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Translation
The human understanding draws everything else to be in harmony with, and to support, those things which once
please it, either because they are [generally] received and believed, or because they delight it. And, though it must be
admitted that the force and the number of instances that occur to the contrary is greater, it [the understanding] either
does not heed them or it disdains them; or, if it does take notice of them, it distances itself from them and dismisses
them - and that not without great and pernicious prejudice - so that the authority of those previous beliefs remains
inviolate.

In this respect, he [1] rightly replied, who, when he was shown, on tablets hung up in a temple, those who had given
votive offerings so that they might be saved from the perils of shipwreck, and was pressed for an answer whether he
nevertheless denied the power of the Gods, asked in his turn ‘And where are those shown who died after they had
called on the Gods?’ This is more or less the reason for all superstitions, such as [belief] in astrology, in dreams, in
the fates and suchlike, in which men delight; they pay heed to those that come to pass but, on the contrary, when they
are false - which happens much the more often - they neglect them and pass them over. And this evil creeps,
persistently and most subtly, into the philosophies and the sciences, in which that [opinion] which is once accepted
infects all the rest (even though these are much better established and more powerful) and reduces them to agree with
it. Moreover, as we have said, [even in cases] where delight and vanity were absent, an error ever present in, and
peculiar to, human understanding is that it is more moved and excited by an affirmative than a negative; whereas, by
all that is proper, each of these should have equal weight. But, on the contrary, in determining the truth of any axiom,
the force of the negative has the greater influence.

1 Diagoras the atheist. Cicero tells the story (De Natura Deorum, III, 37) ; Cicero speaks of ‘tabulis pictis’, that is,
pictures or portraits of those saved from shipwreck and Diagoras says simply ‘ And where are those portrayed who



Home Contents

were shipwrecked and perished at sea? ’. Bacon is more specific; adding the: ‘ after they had called on the Gods ’
which is, presumably, to be understood in Cicero’s tale.

Translation
The Humane Understanding attracts all other things to give its suffrage and consent unto those things which once
please it, either because they are received and believed, or because they delight. And though a greater strength and
number of contrary instances occur, yet it doth either not observe, or contemn them, or remove, or reject them by a
distinction not without great and dangerous prejudice, by which an inviolable authority remains in those former
conceptions. Therefore he gave a right answer, who, when a list of the Names of such as had paid there their vows for
escaping the danger of Shipwrack, was shewn to him hung up in a Temple, and when he was questioned whether he
did not acknowledge the Deity of the gods? He in answer demanded what was become of their pictures who had
perished after that they had paid their Vows? There is almost the same reason for all Superstition, as in Astrological
dreams, presages, &c. Men delight in such vanities, they mind the events when they come to pass, but when they fail,
which is very often, they neglect and pass them by. But this evil more subtilly invades Philosophy and Sciences,
wherein that which once takes, infects and corrupts the rest, though more firm and better. But in case this delight and
vanity were wanting, yet it is a proper and perpetual error in Humane Understanding, to be rather moved and stirred up
by affirmatives than by negatives, although in truth it ought to be indifferent to both: Yet on the other hand the strength
of a negative Instance is greater in constituting every Axiom.
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