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Francis Bacon

Of Nature In Men

Nature is often hidden; sometimes overcome; seldom extinguished.
Force, makes nature more violent in the return; doctrine and discourse,
makes nature less importune; but custom only does alter and subdue nature.

He that seeks victory over his nature, let him not set himself too great,
nor too small tasks; for the first will make him dejected by often failings; and
the second will make him a small proceeder, though by often prevailings.
And at the first let him practise with helps, as swimmers do with bladders
or rushes; but after a time let him practise with disadvantages, as dancers do
with thick shoes. For it breeds great perfection, if the practice be harder than
the use.

Where nature is mighty, and therefore the victory hard, the degrees had
need be, first to stay and arrest nature in time; like to him that would say over
the four and twenty letters when he was angry; then to go less in quantity; as
if one should, in forbearing wine, come from drinking healths, to a draught at
a meal; and lastly, to discontinue altogether.

But if a man have the fortitude, and resolution, to enfranchise himself at
once, that is the best:

He best asserts the soul’ s freedom, who snaps the fetters that gall his

breast, and ceases once for all to suffer

Neither is the ancient rule amiss, to bend nature, as a wand, to a
contrary extreme, whereby to set it right, understanding it, where the contrary

extreme is no vice.
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Let not a man force a habit upon himself, with a perpetual continuance,
but with some intermission. For both the pause reinforces the new onset; and
if a man that is not perfect, be ever in practice, he shall as well practise his
errors, as his abilities, and induce one habit of both; and there is no means to
help this, but by seasonable intermissions.

But let not a man trust his victory over his nature, too far; for nature
will lay buried a great time, and yet revive, upon the occasion or temptation.
Like as it was with Aesop’s damsel,turned from a cat to a woman, who sat
very demurely at the board’ s end, till a mouse ran before her. Therefore, let
a man either avoid the occasion altogether; or put himself often to it, that he
may be little moved with it.

A man’s nature is best perceived in privateness, for there is no
affectation; in passion, for that puts a man out of his precepts; and in a new
case or experiment, for there custom leaves him.

They are happy men, whose natures sort with their vocations; otherwise
they may say, my soul has been a long sojourner; when they converse in
those things, they do not affect.

In studies, whatsoever a man commands upon himself, let him set hours
for it; but whatsoever is agreeable to his nature, let him take no care for any
set times; for his thoughts will fly to it, of themselves; so as the spaces of
other business, or studies, will suffice.

A man’s nature, runs either to herbs or weeds; therefore let him
seasonably water the one, and destroy the other.
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Of Goodness and Goodness of Nature

I take goodness in this sense,the affecting of the weal of men, which is
that the Grecians call philanthropia;and the word humanity (as it is used) is a
little too light to express it.

Goodness I call the habit,and goodness of nature,the inclination. This
of all virtues,and dignities of the mind, is the greatest; being the character
of the Deity. The desire of power in excess,caused the angels to fall;the
desire of knowledge in excess,caused man to fall:but in charity there is no
excess;neither can angel, nor man, come in danger by it.

The inclination to goodness, is imprinted deeply in the nature of
man;insomuch, that if it issue not towards men, it will take unto other living
creatures;as it is seen in the Turks,a cruel people,who nevertheless are kind
to beasts ,and give alms to dogs and birds:insomuch,as Busbechius reported,a
Christian boy,in Constantinople,had like to have been stoned,for gagging in a
waggishness a long-billed fowl.

Errors indeed in this virtue of goodness,or charity,may be committed.
The Italians have an ungracious proverb, Tanto buon che val niente: “so
good,that he is good for nothing” . And one of he doctors of Italy,Nicholas
Machiavel,had the confidence to put in writing, almost in plain terms, “That
the Christian faith ,had given up good men,in prey to those that are tyrannical
and unjust” . Which he spoke,because indeed there was never law,or sect,or
opinion,did so much magnify goodness,as the Christian religion does.

Seek the good of other men,but be not in bondage to their faces or
fancies;for that is but facility,or softness;which takes an honest mind
prisoner, Neither give thou Aesop’s cock a gem,who would be better
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pleased,and happier,if he had had a barley-corn.

But he does not rain wealth,nor shine honour and virtues,upon men equally.
Common benefits,are to be communicate with all;but peculiar benefits,with
choice. And beware how in making the portraiture, you break the pattern. For
divinity, makes the love of ourselves the pattern;the love of our neighbours,but
the portraiture.” Sell all you have,and give it to the poor,and follow me” : but
, sell not all you have,except you come and follow me;that is,except you have a
vocation,wherein you may do as much good,with little means as with great; for
otherwise, infeeding the streams,you dry the fountain.

Neither is there only a habit of goodness,directed by right reason;but
there is in some men,even in nature,a disposition towards it;as on the other
side,there is a natural malignity. For there be,that in their nature do not affect
the good of others. The lighter sort of malignity,turns but to a crassness,or
frowardness,or aptness to oppose,or difficulties,or the like;but the deeper
sort,to envy and mere mischief. Such dispositions,are the very errors of
human nature;and yet they are the fittest timber,to make great politics of;like
to knee timber,that is good for ships,that are ordained to be tossed;but not for
building houses,that shall stand firm.

The parts and signs of goodness,are many. If a man be gracious and
courteous to strangers ,it shows he is a citizen of the world,and that his heart is
no island,cut off from other lands,but a continent, that joins to them. If he be
compassionate towards the afflictions of others, it shows that his heart is like the
noble tree,that is wounded itself,when it gives the balm. If he easily pardons,and
remits offences, it shows that his mind is planted above injuries;so that he cannot
be shot. If he be thankful for small benefits, it shows that he weighs men’s
minds,and not their trash. But above all,if he have St. Paul’ s perfection ,that he
would wish to be an anathema from Christ,for the salvation of his brethren,it
shows much of a divine nature,and a kind of conformity with Christ himself.
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Of Honour and Reputation

The winning of honour,is but the revealing of a man’s virtue and
worth,without disadvantage. For some in their actions,do woo and affect
honor and reputation,which sort of men,are commonly much talked of, but
inwardly little admired. And some ,contrariwise, darken their virtue in the
show of it;so as they be undervalued in opinion.

If a man perform that,which has not been attempted before;or attempted
and given over;or has been achieved,but not with so good circumstance;he
shall purchase more honour,than by effecting a matter of greater difficulty
or virtue,wherein he is but a follower. Honour that is gained and broken
upon another,has the quickest reflection,like diamonds cut with facets. And
therefore,let a man contend to excel any competitors of his in honour,in
outshooting them,if he can,in their own bow. Discreet followers and
servants,help much to reputation: “All reputation comes from those who are
of a man’ s household.”

Envv,which 15 the canker of honour,is best extinguished by declaring
1 man s self in his ends.rather to seek merit than fame; and by attributing
a man s successes,rather to divine Providence and felicity ,than to his own

virtue or policy
t

The true marshalling of the degrees of sovereign honour,are these:In the
first place are founders of states and commonwealths; such as were Romulu-
s,Cyrus,Caesar,Ottoman,lsmael. In the second place are lawgivers;which are
also called second founders,or Princes in perpetuity,because they govern by

10



