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Schopenhauer’s Essays

“On the Suffering of the World”

Translated by R.J. Hollingdale

§1 (1851, Parerga and Paralipomena, vol. 11.148)

If the immediate and direct purpose of our life is not suffering then our 
existence is the most ill-adapted to its purpose in the world: for it is absurd to 
suppose that the endless affliction of which the world is everywhere full, and 
which arises out of the need and distress pertaining essentially to life, should be 
purposeless and purely accidental. Each individual misfortune, to be sure, seems 
an exceptional occurrence; but misfortune in general is the rule.

§2 (11.149)

Just as a stream flows smoothly on as long as it encounters no obstruction, so 
the nature of man and animal is such that we never really notice or become 
conscious of what is agreeable to our will; if we are to notice something, our will 
has to have been thwarted, has to have experienced a shock of some kind. On 
the other hand, all that opposes, frustrates and resists our will, that is to say all 
that is unpleasant and painful, impresses itself upon us instantly, directly and 
with great clarity. Just as we are conscious not of the healthiness of our whole 
body but only of the little place where the shoe pinches, so we think not of the 
totality of our successful activities but of some insignificant trifle or other 
which continues to vex us. On this fact is founded what I have often before 
drawn attention to: the negativity of well-being and happiness, in antithesis to 
the positivity of pain.

[...]

This is also consistent with the fact that as a rule we find pleasure much less 
pleasurable, pain much more painful than we expected.

A quick test of the assertion that enjoyment outweighs pain in this world, or 
that they are at any rate balanced, would be to compare the feelings of an 
animal engaged in eating another with those of the animal being eaten.
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§3 (11.150)

The most effective consolation in every misfortune and every affliction is to 
observe others who are more unfortunate than we: and everyone can do this. 
But what does that say for the condition of the whole?

History shows us the life of nations and finds nothing to narrate but wars and 
tumults; the peaceful years appear only as occasional brief pauses and 
interludes. In just the same way the life of the individual is a constant struggle, 
and not merely a metaphorical one against want or boredom, but also an actual 
struggle against other people. He discovers adversaries everywhere, lives in 
continual conflict and dies with sword in hand.

§4 (11.151)

Not the least of the torments which plague our existence is the constant 
pressure of time, which never lets us so much as draw breath but pursues us all 
like a taskmaster with a whip. It ceases to persecute only him it has delivered 
over to boredom.

§5 (11.152)

And yet, just as our body would burst asunder if the pressure of the atmosphere 
were removed from it, so would the arrogance of men expand, if not to the 
point of bursting then to that of the most unbridled folly, indeed madness, if the 
pressure of want, toil, calamity and frustration were removed from their life. 
One can even say that we require at all times a certain quantity of care or sorrow 
or want, as a ship requires ballast, in order to keep on a straight course.

Work, worry, toil and trouble are indeed the lot of almost all men their whole 
life long. And yet if every desire were satisfied as soon as it arose how would 
men occupy their lives, how would they pass the time? Imagine this race 
transported to a Utopia where everything grows of its own accord and turkeys 
fly around ready-roasted, where lovers find one another without any delay and 
keep one another without any difficulty: in such a place some men would die of 
boredom or hang themselves, some would fight and kill one another, and thus 
they would create for themselves more suffering than nature inflicts on them as 
it is. Thus for a race such as this no stage, no form of existence is suitable other 
than the one it already possesses.
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§6 (11.153)

Schopenhauer’s Essays

Since, as we recalled above, pleasure and well-being is negative and suffering 
positive, the happiness of a given life is not to be measured according to the joys 
and pleasures it contains but according to the absence of the positive element, 
the absence of suffering. This being so, however, the lot of the animals appears 
more endurable than that of man. Let us look at both a little more closely.

However varied the forms may be which human happiness and misery assume, 
inciting man to seek the one and flee from the other, the material basis of them 
all is physical pleasure or physical pain. This basis is very narrow: it consists of 
health, food, protection from wet and cold, and sexual gratification; or the lack 
of these things. Man has, consequently, no larger share of real physical pleasure 
than the animals have, except perhaps to the extent that his more highly 
charged nervous system intensifies every sensation of pleasure -  as it also does 
every sensation of pain. Yet how much stronger are the emotions aroused in 
him than those aroused in the animals! how incomparably more profound and 
vehement are his passions! -  and all to achieve exactly the same result in the 
end: health, food, covering, etc.

This arises first and foremost because with him everything is powerfully 
intensified by thinking about absent and future things, and this is in fact the 
origin of care, fear and hope, which, once they have been aroused, make a far 
stronger impression on men than do actual present pleasures or sufferings, to 
which the animal is limited. For, since it lacks the faculty of reflection, joys and 
sorrows cannot accumulate in the animal as they do in man through memory 
and anticipation. With the animal, present suffering, even if repeated countless 
times, remains what it was the first time: it cannot sum itself up. Hence the 
enviable composure and unconcern which characterizes the animal. With man, 
on the other hand, there evolves out of those elements of pleasure and suffering 
which he has in common with the animal an intensification of his sensations of 
happiness and misery which can lead to momentary transports which may 
sometimes even prove fatal, or to suicidal despair. More closely considered, 
what happens is this: he deliberately intensifies his needs, which are originally 
scarcely harder to satisfy than those of the animal, so as to intensify his 
pleasure: hence luxury, confectionery, tobacco, opium, alcoholic drinks, finery 
and all that pertains to them. To these is then added, also as a result of 
reflection, a source of pleasure, and consequently of suffering, available to him 
alone and one which preoccupies him beyond all measure, indeed more than all 
the rest put together: ambition and the sense of honour and shame - in plain
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words, what he thinks others think of him. This, in a thousand, often curious 
shapes then becomes the goal of all those endeavours of his which go beyond 
physical pleasure or pain. He excels the animal in his capacity for enjoying 
intellectual pleasures, to be sure, and these are available to him in many 
degrees, from the simplest jesting and conversation up to the highest 
achievements of the mind; but as a counterweight to this, on the side of 
suffering stands boredom, which is unknown to the animals at least in the state 
of nature and is only very slightly perceptible in the very cleverest 
domesticated ones, while to man it has become a veritable scourge. Want and 
boredom are indeed the twin poles of human life. Finally it remains to be 
mentioned that with man sexual gratification is tied to a very obstinate 
selectivity which is sometimes intensified into a more or less passionate love. 
Thus sexuality becomes for man a source of brief pleasure and protracted 
suffering.

It is indeed remarkable how, through the mere addition of thought, which the 
animal lacks, there should have been erected on the same narrow basis of pain 
and pleasure that the animal possesses so vast and lofty a structure of human 
happiness and misery, and man should be subjected to such vehement 
emotions, passions and convulsions that their impress can be read in enduring 
lines on his face; while all the time and in reality he is concerned only with the 
very same things which the animal too attains, and attains with an 
incomparably smaller expenditure of emotion. Through all this, however, the 
measure of suffering increases in man far more than the enjoyment, and it is 
very greatly enhanced specifically by the fact that he actually knows of death, 
while the animal only instinctively flees it without actually knowing of it and 
therefore without ever really having it in view, which man does all the time.

The animals are much more content with mere existence than we are; the 
plants are wholly so; and man is so according to how dull and insensitive he is. 
The animal's life consequently contains less suffering but also less pleasure than 
the human's, the direct reason being that on the one hand it is free from care 
and anxiety and the torments that attend them, but on the other is without 
hope and therefore has no share in that anticipation of a happy future which, 
together with the enchanting products of the imagination which accompany it, 
is the source of most of our greatest joys and pleasures. The animal lacks both 
anxiety and hope because its consciousness is restricted to what is clearly 
evident and thus to the present moment: the animal is the present incarnate. 
But precisely because this is so it appears in one respect to be truly sagacious 
compared with us, namely in its peaceful, untroubled enjoyment of the present:
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Schopenhauer’s Essays

its obvious composure often puts to shame our own frequently restless and 
discontented condition.

§7 (11.154)

If the above discussion has demonstrated that the reason man's life is more full 
of suffering than the animal's is his greater capacity for knowledge, we can now 
trace this back to a more general law and thus attain to a much more 
comprehensive view.

Knowledge is in itself always painless. Pain affects only the will and consists in 
an obstruction, impediment or frustration of it: nonetheless, this frustration of 
the will, if it is to be felt as pain, must be accompanied by knowledge. That is 
why even physical pain is conditioned by the nerves and their connexion with 
the brain, so that an injury to a limb is not felt if the nerves leading from the 
limb to the brain are severed or the brain itself is devitalized by chloroform. 
That spiritual pain is conditional upon knowledge goes without saying, and it is 
easy to see that it will increase with the degree of knowledge. We can thus 
express the whole relationship figuratively by saying that the will is the string, 
its frustration or impediment the vibration of the string, knowledge the 
sounding-board, and pain the sound.

U

§9 (11.156)

If you imagine, in so far as it is approximately possible, the sum total of distress, 
pain and suffering of every kind which the sun shines upon in its course, you 
will have to admit it would have been much better if the sun had been able to 
call up the phenomenon of life as little on the earth as on the moon; and if, here 
as there, the surface were still in a crystalline condition.

U
For the world is Hell, and men are on the one hand the tormented souls and on 
the other the devils in it.
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“The Wisdom of Life”

Translated by T. Bailey Saunders 

Translations of foreign passages quoted from Schopenhauer (2014[l85lj).

Introduction

In these pages I shall speak of The Wisdom of Life in the common meaning of the 
term, as the art, namely, of ordering our lives so as to obtain the greatest 
possible amount of pleasure and success; an art the theory of which may be 
called Eudaemonology, for it teaches us how to lead a happy existence. [...]

Now whether human life corresponds, or could possibly correspond, to this 
conception of existence, is a question to which, as is well-known, my 
philosophical system returns a negative answer. On the eudaemonistic 
hypothesis, however, the question must be answered in the affirmative [....] My 
remarks, therefore, will possess only a qualified value, for the very word 
eudaemonology is a euphemism. [...]

Chapter 1 -  The Division of the Subject

Aristotle {Eth. Nichom., 1.8} divides the blessings of life into three classes—those 
which come to us from without, those of the soul, and those of the body. 
Keeping nothing of this division but the number, I observe that the fundamental 
differences in human lot may be reduced to three distinct classes:

(1) What a man is: that is to say, personality, in the widest sense of the 
word; under which are included health, strength, beauty, temperament, 
moral character, intelligence, and education.

(2) What a man has: that is, property and possessions of every kind.

(3) How a man stands in the estimation of others: by which is to be 
understood, as everybody knows, what a man is in the eyes of his 
fellowmen, or, more strictly, the light in which they regard him. This is 
shown by their opinion of him; and their opinion is in its turn
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Schopenhauer’s Essays

manifested by the honor in which he is held, and by his rank and 
reputation.

The differences which come under the first head are those which Nature herself 
has set between man and man; and from this fact alone we may at once infer 
that they influence the happiness or unhappiness of mankind in a much more 
vital and radical way than those contained under the two following heads, 
which are merely the effect of human arrangements. Compared with genuine 
personal advantages, such as a great mind or a great heart, all the privileges of 
rank or birth, even of royal birth, are but as kings on the stage, to kings in real 
life. [...] For [someone’s inner constitution] is the immediate source of that 
inward satisfaction or dissatisfaction resulting from the sum total of his 
sensations, desires and thoughts; whilst his surroundings, on the other hand, 
exert only a mediate or indirect influence upon him. This is why the same 
external events or circumstances affect no two people alike; even with perfectly 
similar surroundings every one lives in a world of his own. For a man has 
immediate apprehension only of his own ideas, feelings and volitions; the outer 
world can influence him only in so far as it brings these to life. The world in 
which a man lives shapes itself chiefly by the way in which he looks at it, and so 
it proves different to different men; to one it is barren, dull, and superficial; to 
another rich, interesting, and full of meaning. [...]

Chapter 2 -  Personality, or What a Man Is

We have already seen, in general, that what a man is contributes much more to 
his happiness than what he has, or how he is regarded by others. [...] Every one 
admits this in regard to physical, and how much truer it is of intellectual, 
pleasure. [...]

[The personality characteristic] which makes us the most directly happy is a 
genial flow of good spirits; for this excellent quality is its own immediate 
reward. The man who is cheerful and merry has always a good reason for being 
so,—the fact, namely, that he is so. There is nothing which, like this quality, can 
so completely replace the loss of every other blessing. [...] So if cheerfulness 
knocks at our door, we should throw it wide open, for it never comes 
inopportunely; instead of that, we often make scruples about letting it in. We 
want to be quite sure that we have every reason to be contented; then we are 
afraid that cheerfulness of spirits may interfere with serious reflections or 
weighty cares. [...] To secure and promote this feeling of cheerfulness should be 
the supreme aim of all our endeavors after happiness.
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Now it is certain that nothing contributes so little to cheerfulness as riches, or 
so much, as health. Is it not in the lower classes, the so-called working classes, 
more especially those of them who live in the country, that we see cheerful and 
contented faces? and is it not amongst the rich, the upper classes, that we find 
faces full of ill-humor and vexation? Consequently we should try as much as 
possible to maintain a high degree of health; for cheerfulness is the very flower 
of it. I need hardly say what one must do to be healthy—avoid every kind of 
excess, all violent and unpleasant emotion, all mental overstrain, take daily 
exercise in the open air, cold baths and such like hygienic measures. [...]

How much our happiness depends upon our spirits, and these again upon our 
state of health, may be seen by comparing the influence which the same 
external circumstances or events have upon us when we are well and strong 
with the effects which they have when we are depressed and troubled with ill- 
health. It is not what things are objectively and in themselves, but what they are 
for us, in our way of looking at them, that makes us happy or the reverse. As 
Epictetus says, Men are not influenced by things, but by their thoughts about things. 
And, in general, nine-tenths of our happiness depends upon health alone. With 
health, everything is a source of pleasure; without it, nothing else, whatever it 
may be, is enjoyable; even the other personal blessings,—a great mind, a happy 
temperament—are degraded and dwarfed for want of it. So it is really with good 
reason that, when two people meet, the first thing they do is to inquire after 
each other's health, and to express the hope that it is good; for good health is by 
far the most important element in human happiness. It follows from all this that 
the greatest of follies is to sacrifice health for any other kind of happiness, 
whatever it may be, for gain, advancement, learning or fame, let alone, then, for 
fleeting sensual pleasures. Everything else should rather be postponed to it.

U

The most general survey shows us that the two foes of human happiness are 
pain and boredom. We may go further, and say that in the degree in which we 
are fortunate enough to get away from the one, we approach the other. Life 
presents, in fact, a more or less violent oscillation between the two. The reason 
of this is that each of these two poles stands in a double antagonism to the 
other, external or objective, and inner or subjective. Needy surroundings and 
poverty produce pain; while, if a man is more than well off, he is bored. 
Accordingly, while the lower classes are engaged in a ceaseless struggle with 
need, in other words, with pain, the upper carry on a constant and often 
desperate battle with boredom. The inner or subjective antagonism arises from 
the fact that, in the individual, susceptibility to pain varies inversely with 
susceptibility to boredom, because susceptibility is directly proportionate to
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Schopenhauer’s Essays

mental power. Let me explain. A dull mind is, as a rule, associated with dull 
sensibilities, nerves which no stimulus can affect, a temperament, in short, 
which does not feel pain or anxiety very much, however great or terrible it may 
be. Now, intellectual dullness is at the bottom of that vacuity of soul which is 
stamped on so many faces, a state of mind which betrays itself by a constant and 
lively attention to all the trivial circumstances in the external world. This is the 
true source of boredom—a continual panting after excitement, in order to have 
a pretext for giving the mind and spirits something to occupy them. The kind of 
things people choose for this purpose shows that they are not very particular, as 
witness the miserable pastimes they have recourse to, and their ideas of social 
pleasure and conversation: or again, the number of people who gossip on the 
doorstep or gape out of the window. It is mainly because of this inner vacuity of 
soul that people go in quest of society, diversion, amusement, luxury of every 
sort, which lead many to extravagance and misery. Nothing is so good a 
protection against such misery as inward wealth, the wealth of the mind, 
because the greater it grows, the less room it leaves for boredom. The 
inexhaustible activity of thought! Finding ever new material to work upon in 
the multifarious phenomena of self and nature, and able and ready to form new 
combinations of them,—there you have something that invigorates the mind, 
and apart from moments of relaxation, sets it far above the reach of boredom.

But, on the other hand, this high degree of intelligence is rooted in a high 
degree of susceptibility, greater strength of will, greater passionateness; and 
from the union of these qualities comes an increased capacity for emotion, an 
enhanced sensibility to all mental and even bodily pain, greater impatience of 
obstacles, greater resentment of interruption;—all of which tendencies are 
augmented by the power of the imagination, the vivid character of the whole 
range of thought, including what is disagreeable. This applies, in various 
degrees, to every step in the long scale of mental power, from the veriest dunce 
to the greatest genius that ever lived. Therefore the nearer anyone is, either 
from a subjective or from an objective point of view, to one of those sources of 
suffering in human life, the farther he is from the other. And so a man's natural 
bent will lead him to make his objective world conform to his subjective as 
much as possible; that is to say, he will take the greatest measures against that 
form of suffering to which he is most liable. The wise man will, above all, strive 
after freedom from pain and annoyance, quiet and leisure, consequently a 
tranquil, modest life, with as few encounters as may be; and so, after a little 
experience of his so-called fellowmen, he will elect to live in retirement, or 
even, if he is a man of great intellect, in solitude. For the more a man has in 
himself, the less he will want from other people,—the less, indeed, other people 
can be to him. This is why a high degree of intellect tends to make a man
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unsocial. True, if quality of intellect could be made up for by quantity, it might 
be worth while to live even in the great world; but unfortunately, a hundred 
fools together will not make one wise man.

But the individual who stands at the other end of the scale is no sooner free 
from the pangs of need than he endeavors to get pastime and society at any 
cost, taking up with the first person he meets, and avoiding nothing so much as 
himself. For in solitude, where every one is thrown upon his own resources, 
what a man has in himself comes to light; the fool in fine raiment groans under 
the burden of his miserable personality, a burden which he can never throw off, 
whilst the man of talent peoples the waste places with his animating thoughts. 
Seneca declares that folly is its own burden,—omnis stultitia laborat fastidio sui 
[“All stupidity suffers from weariness with itself’],—a very true saying, with 
which may be compared the words of Jesus, the son of Sirach, The life of a fool is 
worse than death {Ecclesiasticus, xxii. 11.}. And, as a rule, it will be found that a man 
is sociable just in the degree in which he is intellectually poor and generally 
vulgar. For one's choice in this world does not go much beyond solitude on one 
side and vulgarity on the other.

[...]

The normal, ordinary man takes a vivid interest in anything only in so far as it 
excites his will, that is to say, is a matter of personal interest to him. But 
constant excitement of the will is never an unmixed good, to say the least; in 
other words, it involves pain. Card-playing, that universal occupation of "good 
society" everywhere, is a device for providing this kind of excitement, and that, 
too, by means of interests so small as to produce slight and momentary, instead 
of real and permanent, pain. Card-playing is, in fact, a mere tickling of the will.

On the other hand, a man of powerful intellect is capable of taking a vivid 
interest in things in the way of mere knowledge, with no admixture of will; nay, 
such an interest is a necessity to him. It places him in a sphere where pain is an 
alien,—a diviner air, where the gods live serene.

Look on these two pictures—the life of the masses, one long, dull record of 
struggle and effort entirely devoted to the petty interests of personal welfare, to 
misery in all its forms, a life beset by intolerable boredom as soon as ever those 
aims are satisfied and the man is thrown back upon himself, whence he can be 
roused again to some sort of movement only by the wild fire of passion. On the 
other side you have a man endowed with a high degree of mental power, 
leading an existence rich in thought and full of life and meaning, occupied by 
worthy and interesting objects as soon as ever he is free to give himself to them,
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Schopenhauer’s Essays

bearing in himself a source of the noblest pleasure. What external promptings 
he wants come from the works of nature, and from the contemplation of human 
affairs and the achievements of the great of all ages and countries, which are 
thoroughly appreciated by a man of this type alone, as being the only one who 
can quite understand and feel with them. And so it is for him alone that those 
great ones have really lived; it is to him that they make their appeal; the rest are 
but casual hearers who only half understand either them or their followers. Of 
course, this characteristic of the intellectual man implies that he has one more 
need than the others, the need of reading, observing, studying, meditating, 
practising, the need, in short, of undisturbed leisure. For, as Voltaire has very 
rightly said, there are no real pleasures without real needs; and the need of them is 
why to such a man pleasures are accessible which are denied to others,—the 
varied beauties of nature and art and literature. To heap these pleasures round 
people who do not want them and cannot appreciate them, is like expecting 
gray hairs to fall in love. A man who is privileged in this respect leads two lives, 
a personal and an intellectual life; and the latter gradually comes to be looked 
upon as the true one, and the former as merely a means to it. Other people make 
this shallow, empty and troubled existence an end in itself. To the life of the 
intellect such a man will give the preference over all his other occupations: by 
the constant growth of insight and knowledge, this intellectual life, like a 
slowly-forming work of art, will acquire a consistency, a permanent intensity, a 
unity which becomes ever more and more complete; compared with which, a 
life devoted to the attainment of personal comfort, a life that may broaden 
indeed, but can never be deepened, makes but a poor show: and yet, as I have 
said, people make this baser sort of existence an end in itself.

[...]

The ordinary man places his life's happiness in things external to him, in 
property, rank, wife and children, friends, society, and the like, so that when he 
loses them or finds them disappointing, the foundation of his happiness is 
destroyed. In other words, his centre of gravity is not in himself; it is constantly 
changing its place, with every wish and whim. If he is a man of means, one day it 
will be his house in the country, another buying horses, or entertaining friends, 
or traveling,—a life, in short, of general luxury, the reason being that he seeks 
his pleasure in things outside him. Like one whose health and strength are gone, 
he tries to regain by the use of jellies and drugs, instead of by developing his 
own vital power, the true source of what he has lost. Before proceeding to the 
opposite, let us compare with this common type the man who comes midway 
between the two, endowed, it may be, not exactly with distinguished powers of 
mind, but with somewhat more than the ordinary amount of intellect. He will
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take a dilettante interest in art, or devote his attention to some branch of 
science—botany, for example, or physics, astronomy, history, and find a great 
deal of pleasure in such studies, and amuse himself with them when external 
forces of happiness are exhausted or fail to satisfy him any more. Of a man like 
this it may be said that his centre of gravity is partly in himself. But a dilettante 
interest in art is a very different thing from creative activity; and an amateur 
pursuit of science is apt to be superficial and not to penetrate to the heart of the 
matter. A man cannot entirely identify himself with such pursuits, or have his 
whole existence so completely filled and permeated with them that he loses all 
interest in everything else. It is only the highest intellectual power, what we call 
genius, that attains to this degree of intensity, making all time and existence its 
theme, and striving to express its peculiar conception of the world, whether it 
contemplates life as the subject of poetry or of philosophy. Hence, undisturbed 
occupation with himself, his own thoughts and works, is a matter of urgent 
necessity to such a man; solitude is welcome, leisure is the highest good, and 
everything else is unnecessary, nay, even burdensome.

This is the only type of man of whom it can be said that his centre of gravity is 
entirely in himself; which explains why it is that people of this sort—and they 
are very rare—no matter how excellent their character may be, do not show 
that warm and unlimited interest in friends, family, and the community in 
general, of which others are so often capable; for if they have only themselves 
they are not inconsolable for the loss of everything else. [...]

So the conclusion we come to is that the man whom nature has endowed with 
intellectual wealth is the happiest[...].
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“Counsels and Maxims”

Translated by T. Bailey Saunders

§8
To live a life that shall be entirely prudent and discreet, and to draw from 
experience all the instruction it contains, it is requisite to be constantly 
thinking back,—to make a kind of recapitulation of what we have done, of our 
impressions and sensations, to compare our former with our present judgments 
—what we set before us and struggle to achieve, with the actual result and 
satisfaction we have obtained. To do this is to get a repetition of the private 
lessons of experience,—lessons which are given to every one.

Experience of the world may be looked upon as a kind of text, to which 
reflection and knowledge form the commentary. Where there is great deal of 
reflection and intellectual knowledge, and very little experience, the result is 
like those books which have on each page two lines of text to forty lines of 
commentary. [...]

The advice here given is on a par with a rule recommended by Pythagoras,—to 
review, every night before going to sleep, what we have done during the day. To 
live at random, in the hurly-burly of business or pleasure, without ever 
reflecting upon the past,—to go on, as it were, pulling cotton off the reel of life, 
—is to have no clear idea of what we are about; and a man who lives in this state 
will have chaos in his emotions and certain confusion in his thoughts; as is soon 
manifest by the abrupt and fragmentary character of his conversation, which 
becomes a kind of mincemeat. A man will be all the more exposed to this fate in 
proportion as he lives a restless life in the world, amid a crowd of various 
impressions and with a correspondingly small amount of activity on the part of 
his own mind.



§9

To be self-sufficient, to be all in all to oneself, to want for nothing, to be able to 
say omnia mea mecum porto [“All my possessions I carry with me”]—that is 
assuredly the chief qualification for happiness. Hence Aristotle's remark,—to be 
happy means to be self-sufficient—cannot be too often repeated. [...]

For while a man cannot reckon with certainty upon anyone but himself, the 
burdens and disadvantages, the dangers and annoyances, which arise from 
having to do with others, are not only countless but unavoidable.

There is no more mistaken path to happiness than worldliness, revelry, high 
life: for the whole object of it is to transform our miserable existence into a 
succession of joys, delights and pleasures,—a process which cannot fail to result 
in disappointment and delusion; on a par, in this respect, with its obligato 
[obligatory] accompaniment, the interchange of lies.

All society necessarily involves, as the first condition of its existence, mutual 
accommodation and restraint upon the part of its members. This means that the 
larger it is, the more insipid will be its tone. A man can be himself only so long as 
he is alone; and if he does not love solitude, he will not love freedom; for it is 
only when he is alone that he is really free. Constraint is always present in 
society, like a companion of whom there is no riddance; and in proportion to 
the greatness of a man's individuality, it will be hard for him to bear the 
sacrifices which all intercourse with others demands, Solitude will be welcomed 
or endured or avoided, according as a man's personal value is large or small,— 
the wretch feeling, when he is alone, the whole burden of his misery; the great 
intellect delighting in its greatness; and everyone, in short, being just what he 
is.

Further, if a man stands high in Nature's lists, it is natural and inevitable that he 
should feel solitary. It will be an advantage to him if his surroundings do not 
interfere with this feeling; for if he has to see a great deal of other people who 
are not of like character with himself, they will exercise a disturbing influence 
upon him, adverse to his peace of mind; they will rob him, in fact, of himself, 
and give him nothing to compensate for the loss.

But while Nature sets very wide differences between man and man in respect 
both of morality and of intellect, society disregards and effaces them; or, rather, 
it sets up artificial differences in their stead,—gradations of rank and position, 
which are very often diametrically opposed to those which Nature establishes. 
The result of this arrangement is to elevate those whom Nature has placed low,
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and to depress the few who stand high. These latter, then, usually withdraw 
from society, where, as soon as it is at all numerous, vulgarity reigns supreme.

What offends a great intellect in society is the equality of rights, leading to 
equality of pretensions, which everyone enjoys; while at the same time, 
inequality of capacity means a corresponding disparity of social power. So- 
called good society recognizes every kind of claim but that of intellect, which is a 
contraband article; and people are expected to exhibit an unlimited amount of 
patience towards every form of folly and stupidity, perversity and dullness; 
whilst personal merit has to beg pardon, as it were, for being present, or else 
conceal itself altogether. Intellectual superiority offends by its very existence, 
without any desire to do so.

The worst of what is called good society is not only that it offers us the 
companionship of people who are unable to win either our praise or our 
affection, but that it does not allow of our being that which we naturally are; it 
compels us, for the sake of harmony, to shrivel up, or even alter our shape 
altogether. Intellectual conversation, whether grave or humorous, is only fit for 
intellectual society; it is downright abhorrent to ordinary people, to please 
whom it is absolutely necessary to be commonplace and dull. This demands an 
act of severe self-denial; we have to forfeit three-fourths of ourselves in order to 
become like other people. No doubt their company may be set down against our 
loss in this respect; but the more a man is worth, the more he will find that what 
he gains does not cover what he loses, and that the balance is on the debit side 
of the account; for the people with whom he deals are generally bankrupt,—that 
is to say, there is nothing to be got from their society which can compensate 
either for its boredom, annoyance and disagreeableness, or for the self-denial 
which it renders necessary. Accordingly, most society is so constituted as to 
offer a good profit to anyone who will exchange it for solitude.

Nor is this all. By way of providing a substitute for real—I mean intellectual- 
superiority, which is seldom to be met with, and intolerable when it is found, 
society has capriciously adopted a false kind of superiority, conventional in its 
character, and resting upon arbitrary principles,—a tradition, as it were, handed 
down in the higher circles, and, like a password, subject to alteration; I refer to 
bon-ton fashion. Whenever this kind of superiority comes into collision with the 
real kind, its weakness is manifest. Moreover, the presence of good [taste] 
means the absence of good sense.

No man can be in perfect accord with any one but himself—not even with a friend 
or the partner of his life; differences of individuality and temperament are 
always bringing in some degree of discord, though it may be a very slight one.

15



That genuine, profound peace of mind, that perfect tranquillity of soul, which, 
next to health, is the highest blessing the earth can give, is to be attained only in 
solitude, and, as a permanent mood, only in complete retirement; and then, if 
there is anything great and rich in the man's own self, his way of life is the 
happiest that may be found in this wretched world.

Let me speak plainly. However close the bond of friendship, love, marriage—a 
man, ultimately, looks to himself, to his own welfare alone; at most, to his 
child's too. The less necessity there is for you to come into contact with 
mankind in general, in the relations whether of business or of personal 
intimacy, the better off you are. Loneliness and solitude have their evils, it is 
true; but if you cannot feel them all at once, you can at least see where they lie; 
on the other hand, society is insidious in this respect; as in offering you what 
appears to be the pastime of pleasing social intercourse, it works great and often 
irreparable mischief. The young should early be trained to bear being left alone; 
for it is a source of happiness and peace of mind.

It follows from this that a man is best off if he be thrown upon his own 
resources and can be all in all to himself; and Cicero goes so far as to say that a 
man who is in this condition cannot fail to be very happy—nemo potest non 
beatissimus esse qui est totus aptus ex sese, quique in se uno ponit omnia [“Whoever is 
completely on his own and relies on himself, cannot but be perfectly happy”] 
{Paradoxa Stoidorum: II}. The more a man has in himself, the less others can be to 
him. The feeling of self-sufficiency! it is that which restrains those whose 
personal value is in itself great riches, from such considerable sacrifices as are 
demanded by intercourse with the world, let alone, then, from actually 
practicing self-denial by going out of their way to seek it. Ordinary people are 
sociable and complaisant just from the very opposite feeling;—to bear others' 
company is easier for them than to bear their own. Moreover, respect is not 
paid in this world to that which has real merit; it is reserved for that which has 
none. So retirement is at once a proof and a result of being distinguished by the 
possession of meritorious qualities. It will therefore show real wisdom on the 
part of any one who is worth anything in himself, to limit his requirements as 
may be necessary, in order to preserve or extend his freedom, and,—since a man 
must come into some relations with his fellow-men—to admit them to his 
intimacy as little as possible.

I have said that people are rendered sociable by their ability to endure solitude, 
that is to say, their own society. They become sick of themselves. It is this 
vacuity of soul which drives them to intercourse with others,—to travels in 
foreign countries. Their mind is wanting in elasticity; it has no movement of its 
own, and so they try to give it some,—by drink, for instance. How much
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drunkenness is due to this cause alone! They are always looking for some form 
of excitement, of the strongest kind they can bear—the excitement of being 
with people of like nature with themselves; and if they fail in this, their mind 
sinks by its own weight, and they fall into a grievous lethargy. Such people, it 
may be said, possess only a small fraction of humanity in themselves; and it 
requires a great many of them put together to make up a fair amount of it,—to 
attain any degree of consciousness as men. A man, in the full sense of the word, 
—a man par excellence—does not represent a fraction, but a whole number: he 
is complete in himself.

Ordinary society is, in this respect, very like the kind of music to be obtained 
from an orchestra composed of Russian horns. Each horn has only one note; and 
the music is produced by each note coming in just at the right moment. In the 
monotonous sound of a single horn, you have a precise illustration of the effect 
of most people's minds. How often there seems to be only one thought there! 
and no room for any other. It is easy to see why people are so bored; and also 
why they are sociable, why they like to go about in crowds—why mankind is so 
gregarious. It is the monotony of his own nature that makes a man find solitude 
intolerable. Omnis stultitia laborat fastidio sui: folly is truly its own burden. Put a 
great many men together, and you may get some result—some music from your 
horns!

A man of intellect is like an artist who gives a concert without any help from 
anyone else, playing on a single instrument—a piano, say, which is a little 
orchestra in itself. Such a man is a little world in himself; and the effect 
produced by various instruments together, he produces single-handed, in the 
unity of his own consciousness. Like the piano, he has no place in a symphony: 
he is a soloist and performs by himself,—in solitude, it may be; or, if in company 
with other instruments, only as principal; or for setting the tone, as in singing. 
However, those who are fond of society from time to time may profit by this 
simile, and lay it down as a general rule that deficiency of quality in those we 
meet may be to some extent compensated by an increase in quantity. One man's 
company may be quite enough, if he is clever; but where you have only ordinary 
people to deal with, it is advisable to have a great many of them, so that some 
advantage may accrue by letting them all work together,—on the analogy of the 
horns; and may Heaven grant you patience for your task!

That mental vacuity and barrenness of soul to which I have alluded, is 
responsible for another misfortune. When men of the better class form a society 
for promoting some noble or ideal aim, the result almost always is that the 
innumerable mob of humanity comes crowding in too, as it always does 
everywhere, like vermin—their object being to try and get rid of boredom, or
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some other defect of their nature; and anything that will effect that, they seize 
upon at once, without the slightest discrimination. Some of them will slip into 
that society, or push themselves in, and then either soon destroy it altogether, 
or alter it so much that in the end it comes to have a purpose the exact opposite 
of that which it had at first.

This is not the only point of view from which the social impulse may be 
regarded. On cold days people manage to get some warmth by crowding 
together; and you can warm your mind in the same way—by bringing it into 
contact with others. But a man who has a great deal of intellectual warmth in 
himself will stand in no need of such resources. I have written a little fable 
illustrating this; it may be found elsewhere. As a general rule, it may be said that 
a man's sociability stands very nearly in inverse ratio to his intellectual value: to 
say that "so and so" is very unsociable, is almost tantamount to saying that he is 
a man of great capacity.

Solitude is doubly advantageous to such a man. Firstly, it allows him to be with 
himself, and, secondly, it prevents him being with others—an advantage of great 
moment; for how much constraint, annoyance, and even danger there is in all 
intercourse with the world. Tout notre mal, says La Bruyere, vient de ne pouvoir 
etre seul [“All our evils come from our inability to be alone”]. It is really a very 
risky, nay, a fatal thing, to be sociable; because it means contact with natures, 
the great majority of which are bad morally, and dull or perverse, intellectually. 
To be unsociable is not to care about such people; and to have enough in oneself 
to dispense with the necessity of their company is a great piece of good fortune; 
because almost all our sufferings spring from having to do with other people; 
and that destroys the peace of mind, which, as I have said, comes next after 
health in the elements of happiness. Peace of mind is impossible without a 
considerable amount of solitude. The Cynics renounced all private property in 
order to attain the bliss of having nothing to trouble them; and to renounce 
society with the same object is the wisest thing a man can do. Bernardin de 
Saint Pierre has the very excellent and pertinent remark that to be sparing in 
regard to food is a means of health; in regard to society, a means of tranquillity 
—la diete des ailmens nous rend la sante du corps, et cede des hommes la tranquillite de 
I'ame. To be soon on friendly, or even affectionate, terms with solitude is like 
winning a gold mine; but this is not something which everybody can do. The 
prime reason for social intercourse is mutual need; and as soon as that is 
satisfied, boredom drives people together once more. If it were not for these two 
reasons, a man would probably elect to remain alone; if only because solitude is 
the sole condition of life which gives full play to that feeling of exclusive 
importance which every man has in his own eyes,—as if he were the only person
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in the world! a feeling which, in the throng and press of real life, soon shrivels 
up to nothing, getting, at every step, a painful dementi [disclaimer]. From this 
point of view it may be said that solitude is the original and natural state of 
man, where, like another Adam, he is as happy as his nature will allow.

But still, had Adam no father or mother? There is another sense in which 
solitude is not the natural state; for, at his entrance into the world, a man finds 
himself with parents, brothers, sisters, that is to say, in society, and not alone. 
Accordingly it cannot be said that the love of solitude is an original 
characteristic of human nature; it is rather the result of experience and 
reflection, and these in their turn depend upon the development of intellectual 
power, and increase with the years.

Speaking generally, sociability stands in inverse ratio with age. A little child 
raises a piteous cry of fright if it is left alone for only a few minutes; and later 
on, to be shut up by itself is a great punishment. Young people soon get on very 
friendly terms with one another; it is only the few among them of any nobility 
of mind who are glad now and then to be alone;—but to spend the whole day 
thus would be disagreeable. A grown-up man can easily do it; it is little trouble 
to him to be much alone, and it becomes less and less trouble as he advances in 
years. An old man who has outlived all his friends, and is either indifferent or 
dead to the pleasures of life, is in his proper element in solitude; and in 
individual cases the special tendency to retirement and seclusion will always be 
in direct proportion to intellectual capacity.

For this tendency is not, as I have said, a purely natural one; it does not come 
into existence as a direct need of human nature; it is rather the effect of the 
experience we go through, the product of reflection upon what our needs really 
are; proceeding, more especially, from the insight we attain into the wretched 
stuff of which most people are made, whether you look at their morals or their 
intellects. The worst of it all is that, in the individual, moral and intellectual 
shortcomings are closely connected and play into each other's hands, so that all 
manner of disagreeable results are obtained, which make intercourse with most 
people not only unpleasant but intolerable. Hence, though the world contains 
many things which are thoroughly bad, the worst thing in it is society. [...]

In short, the same thing has been said by all whom Prometheus has formed out 
of better clay. What pleasure could they find in the company of people with 
whom their only common ground is just what is lowest and least noble in their 
own nature—the part of them that is commonplace, trivial and vulgar? What do 
they want with people who cannot rise to a higher level, and for whom nothing 
remains but to drag others down to theirs? for this is what they aim at. It is an
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aristocratic feeling that is at the bottom of this propensity to seclusion and 
solitude.

Rascals are always sociable—more's the pity! and the chief sign that a man has 
any nobility in his character is the little pleasure he takes in others' company. 
He prefers solitude more and more, and, in course of time, comes to see that, 
with few exceptions, the world offers no choice beyond solitude on one side and 
vulgarity on the other. This may sound a hard thing to say; but even Angelus 
Silesius, with all his Christian feelings of gentleness and love, was obliged to 
admit the truth of it. However painful solitude may be, he says, be careful not to 
be vulgar; for then you may find a desert everywhere:—

Die Einsamkeit ist noth: doch sei nur nicht gemein,
So kannst du uberall in einer Wiiste sein.

[Solitude is necessary; only be not common;
So you can be in the desert everywhere.]

It is natural for great minds—the true teachers of humanity—to care little about 
the constant company of others; just as little as the schoolmaster cares for 
joining in the gambols of the noisy crowd of boys which surround him. The 
mission of these great minds is to guide mankind over the sea of error to the 
haven of truth—to draw it forth from the dark abysses of a barbarous vulgarity 
up into the light of culture and refinement. Men of great intellect live in the 
world without really belonging to it; and so, from their earliest years, they feel 
that there is a perceptible difference between them and other people. But it is 
only gradually, with the lapse of years, that they come to a clear understanding 
of their position. Their intellectual isolation is then reinforced by actual 
seclusion in their manner of life; they let no one approach who is not in some 
degree emancipated from the prevailing vulgarity.

From what has been said it is obvious that the love of solitude is not a direct, 
original impulse in human nature, but rather something secondary and of 
gradual growth. It is the more distinguishing feature of nobler minds, developed 
not without some conquest of natural desires, and now and then in actual 
opposition to the promptings of Mephistopheles—bidding you exchange a 
morose and soul-destroying solitude for life amongst men, for society; even the 
worst, he says, will give a sense of human fellowship:—

Hor' aufmit deinem Gram zu spielen,
Der, wie ein Geier, dir am Leben frisst:
Die schlechteste Gesellschaft lasst dich fuhlen
Dass du ein Mensch mit Menschen bist. {Goethe's Faust, Part I., 1281-5}
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[Be done with nursing your despair,
Which, like a vulture feeds upon your mind;
The very meanest company bids fair 
To let you feel a man among mankind.]

To be alone is the fate of all great minds—a fate deplored at times, but still 
always chosen as the less grievous of two evils. As the years increase, it always 
becomes easier to say, Dare to be wise—sapere aude. And after sixty, the 
inclination to be alone grows into a kind of real, natural instinct; for at that age 
everything combines in favor of it. The strongest impulse—the love of woman's 
society—has little or no effect; it is the sexless condition of old age which lays 
the foundation of a certain self-sufficiency, and that gradually absorbs all desire 
for others' company. A thousand illusions and follies are overcome; the active 
years of life are in most cases gone; a man has no more expectations or plans or 
intentions. The generation to which he belonged has passed away, and a new 
race has sprung up which looks upon him as essentially outside its sphere of 
activity. And then the years pass more quickly as we become older, and we want 
to devote our remaining time to the intellectual rather than to the practical side 
of life. For, provided that the mind retains its faculties, the amount of 
knowledge and experience we have acquired, together with the facility we have 
gained in the use of our powers, makes it then more than ever easy and 
interesting to us to pursue the study of any subject. A thousand things become 
clear which were formerly enveloped in obscurity, and results are obtained 
which give a feeling of difficulties overcome. From long experience of men, we 
cease to expect much from them; we find that, on the whole, people do not gain 
by a nearer acquaintance; and that—apart from a few rare and fortunate 
exceptions—we have come across none but defective specimens of human 
nature which it is advisable to leave in peace. We are no more subject to the 
ordinary illusions of life; and as, in individual instances, we soon see what a man 
is made of, we seldom feel any inclination to come into closer relations with 
him. Finally, isolation—our own society—has become a habit, as it were a second 
nature to us, more especially if we have been on friendly terms with it from our 
youth up. The love of solitude which was formerly indulged only at the expense 
of our desire for society, has now come to be the simple quality of our natural 
disposition—the element proper to our life, as water to a fish. This is why 
anyone who possesses a unique individuality—unlike others and therefore 
necessarily isolated—feels that, as he becomes older, his position is no longer so 
burdensome as when he was young.

For, as a matter of fact, this very genuine privilege of old age is one which can 
be enjoyed only if a man is possessed of a certain amount of intellect; it will be
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appreciated most of all where there is real mental power; but in some degree by 
every one. It is only people of very barren and vulgar nature who will be just as 
sociable in their old age as they were in their youth. But then they become 
troublesome to a society to which they are no longer suited, and, at most, 
manage to be tolerated; whereas, they were formerly in great request.

There is another aspect of this inverse proportion between age and sociability— 
the way in which it conduces to education. The younger that people are, the 
more in every respect they have to learn; and it is just in youth that Nature 
provides a system of mutual education, so that mere intercourse with others, at 
that time of life, carries instruction with it. Human society, from this point of 
view, resembles a huge academy of learning, on the Bell and Lancaster system, 
opposed to the system of education by means of books and schools, as 
something artificial and contrary to the institutions of Nature. It is therefore a 
very suitable arrangement that, in his young days, a man should be a very 
diligent student at the place of learning provided by Nature herself.

But there is nothing in life which has not some drawback—nihil est ab omni parte 
beatum [“Nothing is altogether happy”], as Horace says; or, in the words of an 
Indian proverb, no lotus without a stalk. Seclusion, which has so many 
advantages, has also its little annoyances and drawbacks, which are small, 
however, in comparison with those of society; hence anyone who is worth much 
in himself will get on better without other people than with them. But amongst 
the disadvantages of seclusion there is one which is not so easy to see as the 
rest. It is this: when people remain indoors all day, they become physically very 
sensitive to atmospheric changes, so that every little draught is enough to make 
them ill; so with our temper; a long course of seclusion makes it so sensitive that 
the most trivial incidents, words, or even looks, are sufficient to disturb or to 
vex and offend us—little things which are unnoticed by those who live in the 
turmoil of life.

When you find human society disagreeable and feel yourself justified in flying to 
solitude, you can be so constituted as to be unable to bear the depression of it 
for any length of time, which will probably be the case if you are young. Let me 
advise you, then, to form the habit of taking some of your solitude with you into 
society, to learn to be to some extent alone even though you are in company; 
not to say at once what you think, and, on the other hand, not to attach too 
precise a meaning to what others say; rather, not to expect much of them, 
either morally or intellectually, and to strengthen yourself in the feeling of 
indifference to their opinion, which is the surest way of always practicing a 
praiseworthy toleration. If you do that, you will not live so much with other 
people, though you may appear to move amongst them: your relation to them
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will be of a purely objective character. This precaution will keep you from too 
close contact with society, and therefore secure you against being contaminated 
or even outraged by it. Society is in this respect like a fire—the wise man 
warming himself at a proper distance from it; not coming too close, like the fool, 
who, on getting scorched, runs away and shivers in solitude, loud in his 
complaint that the fire burns.

§22

It is astonishing how easily and how quickly similarity, or difference of mind 
and disposition, makes itself felt between one man and another as soon as they 
begin to talk: every little trifle shows it. When two people of totally different 
natures are conversing, almost everything said by the one will, in a greater or 
less degree, displease the other, and in many cases produce positive annoyance; 
even though the conversation turn upon the most out-of-the-way subject, or 
one in which neither of the parties has any real interest. People of similar 
nature, on the other hand, immediately come to feel a kind of general 
agreement; and if they are cast very much in the same mould, complete 
harmony or even unison will flow from their intercourse.

This explain two circumstances. First of all, it shows why it is that common, 
ordinary people are so sociable and find good company wherever they go. Ah! 
those good, dear, brave people. It is just the contrary with those who are not of 
the common run; and the less they are so, the more unsociable they become; so 
that if, in their isolation, they chance to come across some one in whose nature 
they can find even a single sympathetic chord, be it never so minute, they show 
extraordinary pleasure in his society. For one man can be to another only so 
much as the other is to him. Great minds are like eagles, and build their nest in 
some lofty solitude.

Secondly, we are enabled to understand how it is that people of like disposition 
so quickly get on with one another, as though they were drawn together by 
magnetic force—kindred souls greeting each other from afar. Of course the most 
frequent opportunity of observing this is afforded by people of vulgar tastes and 
inferior intellect, but only because their name is legion; while those who are 
better off in this respect and of a rarer nature, are not often to be met with: they 
are called rare because you can seldom find them.

Take the case of a large number of people who have formed themselves into a 
league for the purpose of carrying out some practical object; if there be two 
rascals among them, they will recognize each other as readily as if they bore a 
similar badge, and will at once conspire for some misfeasance or treachery. In
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the same way, if you can imagine—per impossible—a large company of very 
intelligent and clever people, amongst whom there are only two blockheads, 
these two will be sure to be drawn together by a feeling of sympathy, and each 
of them will very soon secretly rejoice at having found at least one intelligent 
person in the whole company. It is really quite curious to see how two such 
men, especially if they are morally and intellectually of an inferior type, will 
recognize each other at first sight; with what zeal they will strive to become 
intimate; how affably and cheerily they will run to greet each other, just as 
though they were old friends;—it is all so striking that one is tempted to 
embrace the Buddhist doctrine of metempsychosis and presume that they were 
on familiar terms in some former state of existence.

Still, in spite of all this general agreement, men are kept apart who might come 
together; or, in some cases, a passing discord springs up between them. This is 
due to diversity of mood. You will hardly ever see two people exactly in the 
same frame of mind; for that is something which varies with their condition of 
life, occupation, surroundings, health, the train of thought they are in at the 
moment, and so on. These differences give rise to discord between persons of 
the most harmonious disposition. To correct the balance properly, so as to 
remove the disturbance—to introduce, as it were, a uniform temperature,—is a 
work demanding a very high degree of culture. The extent to which uniformity 
of mood is productive of good-fellowship may be measured by its effects upon a 
large company. When, for instance, a great many people are gathered together 
and presented with some objective interest which works upon all alike and 
influences them in a similar way, no matter what it be—a common danger or 
hope, some great news, a spectacle, a play, a piece of music, or anything of that 
kind—you will find them roused to a mutual expression of thought, and a 
display of sincere interest. There will be a general feeling of pleasure amongst 
them; for that which attracts their attention produces a unity of mood by 
overpowering all private and personal interests.

And in default of some objective interest of the kind I have mentioned, recourse 
is usually had to something subjective. A bottle of wine is not an uncommon 
means of introducing a mutual feeling of fellowship; and even tea and coffee are 
used for a like end.

The discord which so easily finds its way into all society as an effect of the 
different moods in which people happen to be for the moment, also in part 
explains why it is that memory always idealizes, and sometimes almost 
transfigures, the attitude we have taken up at any period of the past—a change 
due to our inability to remember all the fleeting influences which disturbed us 
on any given occasion. Memory is in this respect like the lens of a camera
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obscura: it contracts everything within its range, and so produces a much finer 
picture than the actual landscape affords. And, in the case of a man, absence 
always goes some way towards securing this advantageous light; for though the 
idealizing tendency of the memory requires times to complete its work, it 
begins it at once. Hence it is a prudent thing to see your friends and 
acquaintances only at considerable intervals of time; and on meeting them 
again, you will observe that memory has been at work.

§23

No man can see over his own height. Let me explain what I mean.

You cannot see in another man any more than you have in yourself; and your 
own intelligence strictly determines the extent to which he comes within its 
grasp. If your intelligence is of a very low order, mental qualities in another, 
even though they be of the highest kind, will have no effect at all upon you; you 
will see nothing in their possessor except the meanest side of his individuality- 
in other words, just those parts of his character and disposition which are weak 
and defective. Your whole estimate of the man will be confined to his defects, 
and his higher mental qualities will no more exist for you than colors exist for 
those who cannot see.

Intellect is invisible to the man who has none. In any attempt to criticise 
another's work, the range of knowledge possessed by the critic is as essential a 
part of his verdict as the claims of the work itself.

Hence intercourse with others involves a process of leveling down. The qualities 
which are present in one man, and absent in another, cannot come into play 
when they meet; and the self-sacrifice which this entails upon one of the 
parties, calls forth no recognition from the other.

Consider how sordid, how stupid, in a word, how vulgar most men are, and you 
will see that it is impossible to talk to them without becoming vulgar yourself 
for the time being. Vulgarity is in this respect like electricity; it is easily 
distributed. You will then fully appreciate the truth and propriety of the 
expression, to make yourself cheap; and you will be glad to avoid the society of 
people whose only possible point of contact with you is just that part of your 
nature of which you have least reason to be proud. So you will see that, in 
dealing with fools and blockheads, there is only one way of showing your 
intelligence—by having nothing to do with them. That means, of course, that 
when you go into society, you may now and then feel like a good dancer who
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gets an invitation to a ball, and on arriving, finds that everyone is lame:—with 
whom is he to dance?
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