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Introduction


1

An author of two widely celebrated works on religion (and much else) who enjoys the reputation of being a brilliant mathematician, a scientist of proven ability, a technologist capable of designing and constructing a calculating machine and devising and seeing inaugurated the first public transport service in Paris, may well expect to be labelled dilettante. Yet Pascal gained the admiration and respect of his contemporaries by his outstanding gifts as mathematician, scientist and technologist quite independently of the fame that accrued to him at the end of his life from his literary and religious work, which has never been more in honour than today. It is as a Frenchman of all-round distinction that Pascal’s portrait was chosen for the 500–franc banknote issued by the Banque de France. The word ‘genius’ is perhaps overworked, yet it can properly be applied to Pascal, whose work on probability, barometric pressure, the vacuum and many other problems put him in the front rank of European intellectuals. Fermat and Descartes in France, and Christopher Wren and Christiaan Huygens abroad, were among those who recognized his gifts.

As a writer he compelled attention with the Provincial Letters (1656–7). Since these appeared clandestinely and anonymously, the success they at once achieved owed nothing to the unknown author’s previous reputation. The Letters showed that readers with no special knowledge or qualifications in theology or casuistry could have such matters explained to them in such a way that they felt competent to pass judgement on the practices and abuses attributed to the Jesuits. The interview technique exploited with such devastating effect in the earlier letters has been likened to that of modern journalism, and in this as in so many other aspects of his work Pascal was ahead of his time. The sureness and lightness of touch revealed in the Provincial Letters would assure Pascal of an honourable mention in the literary history of a century of outstanding French prose writers. It should be remembered that the issues involved in the Letters were deadly serious, even if Pascal’s gift for exposing duplicity and inconsistency made the whole affair look ridiculous.

The Pensées, therefore, first published in 1670, eight years after Pascal’s death, are by no means the main, let alone sole, cause of Pascal’s fame in his own time. The man whose conversion in 1654 led him to see intellectual achievement as a distraction from the search for reality was not a failure looking for compensation in withdrawal. It was his very success, most recently in defending his friends at Port Royal by the Provincial Letters, which is the background to the Pensées.

The constraints and limitations of seventeenth-century ideas about God and man are very different from those of the present day, but only now can the reader look at a text left by Pascal not rearranged to fit an individual editor’s preconceptions. It is remarkable how wide a public shows interest in the work, surely transcending curiosity or problem solving. Perhaps comparative ignorance of the historical background is an aid to enjoyment, perhaps individual readers put their own construction on the work to the point that misunderstanding becomes fruitful; whatever the reason Pascal seems to speak to modern readers with quite particular force.

2

Attempts are still made to ‘explain’ Pascal and the Pensées in terms of his heredity, class-background and even physiology, and, lamentably as these have failed, there are indisputably some grounds for beginning with what is objectively verifiable. Born on 19 June 1623, Pascal lost his mother when he was only three, and was brought up with his two sisters, Gilberte and Jacqueline, entirely by his father, Étienne Pascal, a legal officer of substance at Clermont (now Clermont-Ferrand). In 1631 Étienne Pascal left Auvergne and installed his family in Paris, where he directed Blaise’s education himself, setting high standards and demonstrating clear principles to such effect that the twelve-year-old boy is reported to have discovered for himself the first thirty-two propositions of Euclid. The family stayed in Paris until 1640, when Étienne, reconciled with Richelieu after a bold but imprudent protest against the financial policy of the government, was appointed Commissioner for Taxes in Upper Normandy and moved to Rouen.

These early years undoubtedly left their mark on Blaise. Deprived from an early age of a mother’s care, he was always of sickly constitution and was, moreover, an only son between an older and a younger sister. He was inevitably given extra, perhaps excessive, consideration, and his precocious intelligence can only have increased his individualism. At the same time, this unusual family situation seems to have aroused in him an attitude to human affection which came out in later life with such reactions as his censure of Gilberte, by then married to her cousin Florin Périer, for exchanging caresses with her children. He found such visible marks of affection not only distasteful, but morally wrong; the basis for such a judgement may be surmised from certain of the Pensées (e.g. 396).

His education, too, could not fail to produce a marked effect on his character, lasting throughout his life. While his father’s direct supervision enabled him to make rapid, even spectacular progress and encouraged the highest degree of independent judgement based on sound principles, his isolation from boys of his own age and from the society and discipline of school life may have protected him from psychological, and physical, discomfort, but allowed him to have his own way too much in formative years. To his father’s enthusiasm for mathematics, and to many intellectually distinguished friends, Blaise certainly owed a great deal, and perhaps even more to the humane and enlightened methods of a widower who could so easily have become an authoritarian crank.

1640 was what may be called a seminal year in the history of French Catholicism as of the Pascal family. In that year Blaise published his first mathematical work, an essay on conic sections, and the Augustinus of Cornelius Jansenius, Bishop of Ypres, came out, two years after its author’s death. The connexion between Pascal’s mathematical début and the book which provoked the bitter struggle between Port Royal and its enemies (the Jesuits were coincidentally celebrating their own first centenary that year) must seem wholly fortuitous (or perhaps providential), and yet the Pensées directly link the two publications. It was through his reputation as a scientist and mathematician that Pascal’s abilities became recognized, and it was the adoption of Jansenius’s views by Port Royal and its friends which led Pascal into their orbit and then made him their spokesman.

The next few years saw Pascal’s invention of the calculating machine and his series of experiments on the vacuum and atmospheric pressure. Meanwhile Jansenius’s collaborator, Jean Duvergier de Hauranne (known as the abbé Saint-Cyran from the abbey of which he was commendatory abbot), had died in 1643, after several years in prison, the result as much of political as of religious disagreement with Richelieu. The theologian Antoine Arnauld had come to the defence of the Augustinus, which had soon aroused strong opposition. It is one of the many ironies in the history of Jansenism that neither the eponymous Bishop of Ypres, as obscure in his life as he was prominent after his death, nor Saint-Cyran, who shared in the formulation of his doctrine and was almost entirely responsible for transmitting it as the driving force for a close-knit body of believers, lived to explain the obscurer implications of their teaching, let alone to see the results it had in the Church.

In 1646 the repercussions of Saint-Cyran’s work at last reached the Pascal family, and henceforth their fortunes became ever more closely linked with those of Jansenism and Port Royal. As a result of a fall, Étienne Pascal made the acquaintance of two pious gentlemen, with some skill as bonesetters, who in their turn brought the family into contact with a neighbouring priest, M. Guillebert, vicar of Rouville, one of Saint-Cyran’s converts. One must be careful in using the word ‘conversion’ not to over-emphasize the enlightenment which followed the experience at the expense of the condition which preceded it. It seems that the Pascals were good, conventional Catholics, performing their duties with regularity, if not with fervour, but keeping their daily life and their faith in separate compartments. Their introduction to Saint-Cyran’s ideas, especially on grace, made them enthusiastic Christians, regarding worldly preoccupations as irrelevant, and even inimical, to salvation. Jacqueline even more than Blaise seems permanently to have changed the whole course of her life as a consequence of this experience.

For Blaise, the immediate fruit of intensified piety was his participation in a theological dispute, in which he helped to secure the condemnation of one Jacques Forton, sieur de Saint-Ange, an ex-friar, for opinions of a rationalistic, but somewhat eccentric, nature concerning the faith. His scientific researches, however, continued unabated, and began to involve him in controversy, among others with a Jesuit, Père Noël, and with Descartes, whom he met briefly on two occasions during an illness in 1647. The family had left Rouen and settled again in Paris when Étienne died there in 1651. The following year, no longer inhibited by paternal opposition, Jacqueline entered Port Royal as a nun. The undignified financial wrangles provoked by this act are symptomatic of a particularly unhappy period of Pascal’s life, when he found himself within a few months irrevocably separated from both his father and his favourite sister, and thrown for the first time on his own resources. This phase ended with what Pascal himself, and everyone since, has recognized as the most decisive event of his life.

He had become internationally famous for his scientific work, he had many friends in aristocratic society, especially the young duc de Roannez and his sister Charlotte, and Jacqueline’s religious vocation had deeply disturbed the pattern of his life. His so-called worldly period was, from all accounts, far short of profligacy, but pride, selfishness, and materialism apparently played a more prominent part in his life than was consistent with the faith renewed by the events of 1646. It must also be remembered that ill-health caused him real and frequent suffering. In this confused state he suddenly had a personal revelation which brought about what can only be called total conversion. On 23 November 1654 he saw the light that guided him for the rest of his life, setting down his account in the Memorial (913), a scrap of paper, later copied on to parchment, which he always thereafter carried on his person. The ‘hidden God’, with whom some critics have made such play, was manifested that night to Pascal in the person of Jesus Christ. Whatever his doubts may have been, they were dispelled by this direct contact with God in the only form in which he henceforth sought him, and sought to communicate him to others. The witness of the two Testaments, the Passion of Christ, and Pascal’s personal obligations as a Christian are the three elements of a definitive realization of the truth, which brought him at last to certainty and joy.

A few weeks later he translated this experience into action, and made a retreat, first near and then at Port Royal des Champs, where the community of male solitaries had taken over when the nuns moved to Port Royal de Paris. It must be emphasized that neither then, nor at any other time, was Pascal one of the ‘Messieurs de Port Royal’, and he was never for more than a week or so at a time even resident there. It is true, of course, that his spiritual director, M. Singlin, and his sister, as well as other members of Port Royal, like Arnauld and Nicole, regarded him from now on as an active ally, rather than a mere well-wisher, but on the doctrinal plane Pascal was never wholly at one with his Jansenist friends, who were, indeed, divided amongst themselves.

Just a year after this first retreat, in January 1656, Pascal showed the world just how active an ally he had become. In the sixteen years since the publication of the Augustinus attitudes had hardened and ranks had closed. The enormous Arnauld family, especially Antoine and the Mères Angélique and Agnès at Port Royal, were conspicuous defenders of the teaching and way of life entrusted to them by Saint-Cyran, while certain elements at the Sorbonne, and soon the Jesuits in a body, constituted an ever more impatient opposition. In 1649 seven propositions (reduced next year to five) were allegedly extracted from the Augustinus and submitted to the Sorbonne, and then to the Pope, with a request for censure, but Pope Innocent X showed no disposition to act with undue haste, and it was only by stages that he was finally induced, in 1654, to condemn not only the Five Propositions (by now capitalized and made into a shibboleth) but to say explicitly that he was condemning Jansenius’s doctrine. Arnauld continued to protest that the Propositions were, indeed, heretical, but not, as the latest papal pronouncement dogmatically asserted, either textually or implicitly in Augustinus. His enemies were by now anxious to put an end once and for all to resistance, and at the end of 1655 Arnauld was put on trial by the theologians of the Sorbonne, inevitably incurring the censure of a majority, of whom many had been either tricked or otherwise persuaded by the Jesuits. Behind all the technical arguments concerning grace, the crucial point was that of fact (de fait), whether the Five Propositions were really in Jansenius’s work, not of right (de droit), whether the Pope had the right to condemn them as heretical, and this distinction remained the last ditch in which Arnauld and his supporters were finally overwhelmed.

It was precisely at this juncture, when all seemed lost, that Pascal was making another retreat at Port Royal des Champs, and was begged by his friends to do something. Only a few days elapsed before the first of the Letters written to a friend in the provinces, the Provincial Letters, appeared. From then until March of the following year eighteen Letters came out one after another, in conditions of the greatest secrecy and real danger, giving a running commentary on events and provoking fury or delight, but never indifference, in those who read them.

Things went at first very badly for the Jansenists: Arnauld was expelled from the Sorbonne (at that time the Faculty of Theology and not, as now, the whole University of Paris), the Petites Écoles (of which Racine was the most illustrious alumnus) were closed, and the solitaries dispersed. On 25 March the tide seemed momentarily to turn. Pascal’s niece, Marguerite Périer, was suddenly cured of a fistula, which she had had in her eye for more than three years, when a relic of the Holy Thorn, kept by the nuns of Port Royal, was applied to the spot. While continuing the Letters (from the eleventh addressed directly to the Jesuits, and not to the provincial friend), Pascal began to collect material for a work on miracles (Section III of this translation) and, it seems, for what was later planned as the Apology for the Christian Religion. Unfortunately, while the miracle, authenticated by both medical and ecclesiastical authorities, encouraged the friends of Port Royal, and while the Jesuits were smarting under Pascal’s flagellation of their laxism and casuistry, the temper of Louis XIV and the higher clergy was not sympathetic to acts of insubordination, prompted by whatever motives. It is also relevant that the royal confessor was a Jesuit. The controversy dragged on, causing ever deeper divisions and involving ever wider circles among clergy and laity, Paris and the provinces. Even when the Provincial Letters came to an abrupt end (a nineteenth Letter breaks off after a few sentences), Pascal continued the struggle both in writings of his own and in helping to draft various declarations by bodies of the clergy. He somehow managed to combine with this intense polemical activity new work, of the most sophisticated kind, on the mathematical problem of the cycloid, in connexion with which he wrote letters to Christopher Wren and Christiaan Huygens among others. Above all he composed the greater part of what we now know as the Pensées. By 1658 his work on the Apology was far enough advanced for him to give his friends at Port Royal an address (or perhaps more than one) on his proposed method and main arguments.


In 1659 his chronic ill-health, perhaps of tubercular or cancerous origin, had finally reached a state which made it virtually impossible for him to concentrate for long on any serious work. With a person of Pascal’s unique gifts, idleness and inability to work are, of course, relative terms, and he continued whenever he felt strong enough to write, or dictate, what he could. Perhaps a quarter of the Pensées belong to this last period, as well as some Reflections on the condition of the great and considerable correspondence on a wide range of topics. It was, for example, only in March 1662 that his omnibus service was inaugurated, and by that time he was a very sick man indeed.

The last two years of his life were overshadowed not only by sickness but also by the final stages of the Jansenist struggle, by now directed mercilessly at the community of which his sister was one of the most intransigent members. The point at issue still remained submission on the question of fact, but formulated in ever more unambiguous terms. One expedient after another was tried to enable the nuns to satisfy both the demands of their own consciences and those of ecclesiastical obedience. At length no alternative was left but unconditional surrender. Jacqueline died, it is said of a broken heart, in October 1661, and at the end of November the community capitulated, signing the latest and most explicit of the formularies successively put before them.

The death of his sister and the failure, as he saw it, of the nuns and their advisers to defend their cause to the bitter end occasioned Pascal the cruellest spiritual anguish. Convinced as he was that the Jesuits were truly forces of evil, and that the simple, theologically inexpert nuns were the remnant of the faithful few, he could not easily reconcile his duty as a Catholic to obey with his duty as a Christian to follow the truth even unto death. While he remained implacably hostile to his enemies, he was by now, at least for a time, estranged from many of his friends. In June 1662 he moved in with his sister Gilberte in a state of extreme physical and mental weakness. The last weeks of his life were attended by Père Beurrier, the parish-priest of St Étienne du Mont (next to the Panthéon), to whom he confided his views on the religious conflicts in which he had been so deeply involved. There is much debate as to the exact significance and value of Beurrier’s testimony, but the basic facts are not in dispute: realizing that continued membership of the Catholic Church was incompatible with disobedience to the most formal orders of the Pope and hierarchy, Pascal submitted unconditionally and recognized himself incompetent to pronounce unilaterally on matters of faith, at the same time remaining to the end on the most friendly terms with Arnauld, Nicole and others, whose willingness to compromise had so upset him a year before.

The record of his last days is a melancholy and terrible one. The gruesome attentions of doctors as ingenious in devising treatment as they were obtuse in diagnosis, the extraordinary obstinacy of his friends and doctors in withholding from him until it was almost too late the consolation of the sacrament, for which he longed, the ghastly autopsy inspired by curiosity and callousness, all makes a distressing tale. Robbed of serenity and dignity, too sordid in its details for a shining example of heroic martyrdom, Pascal’s death agony represents the slow corruption of the flesh, poisoning even the mind until little is left to snatch away. His spirit, however, rallied at the last, and he died on 19 August 1662, lucid and happy to be finally united with his Saviour. Two days later he was buried at St Étienne du Mont, where a tablet to his memory today looks across at one commemorating Racine.

3

It is above all to the Pensées that Pascal owes his abiding fame. Almost everything about the history of the work now known by that name is paradoxical. Normally in the seventeenth century the original, handwritten manuscript sent to a printer was marked up so that by the time the work appeared there was no point in keeping the manuscript. In Pascal’s case the veneration in which he was held by those who knew him led to a quite exceptional procedure. At his death in 1662 Pascal left a mass of mostly autograph papers (some written by a secretary), which his literary executors decided to preserve. To that end two copies were made, by the same hand, the greatest care being taken in the deciphering of his all but illegible handwriting. Once these copies were complete, the original papers were kept, virtually as relics, but only in 1711 pasted into an album and bound, with such scant regard for order that individual fragments were trimmed with scissors to save space wherever it could be found. This volume, known as the Recueil Original (Original Collection), is an intensely personal document, which can be studied in a photographic reproduction issued for the tercentenary, with a transcription of each fragment facing the original and presented in the same order as this translation, that of the First Copy.

The First, like the Second Copy, was made in the order in which the papers were found, but with the important difference that being used by different members of the editorial committee set up to produce what became the Port Royal edition of 1670, the units (or dossiers) comprising it were copied separately so that they could be detached as required and sent for opinions from experts in Paris or Clermont. The Second Copy on the other hand was copied continuously, one unit directly following another, and it was retained by the Périer family in exactly the order in which it was first copied. What the two copies have in common is not only the actual text left by Pascal, but the structure of the work, which was intended to be An Apology for the Christian Religion (though that title is no more by Pascal than the now universally familiar Pensées).

A great deal more is known now than was thirty or forty years ago about Pascal’s working methods. He worked usually on large sheets of paper, writing down his thoughts in evident haste, with many alterations, erasures, transpositions, sometimes setting down the words so that they looked more like poetry than prose. Each entry was separated from the next by a line drawn between them. In about June 1658 he drew up a table of contents (the original is lost, but the surviving copy is accepted as authentic), with twenty-eight headings (of which one was in fact not used), corresponding to chapters of the projected Apology, and he began to file what had so far been written. It is this method of classification, together with the list of headings, which has marked a real breakthrough in Pascal studies. Each individual unit of the Pensées is commonly referred to as a Pensée or, more commonly, a fragment. Each of the large sheets of paper might contain up to nine entries, not necessarily connected, which became, physically, fragments, strips, when Pascal cut them up in order to file them, using a system common at the time. He threaded a string through the corner of all the fragments allotted to a given dossier, putting a tag at the top with the title, and tying the string to secure the liasse or bundle. Each liasse corresponded with a heading in the table of contents already mentioned. In the Recueil Original many of the holes through which the string passed can still be clearly seen, though a number have disappeared as a result of trimming fragments to fit spaces.

It was only in 1951, nearly three hundred years after Pascal’s death, that Lafuma’s edition based on the First Copy obviated the need for the often arbitrary classification (and/or fusion) of fragments produced over the centuries since the first edition of 1670. By the time Lafuma died in 1963 he had produced three more editions in different formats of the First Copy. Twenty-five years after this breakthrough, Sellier produced his excellent edition of the Second Copy (1976), followed in 1991 by another, incorporating the results of the latest scholarship. These modern editions of the two Copies respect both the table of contents and the twenty-seven liasses; Pascal’s own provisional classification is the basis for what is presented, with none of the subjective editorial arrangement that had been the rule for so long.

If the significance of the table of contents is primordial for establishing Pascal’s plan in 1658, it cannot be emphasized too strongly that the plan itself was experimental, and while it must be the starting point for research, no amount of ingenuity can construct what never was. The number and title of the liasses established in 1658 is provisional; such a heading as ‘APR’ (XI), until recently assumed to refer to Port Royal and the address Pascal gave there, is now regarded as problematic and would hardly have figured so cryptically in a definitive list of headings; the heading ‘Nature is corrupt’, to which neither copy allots any fragments, is clearly integral to the general argument, but the various fragments concerned with corruption (e.g. 449) are scattered over several dossiers.

If it is accepted that the section consisting of fragments. 383–414, which in the First Copy immediately follow the liasses, is an expansion of the table of contents and should therefore precede them all (as the Second Copy indicates) then very nearly half the Pensées are accounted for in the 1658 plan. The remainder includes some material manifestly extraneous to that plan (e.g. drafts for the Provincial Letters), three sections (830–912) entitled ‘Miracles’, composed for a quite different purpose, and most of the rest. That remainder, especially the dossiers containing Biblical texts and translations, can be seen to represent material at different stages awaiting development before finding a place in the overall structure.

One group of dossiers (Series II–V, fragments 418–50) has clearly gone beyond mere fragmentary composition, and includes the famous ‘Wager’ (418), more properly ‘Infinity – nothing’, announced right at the beginning (5), 427, similarly announced in 4 (both described as ‘letters’) and 449 (perhaps extending back to 438) on corruption. They seem to come closer to a finished version than most of what is to be found in the liasses, but even there 44 (on Imagination) and 199 (Disproportion of man) show a similar degree of extensive development. This question of the finished version of the Apology has been very pertinently addressed in a collection of essays published by Jean Mesnard in 1992. He makes the point that, for whatever reason, Pascal did not compose in linear, logical style, but by ‘noyaux’, that is by centres, nuclei, in the order of heart rather than mind. Quoting 44 and 199 as something like a finished product Mesnard shows how all (or any) fragments on these subjects have been subsumed into what remains, and contrasts this with the section on ‘Diversion’ (VIII) where no such final treatment has been effected, though 136 and 137 go a long way towards it. These and similar insights are invaluable for understanding how best to approach Pascal’s unfinished work. They cannot and do not claim to provide a key enabling the modern reader to envisage how Pascal would have completed the work had sickness not prevented him. We cannot even guess how long such a work might have been.

The last section of this translation contains a mass of disparate material prepared for the Provincial Letters or other polemic works, but also the ‘Memorial’ (the record of Pascal’s conversion experience: 913), ‘Mystery of Jesus’ (919) and a paper on ‘Self-love’ (978). Additional authentic fragments, unknown to either copy or the Recueil Original, are still being discovered and published as a result of continuing research.

While all this material is no substitute for a complete text of the Apology, the variety and richness of all we now possess has a value of its own which compensates in a quite different way for what is missing.

It is not only more sensible, but infinitely more rewarding to turn from wistful thoughts of what never was and perverse ingenuity about what might have been, to what actually is: the principal recorded and surviving thoughts of Pascal on religion and kindred subjects.

It must be remembered that events forced Pascal into writing the Provincial Letters, which are a consequence of his nuit de feu only in so far as they represent in general his uncompromising commitment to Christian truth and in particular the closer relations with Port Royal promoted by the experience. The Pensées are a far more direct attempt to communicate to others what had been vouchsafed to him, but they are at the same time not exempt from the theological distortions inseparable from controversy. The libertines with whose conversion Pascal was concerned might be diverted by seeing the Jesuits so discomfited, the heretics might congratulate themselves on remaining outside an institution as corrupt and divided as the Catholic Church seemed to be, but it can hardly be claimed that the wider interests of Christianity or even of the Church were served by the mutual recriminations of Jesuits and Jansenists, as Pascal himself recognized. The Pensées do not retract the Provincial Letters, and in some important ways they illuminate them, but their aim is much more positive and universal: to bring men to God, through Christ, in the Catholic Church. They are not a Jansenist tract, but, as might be expected, show unmistakable marks of the Augustinian influence common to most rigorists and reformers, inside and outside the Catholic Church.

The pattern, not only of the Pensées, but of all Pascal’s religious writing, is the stark contrast between man in his state of fallen nature and in a state of grace. The doctrine characteristic of Augustinians in general, and of Jansenists in particular, was that human nature was so corrupted by the Fall that only the direct intervention of God’s grace, mediated by the redeeming power of Christ, could enable man to do good and be saved. This grace could never be earned, and man could never put God under an obligation to save him, but man could try to remove some of the chief obstacles to grace and thus create in himself a disposition more favourable to its reception. Jansenists had a strong sense of election, and tended to dwell on the smallness of the number to be saved, at the same time seeing in worldliness presumptive evidence of grace withheld. They were also characterized by a certain austerity and puritanism, reacting against prevalent casualness by a rigid attitude to the sacraments, and laying much stress on the necessity for constant effort and vigilance lest grace should be forfeited. Their enemies accused them of being Calvinists, but neither in their views on Predestination nor, above all, on the Church can this charge be substantiated. As an ally of Port Royal, holding and practising the sort of Christianity just described, Pascal may be called a Jansenist, but such a label is not very helpful, and, in the light of the very restrictive sense subsequently acquired by the word, may be grossly misleading.

The two poles of Pascal’s argument are concisely defined at the beginning: ‘Wretchedness of man without God / Happiness of man with God / otherwise / Nature is corrupt, proved by nature itself / There is a Redeemer, proved by Scripture’ (6). The recognizably Augustinian emphasis on the corruption of nature is here inseparable from the promised cure. There can be no doubt that the section which retains its interest today is the first, so much so, indeed, that the arguments concerning Scripture in the second part are often not only ignored but even excused. Narcissism is deep-rooted in human nature, and there is nothing strange in modern readers preferring to indulge psychological hypochondria as well rather than examine the remedy prescribed by Pascal. Biblical exegesis has now developed too far for the second part of Pascal’s work to be effectively salvaged, but it can at least be claimed that the Christianity which the Pensées offer to the unbeliever is complete; there is no escape-clause in small print to be revealed only after the contract is signed.

In the opening sections of his argument Pascal gradually reveals to his interlocutor (for this is a dialogue, or correspondence, rather than a treatise) the truth about himself. He is addressing a person well versed in the social graces, familiar with the world of the great and its pastimes, such as hunting, gambling, dancing, and tennis, sufficiently informed about the discoveries of contemporary science to recognize references to worlds revealed by telescope and microscope, anxious for popularity and approval, a critic of style and fashion, priding himself on being a hardheaded rationalist, for whom two and two make four, and laughing at pretensions that reason cannot sustain. This is not the honest doubter (though this is what Pascal tries to make him), but nor is it the hardened sinner; by worldly standards the cultured devotee of self-interest, ruled by pride, may be offending neither the law of the land nor even social convention. Much of Pascal’s initial argument is, however, designed to make him see that he is harming himself, let alone breaking the law of a God whose existence is yet to be proved. The so-called libertines were motivated not so much by hostility as by indifference with regard to religion, and only by piercing their carapace of complacency can Pascal touch the vital organ, the heart. For the whole concept of the defence of Christianity is based both on the contrast already mentioned between the state of nature and that of grace, and also on Pascal’s theory of the three orders.

This concept stemmed originally from mathematics, and Pascal had made use of it in other contexts before he ever applied it to religion. Just as lines, squares and cubes (or x, x2, and x3) cannot be added together as being of different orders, so in the realm of human knowledge that which is proper to the body (the senses), to the mind (the reason), and to the heart are of different orders and must be carefully distinguished if error is to be avoided. The heart, in Pascal’s scheme, is the appropriate channel for intuitive knowledge, for apprehending pre-rational first principles and assenting to supra-rational propositions, as well as for emotional and aesthetic experiences. A text indispensable to an understanding of what Pascal meant is no. In the sphere of religion the heart is the seat and recipient of charity, and only in this connexion is it correct to speak of it as a superior faculty, for in all natural affairs each of these three orders has a part to play, which is invalidated by application of an inappropriate order. To take an early example, Descartes claimed to prove by pure reason that a vacuum could not exist in nature, thus supporting a cherished belief of Aristotelian (and Scholastic) philosophers, who based their faith on the authority of the great man and the tradition of centuries rather than on reason. For Pascal, a physical phenomenon is properly examined by physical means, that is the evidence of the senses, reading what the instruments actually record. Once the facts have been established, it is, of course, for reason to analyse and codify them, just as it is right for reason to formulate hypotheses for the senses to test experimentally. In neither case can the heart play a decisive role. Clearly in supernatural matters the senses are incompetent and it is only the arrogant delusion of men which attributes the last word to reason.


Pascal is thus in the paradoxical position of appealing to reason in order to communicate truths which, on his own showing, are outside its province. He is not, as has sometimes been claimed, trying to strike one spark of charity out of the great mass of rational arguments advanced. A better analogy would be that of the well; only when the drill has penetrated to a sufficient depth does the crust of reason and habit become thin enough for the flow of divine grace at last to break through. Pascal is no alchemist, transmuting elements, but a prospector, blasting away massive obstacles to reveal hidden treasure. The paradox is that only reason can persuade reason of its own inadequacy.

Pascal systematically eliminates the props with which man sustains himself in his illusions. Cherished values are shown to be purely imaginary, arbitrary concessions to the convenience or prejudice of the moment. Human relations and institutions are inconsistent, supposedly natural instincts can be completely changed, and habit plays so dominant a part in our lives that it can truly be called a second nature (126). Reason itself can work only from the raw material supplied by instinct or senses, for which no guarantee exists. Everything is inconstant, relative, uncertain. Much of this development is inspired by Montaigne, to whom Pascal is heavily indebted not only for examples but even for turns of phrase.

Defining the human condition as ‘inconstancy, boredom, anxiety’ (24), Pascal devotes the whole section on Diversion to showing how man tries to keep boredom, and with it anxiety, at bay. So long as he does not have to think, he may yet live out his days anaesthetized by activity, meaningless in itself, but strenuous enough to absorb his energies. Philosophers, searching for the sovereign good, have been no more successful than the ordinary man, whose only goal is happiness. From this Pascal argues that, wretched as he truly is, man would not so frantically pursue elusive happiness unless somewhere within him there remained a glimmer of past felicity. The impasse lies within man: only imperfection can be found in an imperfect being, and, until man looks outside himself for his goal, his problem can never be resolved. Quite simply, man must listen to God. Incredible as it may appear to so demoralized and puny a creature, God is not only able but willing to join himself to man.

Much of this is frankly emotive, but the brunt of the attack is borne by reason, whose shortcomings are remorselessly exposed. It is at this stage that Pascal invites his interlocutor at least to search for the truth, even if he does not find it, because this is more reasonable than persisting in indifference. What is more, only in Christ can the paradox wretchedness–greatness be resolved: ‘It is not only impossible but useless to know God without Christ’ (191). Thus deism, the religion of the philosophers, is for Pascal almost as far from Christianity as actual atheism (449). It is thought, and thought alone, that constitutes man’s greatness, and it is thus the right and duty of reason to examine the facts of man’s condition. The paradox and dualism of our nature is a riddle which true religion can and must solve. The doctrine of the Fall, inseparable from those of Incarnation and Redemption, is for Pascal the only possible answer. Without the Fall man would still be happy, without Redemption he could only remain wretched, and in the Incarnation God reveals himself in the only form comprehensible to a creature of finite understanding, balanced precariously between the infinitely small and the infinitely great. By partaking of humanity Christ sanctified a state which is neither that of beast nor that of angel, but both. Men will never be, as the serpent promised, like gods; God has become man and felicity will come from following Christ, both God and man.

The latter part of the Pensées is concerned to buttress the theological doctrines of the Fall and Redemption with proofs of various kinds from the Bible and other sources. Pascal took as literally as most of his contemporaries the Mosaic account of human history, and for him the Fall was a historical event, attested by writers in an unbroken line of contact with mankind’s first parents. He was much impressed – and would be even more so today – by the tenacious survival of the Jewish people, regarding it as a clear sign of divine providence, not otherwise explicable, that the people to whom the Messianic hope was revealed and entrusted should both reject the Messiah when he came and be preserved to authenticate a tradition essential to Christianity. His use of rabbinical interpretation (at second-hand from a medieval book already centuries old when he read it) and of figures (or typology, as it is technically called) is the most obvious weakness of his argument. His quite uncritical reading of the prophetic books, especially Daniel, led him into open absurdity, but in the last analysis these errors, gross as they are, should increase our respect for him. If Christianity is more than a moral code or a pious legend, it must be related to historical fact and tradition, and, if Christians are to follow Christ in respecting the Old Testament, it is more meritorious to examine the credentials of the Jewish books, even getting them wrong, than to ignore the problem. For his day, and for an amateur, Pascal did very well.

One or two further points in Pascal’s argument should not be overlooked. First is the role allotted to the order of body. This has two quite different aspects. One, the more obvious, is represented by references to carnality, concupiscence and materialism as the enemies of charity, and shows what happens when the heart looks downwards to the beasts rather than upwards to God; in this sense man is betraying his nature by applying to spiritual truths material values, just as the arrogance of philosophers distorts it by applying only intellectual values. Pascal’s main use of this aspect of the material order is to explain how most Jews (and some Christians) failed to interpret figures and prophecies in their correct, spiritual sense. The second role allotted to this order can be seen from the very beginning, and is most explicit in the section concluding the Wager. Here Pascal uses the word ‘machine’, meaning automatic, unthinking habit, or conditioned reflex. In this sense the bodily order has a vital part to play by supplying a second nature, by translating purely intellectual decision into action, and by humbling pride. Thus the unbeliever who ‘takes holy water and has masses said’ (418) will become more reconciled to apparently meaningless practices as he finds that they help to overcome the passions, especially pride, which have been his greatest obstacle to belief. These mechanical actions have no value in themselves, and to think that they have is to overemphasize the letter of the law, like the Pharisees, but they do bring into play the only form of behaviour in which other people can join as a community of worshippers. For it must be recognized that Pascal is trying to persuade his interlocutor not merely to believe, but in so doing to become a full member of the Catholic Church, the body of Christ outside which he saw no salvation.

This point has a direct social implication which is quite frequently mentioned in the Pensées, notably in Section One, XXVI, on Christian morality, but which comes out with particular force in the sentences immediately following that just quoted from the Wager. Pascal argues here that the unbeliever who withdraws his rational objections to Christianity, and agrees to go through the motions, even though he still has not faith, will on the purely human level be making himself a better citizen. By accepting a Christian way of life, he has gone outside himself, abandoning at last the prison of self-love for the freedom of charity to others.

Pascal’s method is deliberately not linear, and consists of converging arguments, all directed to the same end but with different starting-points. In his own words: ‘Jesus Christ is the object of all things, the centre towards which all things tend’ (449). This phrase must be borne constantly in mind as one reads not only the Pensées but also the Provincial Letters and Pascal’s other religious writings. To return to the point de départ, the wretchedness of man without God is the result of making himself his own centre, the happiness of man with God is the result of making Christ his centre, of trying to conform his life to that of a perfect man. The creator of the universe must remain a hidden God for finite creatures, but in God made man the model is plain for all to follow who are not blinded by self-love and self-interest. In these terms one can see how the nuit de feu underlies and explains what followed. The Pensées, like the Provincial Letters, are as much a denunciation of the false god of self as an apology for Christianity. Such private texts as the Mystery of Jesus (919) show that Pascal’s meditations on the Passion brought him closer not only to God but also to his fellow-men, with whom he shared both the guilt and the redemption. When insecurity and anxiety neuroses, arrogant intellectualism and unthinking materialism, selfishness and aggression have faded from the background of daily living Pascal may have fewer readers. In the meantime the Pensées will attract and even inspire countless men and women seeking to escape from a condition of ‘inconstancy, boredom, anxiety’ of which they are only too well aware.

4

In 1965, when this translation was first undertaken, the four successive editions of the First Copy by Lafuma seemed a secure enough basis for an English translation, and above all for a system of numbering which would not constantly have to be revised. The appearance of Sellier’s editions of the Second Copy (1976, 1991) discourages any such simplistic hopes: though the actual liasses remain unchanged, the transposition of 387–417 to the beginning in the Second Copy means an immediate discrepancy in numbering of 36 between the two copies. Moreover, with ever fuller discoveries about the material composition of the Pensées, the stratigraphy, as Pol Ernst calls it, renumbering is likely to remain an inescapable fact of life for some time to come: 438–450, for example, comes in Sellier as one continuous passage. Such major discrepancies between this translation and the order of the Second Copy have been indicated in footnotes, and a table of concordance appended to enable rapid reference from this translation to the Second Copy.

The purpose of any translation is to enable those who have little or no knowledge of the original language to read with reasonable confidence works which would otherwise be inaccessible to them. It does not help if the translator introduces variants of his own, instead of following as faithfully as possible the chosen original, ultimate criterion of accuracy and authenticity. Publication of the Second Copy – more than three hundred years after Pascal’s death – is more than welcome, but it still leaves questions unanswered. Even the long-awaited edition by Jean Mesnard, unavoidably delayed, cannot, in the nature of things, be definitive. An unfinished work, particularly one composed in the way Pascal worked, and preserved in the material form in which the original and two copies have come down to us, can, at best, be restored to the latest state in which the author left it. Attempts to tidy up all the loose ends are counter-productive, because Pascal himself was far from having reached that stage.

What matters above all is the reader’s reaction to the Pensées. The specialists do their best to solve puzzles, to eliminate sources of error, to present as reliable a text as possible, but their activities do not explain (though they may focus) the appeal Pascal has for so many readers whose interest in such technical questions is minimal and who find themselves responding at a very personal level to Pascal’s portrayal of the human situation.

There would have been something to be said for omitting fragments intended for the Provincial Letters and other works, but having once chosen M. Lafuma’s edition I decided to translate everything included in it. Apart from ease of reference between translation and original, such completeness gives so much better an idea of Pascal as man and writer. I have not followed the Lafuma edition in distinguishing typographically those passages erased or corrected by Pascal; such refinement is hardly appropriate to an edition of this kind. Spacing is that of the manuscript, with punctuation modified where necessary. On every doubtful point I have constantly consulted the photographic reproduction.

As regards the actual translation I have tried to follow one cardinal principle apparently rejected by most previous translators of Pascal: I know of no other author who repeats the same word with such almost obsessive frequency as Pascal, and failure to render this essential feature of his style makes a translation not only inadequate but positively misleading. Wherever possible, and especially within the same fragment or section, I have used one English word for the same keyword recurring in French. I am encouraged in my conviction that Pascal would have condemned change for the sake of mere variety or elegance by his clear statement to this effect (515). Some keywords, like ‘juste’, cannot be treated with absolute consistency, but only ‘honnête’ completely defied translation.

Though most of Pascal’s Classical quotations are borrowed from Montaigne, I have only given references to the original. Biblical quotations have been wherever possible rendered by the Authorized Version, but, where Pascal’s French or the Vulgate Latin diverges too widely from the Authorized Version, a literal translation has been supplied. Especially in the longer passages Pascal took considerable liberties with the text, and I have been obliged to effect some discreet reconstruction. The conscious archaism of Pascal’s constant Biblical echoes has been copied as far as possible. The very first line of this book illustrates the special problem of such echoes: the French means both that the Psalms are sung everywhere on earth and by the whole earth, alluding to the several Psalms which exhort the whole world to sing a new song unto the Lord. In all such cases I have made every effort to render the implied double meaning. All textual references are to the Authorized Version, and where Pascal’s own references are either different (e.g. for the Psalms) or incorrect, they have been brought into line. All translations from languages other than French are in italics, those from the French Bible in quotation marks. The number in brackets at the end of each fragment is that of the Brunschvicg edition, still widely used for reference.

It is a particular pleasure to pay tribute to the work of the late Louis Lafuma, of Philippe Sellier and Jean Mesnard. Their contributions have enormously enriched Pascal studies and continue to inspire research on an infinitely rewarding author.





	December 1993

	 

	A.J.K.











Concordance Between the Present Edition (L) (Based on the First Copy) and that of P. Sellier (S) (Based on the Second Copy)

The main difference between the two Copies is not so much textual as in the order in which different dossiers are presented, and, to some extent, the decision taken by the respective editors as to what constitutes separate fragments, and thus the numbering of the whole.
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SECTION ONE

Papers Classified by Pascal

(Pascal’s Titles)

 

 

I. Order

[1] The Psalms sung throughout the world.1

Who bears witness to Mahomet? Himself.

Jesus wants his witness to be nothing.

The quality of witnesses is such that they must exist always, everywhere and wretched.2 He is alone.

(596)

[2] Order by dialogues. ‘What must I do? I see nothing but obscurities on every side.’

‘Shall I believe I am nothing? Shall I believe I am God?’

(227)

[3] ‘There is change and succession in all things.’

‘You are wrong, there is …’

‘Why, do you not say yourself that the sky and the birds prove God?’ – ‘No.’ – ‘Does your religion not say so?’ – ‘No. For though it is true in a sense for some souls whom God has enlightened in this way, yet it is untrue for the majority.’

(244)

[4] Letter to induce men to seek God.3 Then make them look for him among the philosophers, sceptics and dogmatists, who will worry the man who seeks.

(184)

[5] Order. A letter of exhortation to a friend, to induce him to seek.4 He will reply: ‘But what good will seeking do me? Nothing comes of it.’ Answer: ‘Do not despair.’ Then he in turn would say that he would be happy to find some light, but according to religion itself it would do him no good even if he did thus believe, and so he would just as soon not look. The answer to that is ‘the Machine’.

(247)

[6] First part: Wretchedness of man without God.

Second part: Happiness of man with God.

otherwise

First part: Nature is corrupt, proved by nature itself.

Second part: There is a Redeemer, proved by Scripture.

(60)

[7] Letter showing the usefulness of proofs, by the Machine. Faith is different from proof. One is human and the other a gift of God. The just shall live by faith.1 This is the faith that God himself puts into our hearts, often using proof as the instrument. Faith cometh by hearing.2 But this faith is in our hearts, and makes us say not ‘I know’ but ‘I believe’. 

(248)

[8] Order. See what is clear and incontrovertible about the whole state of the Jews.

(602)

[9] In the letter on injustice perhaps include:

 The absurdity of the eldest son having everything, ‘My friend, you were born on this side of the mountain, so it is right that your elder brother should have everything.’

‘Why are you killing me?’

(291)

[10] The basis of all this lies in the wretchedness of human existence. Realizing this they have taken to diversions.

(167)

[11] Order. After the letter urging men to seek God, write the letter about removing obstacles, that is the argument about the Machine, how to prepare it and how to use reason for the search.

(246)

[12] Order. Men despise religion. They hate it and are afraid it may be true. The cure for this is first to show that religion is not contrary to reason, but worthy of reverence and respect.

Next make it attractive, make good men wish it were true, and then show that it is.

Worthy of reverence because it really understands human nature.

Attractive because it promises true good.

(187)

 
II. VANITY

[13] Two faces are alike; neither is funny by itself, but side by side their likeness makes us laugh

(133)

[14] True Christians are, however, obedient to these follies; not that they respect follies, but rather the divine order which has subjected men to follies as a punishment. For the creature was made subject to vanity. He shall be delivered.1 So St Thomas explains the passage in St James2 about the rich being preferred, by saying that if men do not do so in the sight of God they are transgressing the order of their religion.

(138)

[15] Perseus, King of Macedonia, Paulus Emilius.

Perseus was criticized for not killing himself.3

(410)

[16] Vanity. That something so obvious as the vanity of the world should be so little recognized that people find it odd and surprising to be told that it is foolish to seek greatness; that is most remarkable.

(161)

[17] Inconstancy and oddity. To live by one’s work alone and to reign over the most powerful state in the world are two very different things.

They are combined in the person of the Grand Turk.

(113)

[18] An inch or two of cowl can put 25,000 monks up in arms.4

(955)

[19] He has four lackeys.

(318)

[20] He lives across the water.

(292)

[21] If we are too young our judgement is impaired, just as it is if we are too old.

Thinking too little about things or thinking too much both make us obstinate and fanatical.

If we look at our work immediately after completing it, we are still too involved; if too long afterwards, we cannot pick up the thread again.

It is like looking at pictures which are too near or too far away. There is just one indivisible point which is the right place.

Others are too near, too far, too high, or too low. In painting the rules of perspective decide it, but how will it be decided when it comes to truth and morality?

(381)

[22] Flies are so mighty that they win battles, paralyse our minds, eat up our bodies.

(367)

[23] Vanity of science. Knowledge of physical science will not console me for ignorance of morality in time of affliction, but knowledge of morality will always console me for ignorance of physical science.

(67)

[24] Man’s condition. Inconstancy, boredom, anxiety.

(127)

[25] The fact that kings are habitually seen in the company of guards, drums, officers and all the things which prompt automatic responses of respect and fear has the result that, when they are sometimes alone and unaccompanied, their features are enough to strike respect and fear into their subjects, because we make no mental distinction between their person and the retinue with which they are normally seen to be associated. And the world, which does not know that this is the effect of habit, believes it to derive from some natural force, hence such sayings as: ‘The character of divinity is stamped on his features.’

(308)

[26] The power of kings is founded on the reason and the folly of the people, but especially on their folly. The greatest and most important thing in the world is founded on weakness. This is a remarkably sure foundation, for nothing is surer than that the people will be weak. Anything founded on sound reason is very ill-founded, like respect for wisdom.

(330)

[27] It is not man’s nature always to go in one direction; it has its ups and downs.


Fever makes us both shiver and sweat. The chill is as good an indication of how high the fever will go as the heat itself.

It is the same with human inventions from age to age, and with the good and evil in the world in general.

Change is usually pleasing to princes.1

(354)

[28] Weakness. Men are wholly occupied in pursuing their good, but they could not justify their claim to possession, because they have nothing but human fancy and no strength to make its possession secure.

It is the same with knowledge, for illness removes it.

We are equally incapable of truth and good.

(436)

[29] A warlike people who think life is not worth living if one cannot bear arms.2 They prefer death to peace, others prefer death to war.

Any opinion can be preferred to life, which it seems so natural to love dearly.

(156)

[30] We do not choose as captain of a ship the most highly born of those aboard.

(320)

[31] We do not care about our reputation in towns where we are only passing through. But when we have to stay some time we do care. How much time does it take? A time proportionate to our vain and paltry existence.

(149)

[32] Vanity. Respect means: put yourself out.

(317b)

[33] What amazes me most is to see that everyone is not amazed at his own weakness. We behave seriously, and everyone follows his calling, not because it is really a good thing to do so, in accordance with fashion, but as if everyone knew for certain where reason and justice he. We are constantly disappointed and an absurd humility makes us blame ourselves and not the skill we always boast of having. But it is a good thing for the reputation of scepticism that there are so many people about who are not sceptics, to show that man is quite capable of the most extravagant opinions, since he is capable of believing that he is not naturally and inevitably weak, but is, on the contrary, naturally wise.


Nothing strengthens the case for scepticism more than the fact that there are people who are not sceptics. If they all were, they would be wrong.

(374)

[34] This sect derives more strength from its enemies than from its friends, for human weakness is much more obvious in those who do not realize it than in those who do.

(376)

[35] Heel of a shoe. ‘How well-made that is! What a skilful workman! What a brave soldier!’ That is where our inclinations come from, and our choice of careers. ‘What a lot that man drinks! How little that man drinks!’ That is what makes people temperate or drunkards, soldiers, cowards






























































III. WRETCHEDNESS





































































IV. BOREDOM







V. CAUSES AND EFFECTS














































































VI. GREATNESS




































VII. CONTRADICTIONS































































VIII. DIVERSION










































IX. PHILOSOPHERS






















X. THE SOVEREIGN GOOD
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XII. BEGINNING
























































XIII. SUBMISSION AND USE OF REASON




























































XIV. EXCELLENCE OF THIS MEANS OF PROVING GOD



















XV. TRANSITION FROM KNOWLEDGE OF MAN TO KNOWLEDGE OF GOD































































XVb. NATURE IS CORRUPT


XVI. FALSENESS OF OTHER RELIGIONS

























































XVII. MAKE RELIGION ATTRACTIVE









XVIII. FOUNDATIONS



























































XIX. FIGURATIVE LAW










































































































































XX. RABBINISM




[image: image]




























XXI. PERPETUITY







































XXII. PROOFS OF MOSES
























XXIII. PROOFS OF JESUS CHRIST


























































































XXIV. PROPHECIES

























































































XXV. PARTICULAR FIGURES






XXVI. CHRISTIAN MORALITY


































































XXVII. CONCLUSION
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