and contemplation in use are in a bad condition), and also as to the
causes of what seems at first so strange and incredible. For a knowledge of the signs prepares
assent; an explanation of the causes removes the marvel — which two things will do much to
render the extirpation of idols from the understanding more easy and gentle.
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The sciences which we possess come for the most part from the Greeks. For what has been
added by Roman, Arabic, or later writers is not much nor of much importance; and whatever it
1s, it is built on the foundation of Greek discoveries. Now the wisdom of the Greeks was
professorial and much given to disputations, a kind of wisdom most adverse to the inquisition
of truth. Thus that name of Sophists, which by those who would be thought philosophers was



in contempt cast back upon and so transferred to the ancient rhetoricians, Gorgias, Protagoras,
Hippias, Polus, does indeed suit the entire class: Plato, Aristotle, Zeno, Epicurus,
Theophrastus, and their successors Chrysippus, Carneades, and the rest. There was this
difference only, that the former class was wandering and mercenary, going about from town to
town, putting up their wisdom to sale, and taking a price for it, while the latter was more
pompous and dignified, as composed of men who had fixed abodes, and who opened schools
and taught their philosophy without reward. Still both sorts, though in other respects unequal,
were professorial; both turned the matter into disputations, and set up and battled for
philosophical sects and heresies; so that their doctrines were for the most part (as Dionysius
not unaptly rallied Plato) “the talk of idle old men to ignorant youths.” But the elder of the
Greek philosophers, Empedocles, Anaxagoras, Leucippus, Democritus, Parmenides,
Heraclitus, Xenophanes, Philolaus, and the rest (I omit Pythagoras as a mystic), did not, so far
as we know, open schools; but more silently and severely and simply — that is, with less
affectation and parade — betook themselves to the inquisition of truth. And therefore they were
in my judgment more successful; only that their works were in the course of time obscured by
those slighter persons who had more which suits and pleases the capacity and tastes of the
vulgar; time, like a river, bringing down to us things which are light and puffed up, but letting
weighty matters sink. Still even they were not altogether free from the failing of their nation,
but leaned too much to the ambition and vanity of founding a sect and catching popular
applause. But the inquisition of truth must be despaired of when it turns aside to trifles of this
kind. Nor should we omit that judgment, or rather divination, which was given concerning the
Greeks by the Egyptian priest — that “they were always boys, without antiquity of knowledge
or knowledge of antiquity.” Assuredly they have that which is characteristic of boys: they are
prompt to prattle, but cannot generate; for their wisdom abounds in words but is barren of
works. And therefore the signs which are taken from the origin and birthplace of the received
philosophy are not good.



