

Chapter 1

The Great Century

In June 1662, Blaise Pascal was lying sick in bed suffering from the illness that was to lead to his early death two months later. At the same time, elsewhere in Paris, an extraordinary military pageant took place. It was arranged to celebrate the birth of the King’s son, the Dauphin, and lasted three whole days. It was called le Grand Carrousel. Stands were erected at the centre of the city to enable the people to watch the spectacle. Anne of Austria, the King’s celebrated mother, and the ladies of the court were placed on a special dais decorated with purple and the royal fleur-de-lys. A parade of 1300 participants marched past, half of whom rode on horseback, wearing elaborate costumes representing the peoples of different parts of the world. Troupes of soldiers and riders followed, one group consisting of men dressed as Persians wearing turbans, headed by the Prince de Condé. The Duc d’Enghien led the group representing the East Indians and the Duc de Guise headed up the American Indians. Competitions were held, trophies awarded, and everyone agreed how wonderful it all was.

The main character at the heart of the festival was not the Dauphin, but his father, the twenty-four-year-old king. Louis XIV rode at the head of the parade, dressed as a Roman emperor in red and black, with a striking helmet adorned with ostrich feathers. The message to the watching crowds was clear. The King was the new Roman emperor, the carrier of imperial might, the focus and head of a great nation to whom his people owed gratitude and allegiance.

Around the same time, plans were being drawn up for one of the most extravagant architectural enterprises ever seen – the palace and gardens of Versailles. Jean-Baptiste Colbert, Louis XIV’s most trusted minister, was busy planning more permanent ways to boost the status of the King. To enhance royal power, he realised both the need and the opportunity to portray the King as almost an object of worship among the people of France. He made plans to erect buildings, hold feasts, put on masquerades and cast medals to commemorate the King’s achievements. The idea was to present an image of the King as the one who brought order to an untidy world, who suppressed the forces of chaos to bring peace and stability to a grateful people.

So, in 1666, Louis XIV took over a small chateau that had itself only a few years before replaced his father Louis XIII’s old hunting lodge and began to turn it into a vast, ornate construction with hundreds of rooms decorated with gorgeous furniture, rich paintings and splendid decor. It was a triumph of colour and symmetry, all order, circles and right angles, surrounded by perpendicular rows of flowerbeds, lawns and parterres, fantastic and elaborate statues and borders, fountains and vistas stretching into the distance as far as the eye could see.

The building was not only hugely impressive in its size and grandeur. It also told a story. Tapestries portrayed King Louis as Alexander the Great; statues identified him with Apollo, the God of the Sun. Every aspect of the design, from the murals on the walls to the statues in the grounds and the fountains in the gardens were part of a programme to glorify the King.

Charles Perrault, administrative aide to Colbert and the re-teller of old folk tales who brought us our modern versions of Cinderella, Puss in Boots, Little Red Riding Hood and Sleeping Beauty, even persuaded Louis to create thirty-nine fountains representing Aesop’s Fables, each one with a mouth spouting water to give the impression that they were talking to each other. Louis loved the idea, as it told the world that he could even make stone speak.

Three times a week, on Monday, Wednesday and Thursday evenings, the most important ladies and gentlemen of the royal court were invited to socialise, engage in gambling games, dance or play billiards in the King’s apartments. Tables were laden with fruit and drinks and the King would wander among the guests. On weekends, whole days were set aside for such events. When the aristocratic Madame de Sévigné, later known as one of the great figures of seventeenth-century French epistolary literature, visited in 1676, she wrote of her experience with a sense of wide-eyed awe:

 

Everything is divinely furnished; everything is magnificent; you move from one place to another without any crowding. The courier arrives around six o’clock and the king retires to read his letters, then he returns. There is always some music that he listens to which creates a pleasant effect. He chats with those who are accustomed to having that honour. Finally everyone stops gambling . . . They climb into coaches . . . They ride on the canal and gondolas where they find the music playing; we come back about ten and discover a comedy being performed; midnight rings . . . So there, that is how we spend our Saturdays.1

 

There is little that conveys better the ease, luxury and diversion that Versailles offered the lucky few who had access to its pleasures. Yet it was not all pleasure. Louis moved his court and his government to the palace, and being a courtier was a stressful business. It involved social climbing in a fiercely competitive atmosphere where everyone was vying for the King’s attention, and for most of Louis’ reign the palace was a building site with modifications going on all the time.
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Louis XIV’s great building project: the Palace of Versailles

 

All this building was not just about luxury. It carried a message. The idea was to display human power over nature, bringing the uncontrolled and wild forces of creation under the control of civilisation. Its vision was not a surrender to the wild power of the natural world that so fascinated the Romantics of later centuries. This was nature tamed, pressed into straight lines, subjugated yet magnificent in its order and structure. The Palace of Versailles was perhaps the greatest architectural masterpiece of the time, yet along with other places of excess such as Blenheim Palace near Oxford, or the Charlottenburg Palace in Berlin, they breathed a confidence, a mastery never racked with a moment of self-doubt. These are buildings that still proclaim human ingenuity and control to tourists who visit today. Even beyond Versailles, Colbert’s vision was becoming a reality, with grand buildings being erected all over Paris in the classical style telling the same story. This was humanity enlightened, coming of age as the masters of the world.

Blaise and Louis

Blaise Pascal died in 1662 – the same year as the le Grand Carrousel – at the Paris home of his sister. Despite a career in which he had been recognised as one of the foremost and groundbreaking scientists and mathematicians of his age, he died in circumstances of abject, yet self-chosen poverty. Already ill, some months before, he had taken a poor family into his sparse lodgings in Paris, the child of whom soon showed the symptoms of a dangerous disease. Pascal’s sister Gilberte disapproved because of the risk that her ailing brother, or even family members who came to visit him, might catch the infection. Blaise, however, refused to remove them and so was himself removed to his sister’s home, where he died shortly after.

The contrast between Pascal’s death in self-chosen poverty and Louis XIV’s display of extravagance could hardly be greater, taking us to the heart of the conflicts and revolutions that ran through the seventeenth century. As we shall see, Pascal’s story places him right in the middle of the changes that were propelling the western world from the Middle Ages to the modern world. He also represents a conundrum. He was far from a hangover from the Middle Ages in that he was at the forefront of groundbreaking scientific explorations during his time, developments that ushered in the modern era. Yet neither was he the complete modern man, drifting towards a languid atheism as many were at the time, or dutifully following the lead of King Louis XIV in a show of extravagant control over creation.

Pascal is an enigma. And in this retelling of his story, we will explore the many facets of this quite remarkable man and the times in which he lived.

Le Grand Siècle

Blaise Pascal lived during what the French call Le Grand Siècle – the great age. The phrase conjures up images of confidence, extravagance and exuberance – the hallmarks of the reigns of the two great French kings of this time, Louis XIII and Louis XIV, portrayed most clearly in the grandeur of Versailles.

Yet the age was not just about architecture. It also saw a flowering of intellectual, artistic and cultural life. In France, this was the age of the art of Poussin and Le Brun, the drama of Molière, Racine and Corneille. It was a time of building, with new churches, palaces and houses springing up, replacing or developing ramshackle medieval constructions with new edifices that were more reflective of the confidence and brashness of the time.

Besides Pascal’s writings, the other literary work relating to seventeenth-century France that is most read today is Alexandre Dumas’ 1844 novel The Three Musketeers, a book that captures the competition for favour at the royal court, the intrigue and jealousies that abounded in French aristocratic circles and the casual violence that lay under the surface of civility and politeness. Dumas described the spirit of the times well: ‘an age in which soldiers compromised so easily with their religion and their consciences, lovers with the rigorous delicacy of our era, and the poor with God’s seventh commandment.’2

Across Europe, it was a time of change. Across the channel in England, for example, the political philosophies of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke brought about new ways of thinking of how society functioned. Innovative literary styles were emerging. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the newly invented genre of the novel, from authors such as Mme de la Fayette and Honoré d’Urfé in France, and, later, Daniel Defoe and Samuel Richardson in England, was ‘novel’ exactly in this sense – building on increasing literacy rates to form a new way of telling stories, different from the traditional forms of drama or poetry. ‘Novels’ enabled people to become engrossed in dramatic and engaging stories in the privacy of their own homes, rather than in the communal experience of the theatre.

During this century, the scientific research of Isaac Newton and Galileo changed the way people thought about their relationship with the earth they walked on, the forces that hold them onto this planet and their place within a universe that was more vast than people ever thought, a place that felt increasingly as if it was not just built for humans. Poets such as John Milton and John Bunyan stretched the religious imagination and struck blows for freedom of expression against a tightly controlled public square. In 1623, the year Pascal was born, Shakespeare’s first folio was published, perhaps one of the most important volumes in the history of western literature. And women’s voices began to be heard in the diaries of Sarah Savage, the letters of Madame de Sévigné and the works of Elizabeth Weston, one of the first published female poets.

The seventeenth century was therefore a period of huge transformation, culturally, economically, socially and artistically. With all this change in the air, life for the average European in 1700 was very different from a life lived in 1600.

Yet despite this confidence, the period had a shadow side. In France, Le Grand Siècle was also a time of growing state power, with authority increasingly concentrated in the royal court, with all the intrigue, gossip and Machiavellian manoeuvring that entailed.

The vision that Louis XIV held, embodied in the Palace of Versailles, came about at least in part as a result of his struggle with the very social and religious movements that Pascal was identified with. This story of the life and times of Blaise Pascal is also the story of a struggle between two different visions of life – one marked by simplicity and poverty, the other by wealth and extravagance.

Louis’ vision was one of human greatness and capacity, of the power of humanity to bring unruly forces under control. Pascal knew all about that, as we shall see with his scientific prowess, yet he was aware of something Louis preferred not to think about – human weakness and frailty. Perhaps Pascal was proved right in the long run, as Louis’ vision also held within itself the seeds of its own downfall, with the centralised power of the French monarchy and the increasing resentment it caused resulting eventually in the French Revolution of 1789, which brought the whole venture of royal authority crashing to the ground.
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Louis XIV – the Sun King

 

To tell the story of Pascal is to tell the story of an age. Yet it is more than just an age – it is the story of an ancient struggle between different ways of living life. It is a story of this contrast playing itself out in the context of a new world being discovered – new continents, new planets, new perspectives.

The Foundations of the Great Age

The shape of Pascal’s century was formed out of three cultural earthquakes of the sixteenth century – the Age of Discovery, the Renaissance and the Reformation.

Marco Polo and Christopher Columbus are the best known of the early European explorers, but the sixteenth century lies at the heart of what has been called the ‘Age of Discovery’. This was the period from around 1400 to 1700 in which Europeans travelled far and wide to discover and colonise continents hitherto unknown to them. It is a period which we now look back on, both with admiration for the intrepid nature of those bold explorers, but also with much regret for the sometimes devastating impact on those ‘discovered’ cultures that were not aware that they were ‘undiscovered’.

In 1620, three years before Pascal was born, the Pilgrim Fathers settled the new colony of Plymouth, Massachusetts. Just four years later, Dutch merchants established a trading outpost on the eastern seaboard of the Americas, which in 1626, they named New Amsterdam, and which eventually became known by a different name – Manhattan. The British East India Company was founded in 1600 and the Dutch West India company followed suit in 1621. In the year of Pascal’s birth, Dutch ships set off on what became the conquest of Peru, and just two years later in 1625, an English colony was formed in Barbados.

Back home in Europe, this global venture stimulated not only a fascination with the exotic, but also an awareness of other cultures that were often as sophisticated as that of the Europeans. It led, on the one hand to the growth of the empires of Spain, Portugal, Britain and France, and on the other, in part at least, to a knowledge that European ways were not the only ways, as cultures in China, India and South America were discovered to have highly developed art, literature and political structures.

 

[image: Early thirteenth century psalter illustration of medieval worldview, showing Jerusalem at the centre]

The medieval view of the world from an early thirteenth-century psalter showing Jerusalem at the centre

 

Medieval maps of the world, such as the Mappa Mundi, kept to this day in Hereford Cathedral, tended to place Jerusalem at the centre, reflecting a view of history which held biblical events to be crucial for the history of the world. Maps in the age of discovery, particularly in the seventeenth century, were much more sophisticated in their depiction of far-off continents, replacing the vague outlines and illustrations of fantastic beasts with outlines and names more recognisable to us today. Yet, crucially, the centre of the map moved from Jerusalem to Europe. Europeans were more aware of and knowledgeable about the world, but still believed themselves, not unsurprisingly, to be at its centre.

These travels also opened up a new view of history. Explorers brought back stories of cultures that knew nothing of Christ or the Bible, or the history of humanity that the Bible seemed to portray. It led to uncomfortable questions. If Adam was the first man, as the Bible suggested, where did all these others and their ancient civilisations come from? In 1655, for example, Isaac La Peyrère (1596–1676), an older contemporary of Pascal, published his theory of the ‘Pre-Adamites’. Contrary to the way in which the Bible had always been interpreted, he proposed that Adam was just the tribal ancestor of Israel, and not the first human. There had, he suggested, been a prior creation of Gentiles, which explains an answer to the age-old conundrum in the Bible – if Cain and Abel were the only children of Adam and Eve, where did Cain’s wife come from?3 La Peyrère’s theory still worked within a biblical framework, but it had a sinister future, appealing to many in later centuries who wanted a reason to designate Europeans as superior to other races, especially the Jews, because they derived from a different origin.

The Renaissance, a rediscovery and revival of interest in the great classical period of the past usually dated from around 1450 to 1650, was at its heart, with its great slogan of ad fontes – back to the sources! It was therefore a rejection of the Middle Ages – in fact the term ‘middle ages’ was coined by Renaissance scholars to describe the ‘bit in the middle’, the early part of which was called the ‘dark ages’, in between the glories of the classical past and their rediscovery in the fifteenth century. Those ‘sources’ could have been Scripture and the Fathers of the Church, but they were more likely to be the models of Greek and Roman classical civilisation. Renaissance Humanism, as it was called, was an attempt to jump-start a stalled European civilisation using a retrieval of classical culture as a source of new energy. Humanists mimicked Roman architecture, Roman law and ancient rhetoric with its literary styles. It was called Humanism not because it was anti-religious in the modern sense of the word, but because it emphasised human dignity and the powers of human capacity. Humanism was therefore an essential background to the confidence and grandeur of projects such as the Palace of Versailles and its artistic innovations, which were also retrievals of these older forms.

The Renaissance’s confidence in human capacity began to make an impact on theology. Theologians and bishops began to react against the medieval tradition of self-denial, penitence and sinfulness. The doctrine of original sin or depravity, the idea that humans were flawed creatures who had fallen from their original state of purity, which had stemmed from Augustine, seemed at odds with this new spirit, which was increasingly fascinated with what we humans were capable of doing – travelling the world, mastering nature, even exploring distant planets, if only through the lens of Galileo’s telescope. Figures such as Luis de Molina (1535–1600) laid a new stress on the human capacity to obey God, rather than the picture that the great St Augustine had painted of humanity as wholly dependent on divine grace. Luis de Molina ends up being a key figure in our story, as one of the eventual targets of the polemic of Pascal and his friends.

The third movement that shaped Pascal’s time was the great upheaval in the Church that took place in the sixteenth century, usually called the Reformation. Historians today tend to speak of Reformations in the plural. They often used to speak of the ‘Reformation’ in the singular – the one associated primarily with Martin Luther, starting in 1517. Yet there were so many different options, brands, or versions of reform that it is hard to capture it as a single movement. There was the Lutheran programme based in Wittenberg, focused on justification by faith, the centrality of the Bible, the rejection of the Pope and a top-down approach to politics, with the godly ruler decreeing the shape of religion in his (usually his) territory. There was the Calvinist version, centred in Geneva, stricter in its rejection of older Catholic traditions, more politically sophisticated, more likely to take root despite rather than because of political favour from on high. There was the Anabaptist vision, not so much a reform but a wholesale rejection of the existing Church and its replacement with small, counter-cultural communities, living a distinct and disciplined existence, often persecuted by all sides. And of course, there was the Catholic Reform, a set of movements that used to be called the Counter-Reformation, as if it was purely a response to the rise of Protestantism, but in fact had its own sources of renewal, reaching back into late medieval spiritual movements associated with figures such as Teresa of Avila and St John of the Cross, and, of course, the Renaissance itself.

After the shock and division of Luther’s revolt and the split it brought within the unified Church, a burgeoning sense of confidence began to flow through the Catholic Church as the later sixteenth century progressed. The Council of Trent, which had gathered in various spurts of activity between 1545 and 1563, rejected Protestant innovations, resisted the revolutionary and subversive idea that church councils were the highest authority in the Church and re-asserted the prominence of the Pope in Rome. The Council was a success. It restored a sense of purpose, identity and a certain pride to the Catholic Church in Europe in a way that ended hopes of radical reform to the Church itself and affirmed that the future might not lie with the Protestants after all. It was so decisive that no further church council was deemed necessary until the nineteenth century.

The Catholic Church experienced a resurgence in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Religious revivals often happen when a community feels its identity is under threat. To preserve a sense of identity and solidity, it turns back to its foundations and origins, and this was particularly true for French Catholicism in this period. Between 1600 and 1640, partly in response to the growing presence of Protestants within this deeply Catholic country, a wave of religious revival spread, particularly across wealthy upper-class French society. This was the era of the great saints of the Catholic Reformation: François de Sales (1567–1622), Vincent de Paul (1581–1660), Pierre de Bérulle (1575–1629) and Saint-Cyran (1581–1643).

As Catholic confidence grew, people began to look for new forms of religious devotion to rival the Protestants, to deepen spiritual life and to adapt to a world where Europeans were increasingly aware of worlds outside their own continent. One of them in particular plays a big role in Pascal’s life and work.

Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556) was born into a noble Basque family. He became a soldier, and in 1521 was badly injured in the battle of Pamplona, where he fought in the defence of the Spanish garrison defending the city against French attackers. A time of convalescence led to enforced self-examination and resulted in a drastic change of vision for his life. During his recovery, he read medieval spiritual works and decided to become what he called a ‘spiritual knight’. In 1522, he gave his clothes to a beggar, laid aside his sword and pledged himself to the defence, not now of the Spanish nation, but of the Church. He initially wanted to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem but, being prevented by an outbreak of plague, went into a solitary isolated retreat. While there, he wrote down the origins of what became the Spiritual Exercises, eventually published in 1548. This was what it said on the tin – a kind of spiritual boot camp – a four-part series of religious exercises to strengthen the human will to conform to God’s will. In 1534 he was joined by nine other, similarly and newly devout men, such as Diego Lainez and Francis Xavier, who together took vows of poverty, chastity and obedience. In 1537 they travelled to Rome and in 1540 finally received papal approval for their new order with a new name – the Society of Jesus, or the Jesuits.

The Jesuits loom large over the life of Blaise Pascal and will reappear many times in our story. Even though at times he could speak well of them, their approach to spreading Christianity was very different from his. Theirs was a new type of religious order. There was no settled cloister, no secluded monastic houses, no special clothes, no daily offices. It had a particular emphasis on study and a focus not only on the salvation of one’s own soul, as in traditional monasticism, but on that of others. This was a kind of missionary monastic calling, sharing the confidence of the age. It advocated not a contemplative withdrawal from the world, but active involvement in it.

From the beginning, the Jesuits had a major emphasis on education for both clergy and laity. Jesuit schools and colleges began to appear all over Europe, both for Jesuit and non-Jesuit pupils, especially among the rich and ruling classes – in part at least to counter what they saw as the Protestant heresy. They also took missionary work seriously. A result of their acceptance by the papacy was a fourth vow, beyond the common monastic vows of poverty, chastity and obedience to the Order – of absolute submission to the Pope, to go wherever he would send. They were at the Pope’s disposal – his shock troops – the cutting edge of Catholic Reform. Francis Xavier travelled to the East Indies and Japan. Other Jesuits went to China, India, Africa, Ethiopia and Brazil. Many of them died heroically at the hands of those they went to evangelise.

This was not the passive, contemplative life, but an active involved, energetic one. The Spiritual Exercises encouraged an active approach to deepening the impact of grace in a person’s life – imagining yourself into biblical stories, deliberately and intentionally identifying and attacking temptation and rooting it out. It encouraged the examination of conscience and vivid meditation on the Bible, concentrating the mind’s attention on one thing at a time, with each day a different virtue to be won, a sin to be identified and defeated. This was a deeply practical spirituality, designed to root devotion to Christ deep inside, without the safety and security of the monastery. Jesuit generally avoided ‘rules’, such as the older Benedictine Rule, favouring de facto obedience to whatever the superior in the Order happened to decree from time to time.

As Jesuits travelled in the footsteps of the navigators, taking the gospel to new worlds, they were never sure what they were going to find. Missionary situations were by necessity new, and where you were not sure what to expect, there were no easy rules. New solutions needed to be found in new worlds, and so flexibility was the order of the day. The Jesuit reluctance to write down a strict order of rules was advantageous in these far-off lands, and enabled Jesuit missionaries to come up with innovative solutions to missionary challenges as they worked out how to respond to the different religious practices of the people and cultures they encountered.

Jesuits therefore developed something they became famous for – casuistry. This flexibility in ethics, adapting themselves to the culture they found around them and adjusting faith to make it possible for people of different cultures to become Christian within their culture served them well as they encountered South American tribes, Indian religions and Chinese emperors. As we shall see, however, it was not uncontroversial back in Europe.

A Time for War

The 1600s were not a time of peaceful co-existence. After the initial exuberance of Luther’s Reformation, which captured the hearts and minds of many middle-ranking burghers across Germany, Switzerland and Scandinavia, the Catholic Church fought back. At first, the backlash consisted of Councils and prayers, Jesuit missionaries and university theologians. Soon it became the Inquisition.

The roots of the infamous Inquisition lie back in the thirteenth century, where the Crusades, which started as an attempt to take back the Holy Land from Muslim conquerors, mutated into the idea of a crusade closer to home – against heretics. Fifteenth-century Spain had experienced severe tension between Jews, Muslims and Christians. The Spanish King Ferdinand II obtained permission from Pope Sixtus IV to implement an Inquisition in 1478. This was essentially a means of social control. Originally directed at Jews or Muslims who had, it was claimed, faked conversion for social advantage, it was extended to groups such as French immigrants or people accused of sodomy. By the 1530s, it added Spanish Protestants to its list of suspects and even dubious movements within Catholicism – Teresa of Avila was investigated by the Inquisition at one point. Thinking this was a good idea, Pope Paul III, worried by the spread of Luther’s teaching in Italy, set up his own Roman Inquisition in 1542 under Cardinal Carafa (later elected as Pope Paul IV), who had seen the Spanish Inquisition in action, and duly impressed, had advocated bringing the idea back to Rome. It was very successful, particularly in countering Protestantism, and eradicated any nascent moves towards reform in Italy.

Part of the means of control was rigorous censorship. Paul IV realised the growing power of the printed word and thought of heresy as an infectious disease, with books and pamphlets as its carrier. In 1559, a list of prohibited books was issued, the Index Librorum Prohibitorum. Protestant books and Humanist works were considered seditious, including Boccaccio’s Decameron and even some of the works of the great Humanist, Desiderius Erasmus.

Thus two great agents of the Catholic Reform programme came into play: the Jesuits and the Inquisition. Pascal saw them both as blind alleys for the Church: ‘Thus good popes will still find the Church protesting. The Inquisition and the Society: twin scourges of the truth.’4

The Inquisition upped the stakes of inter-religious conflict. It soon became obvious that positions were hardening in Europe and winning was not going to happen by argument and theological disputation, but by other means.

Ferdinand II (not to be confused with Ferdinand II, King of Spain a century earlier) was Holy Roman Emperor from 1619, having been King of Bohemia since 1617, Archduke of Austria and King of Hungary. He was also a strong proponent of the Catholic Reform. In Bohemia, he soon made his intentions clear, calling a halt to the building of Protestant churches. During a highly charged meeting on 23 May 1618 between leaders of the Protestant estates and Catholic lords at the Bohemian Chancellery, during a scuffle, the Protestants heaved their opponents out of a third-floor window – the famous ‘Defenestration of Prague’. The Catholics somehow survived the fall, either by the intervention of the Virgin Mary, as the Catholics would have it, or by fortuitously falling into a pile of rubbish, as the Protestants claimed.

The result was war – what became known as the Thirty Years’ War. A Protestant coup was quickly put down by Ferdinand, but the conflict soon got out of hand and spread to the German Palatinate. The Dutch and the Spanish were soon drawn in, and by 1635, the French were involved too, as their long conflict with Spain, the one in which Ignatius of Loyola had been involved, became intertwined with this depressingly long conflict which inflicted huge damage across Europe.

The Thirty Years’ War may have started over religion, but it soon became a battle for control of central Europe between emerging nation states that were flexing their muscles to gain the upper hand. Over those three decades about eight million people died. Thirty per cent of the German population were killed, with the male population halved in number.

In 1648, the Peace of Westphalia brought an end to the hostilities, recognising the co-existence and mutual toleration of Protestant and Catholic states, although the war between France and Spain rumbled on until 1659 when the Treaty of the Pyrenees finally brought an end to this ruinous and expensive conflict.

This slow-burning war was therefore a crucial part of the background to Pascal’s life, starting before he was born and ending just a few years before he died. It crops up at several points in his reflections on human life and culture, and was the backdrop against which his father’s career played out, as a tax official with the unenviable job of collecting taxes raised from an unwilling people to fund an unpopular conflict. It also plays a key role in shaping his politics, as we shall see later in our story.

Yet this was not the only conflict to split European countries at the time. During Pascal’s lifetime, just across the channel in England, the Civil War ravaged the country, stretching from 1640 through to 1660.

 

The long-running war between Spain and France had often threatened to spread to England, not least because England had been at war with Catholic Spain since 1585. Charles I, who reigned from 1625 to 1649, had some similarities to Louis XIV. They were both proud men who faced opposition and avid patrons of the arts, and played the role of kings who wanted to impose themselves as the representatives of order on a disorderly and recalcitrant people. As Jonathan Healey puts it, Charles, like Louis, though with less panache and menace, ‘had a desire to associate his rule with order and hierarchy. His monarchy was to be one of dignity and propriety, standing tall above the commotion of contemporary life and politics.’5

From the late sixteenth century, the English gentry were increasing in number, and the composition of the House of Commons was changing as it grew more powerful. Until now, parliaments had been occasional bodies, meeting when called by the monarch to vote on taxes, vet or suggest legislation and offer advice to the crown. They were dissolved at the monarch’s will. The crown and parliament were never, until this period, seen as rivals, but they soon became so.

As in France, expenditure on war meant higher taxes on the populace at a time when the royal entourage seemed to be becoming more and more extravagant and opulent. Parliament began to flex its muscles, denying the King the money he needed to fight his wars.

In the first four years of Charles’s reign he called three parliaments, all of which ended in disagreement. He tried to bypass Parliament to raise revenue through other means. This upped the stakes. In 1629, MPs defied the King by pinning the Speaker to his chair to prevent him obeying the royal order to dissolve Parliament, so they could pass legislation that called those who supported the King’s attempts to ignore Parliament ‘a capital enemy to this kingdom’. Charles got his way in the end and dissolved Parliament for the next eleven years. Knowing he could not raise money without the support of Parliament, Charles made peace with France and Spain, keeping England out of the bloodshed of the Thirty Years’ War.

Thus was set in train a growing conflict between the King and the Commons. In France, Louis XIV managed to subdue the inevitable popular rebellion, known there as the Fronde.6 In England the power of the monarch was much weaker. Civil war broke out in 1640 and the following battles between Parliamentarians and Royalists split the nation, militarised the country and fomented all kinds of radical visions for the future configuration of society.

In France, Louis XIV ended his days surrounded by his family and court at Versailles after falling ill during a hunting trip at the ripe old age of seventy-six years, all but four of them as king, and with a grand royal funeral, was laid to rest in St Denis, the traditional resting place for the kings of France.

In England, Charles I ended his life on a scaffold. After eight years of civil war he was tried, convicted and executed on 30 January 1649. Numerous attempts followed to form a parliament that carried authority, none of which lasted. Oliver Cromwell rose through the chaos to try to guide the nation through to clearer water and to enact a kind of Puritan kingdom in England as the Protector. Yet his ultimate refusal to be made king himself, and the instability of the nation, meant this ended in failure. He died in 1658, just four years before Pascal.

Parliament always had a stronger power in England than it had in France. In both countries there was a struggle for power between the representatives of the people and a king, resulting in the Fronde in France and the Civil War in England. In England the forces of parliament won. In France the monarchy was the winner, at least temporarily. The Restoration of the English monarchy in 1660 was not so much a reversion to what was before, but a new kind of monarchy that could never again wield the kind of dominant power that Charles I and Louis XIV dreamed of.

England was not alone in experiencing civil war. Portugal, Catalonia and Naples all experienced rebellion against their Spanish rulers in the mid-seventeenth century. There were political upheavals in Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands. As a preacher in the English House of Commons put it in 1643: ‘These days are days of shaking. And this shaking is universal: the Palatinate, Bohemia, Germany, Catalonia, Portugal, Ireland, England.’7

Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), whose birth pre-dated and death post-dated the life of Pascal, encapsulated the danger of the times well. In such a world of conflict, his vision of a tolerant society was of difference without disagreement, secured by discretion and silence. Hobbes was fearful that insult and heated disagreement would lead to conflict, and so a strong government was needed to keep the peace. For him, the idea of civil disagreement was a contradiction in terms. To disagree publicly was an insult, and an assault on another’s dignity. Every disagreement posed a threat to peace.

For Hobbes, the natural state of humanity was enmity, a constant state of war. People were by nature individualistic and non-relational. Given the century he lived in, it wasn’t a surprising conclusion. Even Pascal at times agreed. Hobbes believed that once society had been created, God had retreated and left us to our own devices. And so the more egotistical people were (and he thought we all were by nature), the more a powerful state was needed to keep the peace.

Hobbes naturally took the side of the King during the Civil War, and when it broke out, fled to France, where he encountered René Descartes and Marin Mersenne, both of whom were contemporaries and conversation partners with Pascal. Hobbes’s political doctrines suited the agendas of kings such as Louis XIV and Charles I, and were as sure a sign of the times as any.

Living in France

The France into which Pascal was born may have been changing fast, but it had some elements which were enduring and inescapable. One of these was the Church. The Catholic Reformation as a programme of church reform was always focused more on Italy and Spain than France. In fact, the decrees of the Council of Trent were not officially accepted in the French Church until 1789. France always had a spirit of independence and resistance to papal authority – the doctrine known as Gallicanism. The ideas of the Catholic Reform and indeed the practical and doctrinal assertions of the Council of Trent were influential, but the Church and the King jealously guarded their own rights rather than ceding them to the distant power of Rome.

So, as an example, it was the French king who kept the right of appointment to the lucrative and influential abbeys which enabled him to bestow his favours on some, who in turn, returned the favour with their loyalty. To hold rights over an abbey was a genuine favour, as it enabled the person with oversight, if they chose, to appoint someone else to run the abbey while receiving the income that it produced. These royal rights led to some distinctly odd arrangements. Henry IV had made his illegitimate son, Henri de Verneuil, the Bishop of Metz at the age of eleven. Bizarrely, the Duc de Sully, though a Protestant, held the rights over four abbeys in this way. And in a development that bears immediately on Pascal’s life, the convent known as Port-Royal to the west of Paris was given over to the oversight of Angélique Arnauld at the tender age of eleven, her parents excusing the arrangement by claiming that she had a spiritual age of twenty-one.8

This was a time when the Catholic Church was regaining its confidence after the shock of the Protestant Reformation. In Pascal’s time, there were around fifteen thousand convents in France, around half of which were relatively new foundations. In the year 1622, just a year before Pascal was born, nine abbeys and three male priories were founded within the Diocese of Paris alone, while in La Rochelle, for example, sixty-three new religious houses were set up between 1648 and 1724.9 Senior clergy tended to be aristocrats, sons of the nobility who had chosen this pathway rather than that of a royal courtier, a soldier or a more active lifestyle. The life of such a priest was a fairly comfortable one for the less athletic sons of gentlemen.

As we will see in the story of Blaise Pascal, a question that loomed over French Catholicism during this great century was of what kind of Christian path should be followed. And this was not just a spiritual question; it was a matter of life and death.

Back in the mid-1500s, the Frenchman John Calvin, having been converted to the ideas of the Reformation stemming from Martin Luther in German Wittenberg, settled in Geneva and succeeded in establishing it as a major centre of Reformation Protestant life and thought for the coming centuries.10 Calvin always remembered his French origins and set up an academy in the city to train preachers and pastors to be sent in clandestine fashion back across the Alps to France, to set up new Protestant churches in the teeth of opposition from the Catholic authorities in his homeland. These French Protestants, soon to be known as Huguenots,11 carried the influence of Calvin’s brand of Christianity across the nation.

In a world where religion was public truth, just as notions like democracy, equality and justice are for us today, this led to deep tensions in French political and religious life. Protestants were seen as subversive of the Catholic state, the enemy within. Between 1562 and 1593, there were around eight different outbreaks of civil war between Huguenots and Catholics in France. Atrocities occurred on both sides. April 1562 saw the brutal massacre of Protestants by Catholics in Sens, to the south-east of Paris. In Nîmes, five years later, Protestant leaders carried out a coup against the Catholics who had just taken over the city, arresting the leaders, rounding up other influential figures, and murdering around a hundred people including eighteen priests and monks.

The most notorious event was the St Bartholomew’s Day massacre of 1572. Charles IX, the weak and incompetent Catholic son of the great French Queen, Catherine de’ Medici, arranged a marriage of reconciliation between his sister Margaret and the Protestant Henri de Navarre, and many Protestant nobles came to Paris to celebrate. A few days after the wedding, a notable Protestant leader, Gaspard de Coligny, was attacked and wounded in an attempted murder, probably at the instigation of Catholic plotters. The Huguenots who had gathered in Paris, maybe unwisely, issued threats of revenge to the King and the royal family for this outrage. The royal household panicked, thought that the Protestants were attempting a coup and decided they needed to strike first. Although initially they only intended to kill a few leaders, including Coligny, it set off Catholic mobs who felt this was licence to get their revenge on their Protestant enemies.

Between three and four thousand Protestants were massacred in their homes or in the streets between 24 and 26 August with smaller outbreaks of violence leading to Protestant deaths in other towns elsewhere in France. The resulting resentment and hatred drove like a splinter into the heart of French society and festered there for decades to come.12

The St Bartholomew’s Day massacre caused shudders of fear that spread throughout French Protestantism, putting the brakes on the spread of its influence across the land. Yet, as always, violence did not solve the problem but only made it worse. The leader of the militant Catholic group, the Duc de Guise, was assassinated in 1588. In 1589 Henri de Navarre became king, and in a surprising reverse, defeated the Catholic league but (ever the pragmatist) turned Catholic himself in a move designed to bring stability and to win support across the nation. To try to bring peace to this troubled land, in 1598 he issued the Edict of Nantes, which guaranteed religious toleration throughout the kingdom. This ushered in a tense but sustainable period of relative freedom for the Huguenots which lasted throughout Pascal’s lifetime, until 1685 when the Edict was eventually and controversially revoked by Louis XIV.

During Pascal’s lifetime, this ‘peace’ was delicately maintained by Cardinal Richelieu, who effectively ruled France from 1624 to 1642 under the nominal reign of Louis XIII, who had become king aged eight in 1610.

Yet disputes still raged, not just between Catholics and Protestants, but within the Catholic fold itself. The Jesuits cosied up to the aristocracy and were prominent in the fashionable churches of central Paris such as the Eglise Saint-Louis or St Eustache, trying to adapt the Christian faith to make it a viable option for people in the higher echelons of French society and in particular around the magnetic centre of the royal court. They offered forms of spiritual direction, religious provision and books in the vernacular for the laity that were aimed at such a clientele. Yet at the same time, more rigorous forms of Christian observance were also being pursued, inspired by figures such as Pierre de Bérulle (1575–1629) and by groups such as the Jansenists, with whom Pascal was to find himself inextricably entwined.

Such developments were watched carefully by prominent priests and bishops. Local clergy who served churches in the towns and villages, however, were very different. The lower clerical orders were often filled by poorly paid men from peasant stock with little education. Many priests did not have a formal post that paid a stipend but supported themselves by conducting paid masses for the dead or visiting convents to take services there and being reimbursed for them.

France was a society dominated by the nobility. There were around forty thousand noble families, and the original idea of nobility had been to be a courageous warrior, living according to a high moral code. Nobles were intended to be free, unencumbered by work or trade. They were expected to serve in the army, have rights to hunt their land, exercise authority over others and serve the King. Some nobles were extremely wealthy; some lived in much more straitened circumstances. Nobles might possess libraries, oversee the farming of their lands or spend their time in pleasant diversions. In the sixteenth century the noble families were relatively independent but in the seventeenth century they were drawn increasingly into the circle of the King. Awards, such as dukedoms, were given out by the King to those who were particularly wealthy or who had won glory in battle. Some of the larger families such as the Guise clan, or the de Condé family, even acted like shadow royal courts with their own smaller chateaux, entourages and festivals.

Yet as the century wore on and as the King became more powerful, such families had to jostle for position to ingratiate themselves into this growing royal administration. A new kind of nobility, based in professional expertise, administrative skill and education rather than military prowess or the owning of land came into play. The new ‘noblesse de robe’ (referring to the robes worn by judges and civic officials) came to rival the traditional ‘noblesse d’épée’, (épée meaning sword, referring to military prowess.) This new, upwardly mobile class bought up land and imitated court behaviour. They acquired royal offices and managed royal finances, often taking positions in the regional administration. This is where the Pascal family would be located within the structures of French society.

 

Blaise’s father and brother-in-law, two key figures in his story, were exactly in this class – not hereditary nobles, but aspiring to a higher place in society through trade and financial dealings and climbing the social ladder through such means.13 Pascal’s family were therefore not part of the royal court but did depend in a distant way on the King’s patronage for their livelihood.

The resulting society was intensely competitive. Climbing the social ladder with the royal court at the top and deep poverty at the bottom was a daily exercise. And in that competition other things were sacrificed, including faith, morality and honesty.

Every life, however seemingly brilliant or timeless, is lived in a context. It was into this stratified and rapidly changing social world that Pascal was born and lived his brief life. The presence of the Jesuits, the rise of the Jansenists, the royal court, the Protestant threat, the burden of taxation, the news of warfare – all these factors formed the scenery of the stage on which Pascal’s life was lived.

We are still talking about Blaise Pascal four hundred years later. And that is because what he thought, demonstrated and wrote has a depth of wisdom and significance that transcends his own time. And so we dive into his story – into a small town in the middle of France that witnessed the early years of this prodigy.





Chapter 10

Cleopatra’s Nose

The combination of the Provincial Letters and the miracle of the Holy Thorn gave the Jansenist cause a significant boost. Together, they created a breathing space for a few years, yet they did not bring victory. Such a triumph was never going to happen, not least because Jansenism had one very powerful opponent: the King.

Earlier in our story, we saw how Etienne Pascal fell into disfavour with Cardinal Richelieu over his protest against the government’s failure to keep their promises regarding the value of the government bonds in which Etienne had invested when he moved to Paris back in 1631. In grave danger, having made such a powerful enemy, Blaise’s father had scurried back to Clermont to escape being thrown into the Bastille. We recall also the story of Jacqueline’s charm which impressed the Queen, Anne of Austria, and Richelieu himself, leading to Etienne’s rehabilitation.

Etienne had been appointed as Commissioner of Taxes in Rouen in 1639, yet, as we saw then, this was far from an easy posting. In 1636, the croquants, peasants from the south-west, alarmed at the tax bills they faced, had begun to ring the village bells and form local militia to defend their communities when the tax collectors came to town, along with the soldiers who backed them up. Rouen was some way away in Normandy, yet similar resentment smouldered.

While Etienne was working to collect taxes from the disgruntled people of Rouen, the Thirty Years’ War was rumbling on, and would not end until 1648. Even then, France continued to be engaged in a protracted and costly conflict with Spain until 1659, just three years before Blaise Pascal’s death.

Wars were expensive. Raising the money to conduct a war, with the need to pay the troops, buy the latest weaponry, treat the wounded and arrange the complicated logistics involved, was a complicated and often unpopular business. The war against Spain suffered from over-ambitious plans, with armies being raised that the King could not afford to pay. Generals often had to focus more attention on finding food for their troops to eat than their military aims, and regiments were regularly disbanded, re-organised and stricken with sickness and desertion.

So raising taxes to fund wars was a constant problem for any king wanting to re-assert themselves in their own nation or to expand the range of their influence. In England, the attempt cost King Charles I his life. In France however, central royal power proved stronger. The main reason why Etienne’s job was so difficult in Rouen was the resentment of a discontented people who wondered why their hard-earned money was going to fund a far-off war against another nation, which was, after all, Catholic, just like France, something that made devout people wonder why the war was happening at all. Opposition to the war was rife, even among the upper classes, yet it hit ordinary people hardest, due both to the high level of taxation and to the repressive atmosphere created by troops billeted around the country to enforce the payment of those taxes. Even worse, tax revenue was known to go towards the payment of officials who had themselves paid to acquire offices within the growing royal court.1

The Year of Our Lord 1648

1648 was a pivotal year. For the Pascals, this was the year they escaped the firing line of the angry taxpayers of Rouen by moving to Paris on Etienne’s retirement. Blaise was busy with his mathematical work, publishing his extended treatise on conic sections, building on the work he had done earlier in the decade, although the later treatise is now lost. It was in this year that the famous experiment took place on the Puy de Dôme.

In the same year, the Peace of Westphalia saw the formal end of the Thirty Years’ War, or at least the conflict in Germany and the Netherlands, even if France and Spain continued to fight it out. The need to raise yet more taxes did not abate, leaving the impression among many French people that the war was being continued to line the pockets of government ministers.

1648 also saw the beginning of the rebellion that became known as the Fronde. Louis XIII had died in 1642, the same year as Richelieu. His four-year-old son had then become king, as Louis XIV, with his mother, Anne of Austria as regent, ruling on his behalf until he became old enough to reign. She appointed Mazarin as her first minister, an Italian with, at least initially, little knowledge of French politics, and he became adept at managing the competing interests of the nobles and other aspiring characters surrounding the court.
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The French parlements, regional gatherings of judges and nobles that had been set up in the fifteenth century, were expected to step up to play a heightened role during Louis XIV’s minority. By and large, they were quite conservative bodies, aware that their power derived from the King. However, with the increasing burden of taxation to fund the wars, they began to protest. Their very conservatism made their resistance to the more reckless policies of the crown all the more significant. And resist they did.

In the following years, minor local revolts surfaced across France, but they broke out into widespread violence in this same year. By this time, the government was effectively bankrupt. Many tax officials, trying to do the same job as Etienne Pascal, had simply given up trying to collect taxes, and France was proving virtually ungovernable. Resistance to royal attempts to raise the burden of taxation grew as Mazarin tried to put pressure on the French parlements to impose new taxation, but they refused. The Queen became deeply unpopular, not least for her fondness for Mazarin. The people refused to call her Queen, but just Dame Anne, or something worse, and she was unable to appear in public without ribald songs and jokes being hurled in her direction. In January 1649, the French court, including Anne and Mazarin, retreated out of Paris to Saint-Germain, calling the parlementaires rebels and traitors to France, which did not exactly help matters.

The word Fronde literally means a slingshot or a catapult, an image that conjures up an explosive force released after a growing period of tension. This was the first stage of the rebellion, the Fronde Parlementaire – the parliamentary revolt. Essentially it meant that these representative institutions, embodying local opinion, refused to obey the command of the King – a situation ominously close to what was unfolding in England. This stage was quickly brought to a tense but temporary settlement in March 1649, yet this did not bring an end to the rebellion. A second phase followed, the Fronde of the nobles, led by Louis, the Prince of Condé, who had initially been a defender of the Queen, having been a great military leader during the Thirty Years’ War.

The nobles began to flex their muscles, many of them taking the side of the disgruntled parlementaires, leading to outbreaks of violence in regions such as Provence, Normandy and Guyenne, towards the south-west of France. This civic unrest was compounded by a series of poor harvests, which drove food prices higher, and widespread plague in the years from 1648–52.

In reality, the Fronde was a rebellion of various groups with different agendas. The one thing they all agreed on was hatred for the deeply unpopular Mazarin and his influence in the court. The focus of discontent had always been the influence of Richelieu and Mazarin, ministers of state who seemed to act like kings, rather than the monarchy itself. This deflected the people’s anger from the King, unlike in England, and probably saved his neck.

In 1650 Mazarin was forced into exile, and the following year saw the worst of the conflict, with royalists fighting rebels around Paris and across the country. In 1651, Condé left his base in Guyenne for Paris to try to join forces with the Parisian rebels; however, the appetite of the city for more unrest was already waning. His attempt to control the city failed. Gradually the rebellion subsided. The Fronde never had very clear aims and was fuelled largely by frustration and resentment rather than any systematic agenda for change. The bourgeois class, who previously had been neutral, increasingly turned against the Frondeur rebels, growing weary of the constant violence and wanting instead, peace and security. In 1653, by which time the young king had taken up his throne, Mazarin made a triumphant return to Paris and the rebellion was effectively at an end.

Rules for a Madhouse

Pascal was never a fan of the Fronde. In May 1657, several years after it had finished, he wrote to a friend in Clermont, perhaps his brother-in-law Florin Périer, reflecting on social rebellion and arguing that it usually causes more problems than it solves. Life is full of obstacles placed in our way by God, he claims, and so often, resistance to such obstacles comes from our own vanity rather than a desire for truth: ‘we believe we are seeking the glory of God when in reality we are seeking our own’.2 In one of the Pensées, he writes of the ‘injustice of the Fronde, which sets up its alleged right against might’.3 For him, democracy, or what he calls ‘majority opinion’, has the benefit of commanding obedience even though (and here, Pascal’s intellectual snobbery rears its head again) it is ‘the opinion of those who are least clever’. Nonetheless, he sees a certain spiritual quality in what he calls ‘right’ – God-ordained power – which must be respected. The ideal society combines ‘right’ with ‘might’, spiritual authority with the support of the people.

Yet at the same time he had a wry sense of the arbitrariness of social distinctions: ‘What a great advantage to be of noble birth, since it gives a man of eighteen the standing, recognition and respect that another man might not earn before he was fifty. That means winning thirty years’ start with no effort.’4 High birth is no guarantee of moral value. ‘What could be less reasonable than to choose as a ruler of state the eldest son of a queen? We do not choose as captain of a ship the most highly born of those aboard.’5 ‘The only reason for following custom is that it is custom, not that it is reasonable or just, but the people follow it solely because they think it just.’6 In this society full of social climbing and competitiveness, where figures like his father had been anxious to leave behind the obscurity of Clermont for the dash and glamour of Paris, where the favour of the King or of his Chief Minister meant the difference between success and failure or sometimes even life and death, these distinctions were purely a matter of custom and a sign of a distorted social order. Thinking of the Frondeurs’ resistance to the aristocracy, he writes ‘It is really remarkable; I am supposed not to honour a man dressed in brocade and attended by seven or eight lackeys. Why! He will have me thrashed if I do not bow to him. His clothes represent power.’7

Yet, if social distinctions are arbitrary, what is the alternative? Who should rule? Should we choose the most virtuous or able among us? ‘That sets us straight away at daggers drawn, with everyone claiming to be the most virtuous and able.’8 As a result, he thinks that a hereditary monarchy is probably the best of a bad job, because at least it does lead to stability. It sometimes means you end up with an idiot for a king, but that is better than civil war.9

Despite his pessimism about the value of revolution, he can sometimes sound quite revolutionary:

 

All the great ones on earth unite, scholars, sages, kings. They write, they condemn, they slay. And, despite opposition from all these quarters, these simple powerless people resist all these powers and bring to their knees even the kings, scholars, sages, and sweep idolatry from the face of the earth.10

 

Pascal recognises the inevitability of inequality and injustice. There is no avoiding it. He recognises that once you challenge that inevitability, ‘the door is open not only to the most absolute rules but the most absolute tyranny’.11

And yet Pascal always balances this with a resistance to rebellion. Absolute monarchy tends towards tyranny. But the rule of the just or morally virtuous tends towards polarisation and an argument over who is just or morally virtuous.

The idea that politics and politicians can establish a just social order, was, for Pascal, to ignore the deeply broken character of human life and the randomness of the way history and power develop. No political order can ever totally succeed because of the Fall. Sinful human beings, with their conflicting desires and crooked hearts, can never enact a just order. They can only ever approximate towards it and try the best they can to avoid the worst excesses of tyranny. Political order is based on power and force, not on compassion and imagination. Pascal is dubious about any idea of the divine right of kings, or of any ruler for that matter. Instead, he has a very heightened sense of the power of custom in creating human laws. With a glance at the ongoing rumbling conflict between France and Spain, he writes: ‘It is a funny sort of justice whose limits are marked by a river, true on this side of the Pyrenees, false on the other.’12 What is right and wrong according to human law shifts on either side of a river, a border, or a range of mountains. They change from age to age, as our customs, moods and convictions shift with the sands of time. Nothing purely human can ever be absolute, and giving allegiance to anything merely human is always a mistake.

Political plans and the grand movements of armies could even be shaped by something as insubstantial and ephemeral as the stirrings of romantic love. One of his most memorable fragments refers to the political intrigue between Julius Caesar and Mark Antony and their love for the Egyptian queen: ‘Cleopatra’s nose: if it had been shorter, the whole face of the earth would have been different.’13 For Pascal, politics is based on folly, because we tend to think that our laws are absolute, but in fact they are deeply contingent.

This was a view of politics as ordering an unruly world.

 

We always picture Plato and Aristotle wearing long academic gowns, but they were ordinary decent people like anyone else, who enjoyed a laugh with their friends. And when they amused themselves by composing their Laws and Politics they did it for fun. It was the least philosophical and least serious part of their lives: the most philosophical part was living simply and without fuss. If they wrote about politics, it was as if to lay
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