
In Praise of Ignorance
Thus it is that luxury, profligacy and slavery, have been, in all ages, the scourge of 
the efforts of our pride to emerge from that happy state of ignorance, in which the 
wisdom of providence had placed us. That thick veil with which it has covered all its 
operations seems to be a sufficient proof that it never designed us for such fruitless 
researches. But is there, indeed, one lesson it has taught us, by which we have 
rightly profited, or which we have neglected with impunity? Let men learn for once 
that nature would have preserved them from science, as a mother snatches a 
dangerous weapon from the hands of her child. Let them know that all the secrets 
she hides are so many evils from which she protects them, and that the very 
difficulty they find in acquiring knowledge is not the least of her bounty towards 
them. Men are perverse; but they would have been far worse, if they had had the 
misfortune to be born learned.

How humiliating are these reflections to humanity, and how mortified by them our 
pride should be! What! it will be asked, is uprightness the child of ignorance? Is 
virtue inconsistent with learning? What consequences might not be drawn from 
such suppositions?...

We cannot reflect on the morality of mankind without contemplating with pleasure 
the picture of the simplicity which prevailed in the earliest times. This image may be 
justly compared to a beautiful coast, adorned only by the hands of nature; towards 
which our eyes are constantly turned, and which we see receding with regret. While 
men were innocent and virtuous and loved to have the gods for witnesses of their 
actions, they dwelt together in the same huts; but when they became vicious, they 
grew tired of such inconvenient onlookers, and banished them to magnificent 
temples. Finally, they expelled their deities even from these, in order to dwell there 
themselves; or at least the temples of the gods were no longer more magnificent 
than the palaces of the citizens. This was the height of degeneracy; nor could vice 
ever be carried to greater lengths than when it was seen, supported, as it were, at 
the doors of the great, on columns of marble, and graven on Corinthian capitals.

As the conveniences of life increase, as the arts are brought to perfection, and luxury 
spreads, true courage flags, the virtues disappear; and all this is the effect of the 
sciences and of those arts which are exercised in the privacy of men’s dwellings.
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