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VIII. DIVERSION

132 Diversion. If man were happy, the less he were diverted the]
happier he would be, like the saints and God. Yes: but is a man
not happy who can find delight in diversion?

No: because it comes from somewhere else, from outside; so
he is dependent, and always liable to be disturbed by a thousand
and one accidents, which inevitably cause distress. (170)

133 Diversion. Being unable to cure death, wretchedness and ignor-
ance, men have decided, in order to be happy, not to think about
such things. (169)

134 Despite these afflictions man wants to be happy, only wants to be
happy, and cannot help wanting to be happy.

But how shall he go about it? The best thing would be to

make himself immortal, but as he cannot do that, he has decided

to stop himself thinking about it. (168)

135 I feel that it is possible that I might never have existed, for my
self consists in my thought; therefore I who think would never
have been if my mother had been killed before I had come to life;
therefore I am not a necessary being. I am not eternal or infinite
either, but I can see that there is in nature a being who is
necessary, eternal, and infinite. (469)

136 Diversion. Sometimes, when [ set to thinking about the various
activities of men, the dangers and troubles which they face at
Court, or in war, giving rise to so many quarrels and passions,
daring and often wicked enterprises and so on, I have often said
that the sole cause of man’s unhappiness is that he does not know
how to stay quietly in his room. A man wealthy enough for life's
needs would never leave home to go to sea or besiege some
fortress if he knew how to stay at home and enjoy it. Men would
never spend so much on a commission in the army if they could

bear living in town all their lives, and they only seek after the
P‘b C“\ B\WSL’. —Pe"\s Ged P 3 4L XL.6 company and diversion of gambling because they do not enjoy
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all our unhappiness now that I knew its general cause, I found
one very cogent reason in the natural unhappiness of our feeble
mortal condition, so wretched that nothing can console us when
we really think about it.

Imagine any situation you like, add up all the blessings with
which you could be endowed, to be king is still the finest thing in
the world; yet if you imagine one with all the advantages of his
rank, but no means of diversion, left to ponder and reflect on
what he is, this limp felicity will not keep him going; he is bound
to start thinking of all the threats facing him, of possible revolts,
finally of inescapable death and disease, with the result that if he is
deprived of so-called diversion he is unhappy, indeed more
unhappy than the humblest of his subjects who can enjoy sport
and diversion.

The only good thing for men therefore is to be diverted from
thinking of what they are, either by some occupation which takes
their mind off it, or by some novel and agreeable passion which
keeps them busy, like gambling, hunting, some absorbing show,
in short by what is called diversion.

That is why gaming and feminine society, war and high office
rarc so popular, It is not that they really bring happiness, nor that
anyone imagines that true bliss comes from possessing the money
to be won at gaming or the hare that is hunted: no one would
take it as a gift. What people want is not the easy peaceful life
that allows us to think of our unhappy condition, nor the dangers
of war, nor the burdens of office, but the agitation that takes our
mind off it and diverts us. That is why we prefer the hunt to the

ll

| capture.

That is why men are so fond of hustle and bustle; that is why
prison is such a fearful punishment; that is why the pleasures of
solitude are so incomprehensible. That, in fact, is the main joy of
being a king, because people are continually trying to divert him
and procure him every kind of pleasure. A king is surrounded by
people whose only thought is to divert him and stop him
thinking about himself, because, king though he is, he becomes
unhappy as soon as he thinks about himself.

That is all that men have been able to devise for attaining
happiness; those who philosophize about it, holding that people
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are quite unreasonable to spend all day chasing a hare that they
would not have wanted to buy, have little knowledge of our
nature. The hare itself would not save us from thinking about
death and the miseries distracting us, but hunting it does so. Thus
when Pyrrhus was advised to take the rest towards which he was
so strenuously striving, he found it very hard to do so. !

Telling a man to rest is the same as telling him to live happily.
It means advising him to enjoy a completely happy state which
he can contemplate at leisure without cause for distress. It means
not understanding nature.

Thus men who are naturally conscious of what they are shun
nothing.so much as rest; they would do anything to be disturbed.

It is wrong then to blame them; they are not wrong to want
excitement — if they only wanted it for the sake of diversion. The
trouble is that they want it as though, once they had the things
they seek, they could not fail to be truly happy. That is what
justifies calling their search a vain one. All this shows that neither
the critics nor the criticized understand man’s real nature.

When men are reproached for pursuing so eagerly something
that could never satisfy them, their proper answer, if they really
thought about it, ought to be that they simply want a violent
and vigorous occupation to take their minds off themselves,
and that is why they choose some attractive object to entice
them in ardent pursuit. Their opponents could find no answer to
that,

(Vanity, pleasure of showing off. Dancing, you must think
where to put your feet.)

but they do not answer like that because they do not know
themselves. They do not know that all they want is the hunt and
not the capture. The nobleman sincerely believes that hunting is a
great sport, the sport of kings, but his huntsman does not feel like
that. They imagine that if they secured a certain appointment
they would enjoy resting afterwards, and they do not realize the
insatiable nature of cupidity. They think they genuinely want rest
when all they really want is activity.

1 Pyrrhus, pressed to justify his plans for world conquest, reputedly answered
that his ultimate purpose was to rest content, but not before realizing his
dreams of conquest.
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They have a secret instinct driving them to seek external
diversion and occupation, and this is the result of their constant
sense of wretchedness. They have another secret instinct, left over
from the greatness of our original nature, telling them that the
only true happiness lies in rest and not in excitement. These two
contrary instincts give rise to a confused plan buried out of sight
in the depths of their soul, which leads them to seek rest by way
of activity and always to imagine that the satisfaction they miss
will come to them once they overcome certain obvious difficulties
and can open the door to welcome rest.

All our life passes in this way: we seek rest by struggling
against certain obstacles, and once they are overcome, rest proves
intolerable because of the boredom it produces. We must get
away from it and crave excitement.

We think either of present or of threatened miseries, and even
if we felt quite safe on every side, boredom on its own account
would not fail to emerge from the depths of our hearts, where it
is naturally rooted, and poison our whole mind.

Man is so unhappy that he would be bored even if he had no
cause for boredom, by the very nature of his temperament, and
he is so vain that, though he has a thousand and one basic reasons
for being bored, the slightest thing, like pushing a ball with a
billiard cue, will be enough to divert him.

‘But,” you will say, ‘what is his object in all this?’ Just so that
he can boast tomorrow to his friends that he played better than
someone else. Likewise others sweat away in their studies to
prove to scholars that they have solved some hitherto insoluble
problem in algebra. Many others again, just as foolishly in my
view, risk the greatest dangers so that they can boast afterwards
of having captured some stronghold. Then there are others who
exhaust themselves observing all these things, not in order to
become wiser, but just to show they know them, and these are
the biggest fools of the lot, because they know what they are
doing, while it is conceivable that the rest would stop being
foolish if they knew too.

A given man lives a life free from boredom by gambling a
small sum every day. Give him every morning the money he
might win that day, but on condition that he does not gamble,

Elal
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and you will make him unhappy. It might be argued that what
he wants is the entertainment of gaming and not the winnings.
Make him play then for nothing; his interest will not be fired and
he will become bored, so it is not just entertainment he wants. A
half-hearted entertainment without excitement will bore him. He
must have excitement, he must delude himself into imagining
that he would be happy to win what he would not want as a gift
if it meant giving up gambling. He must create some target for
his passions and then arouse his desire, anger, fear, for this object
he has created, just like children taking fright at a face they have
daubed themselves.

That is why this man, who lost his only son a few months ago
and was so troubled and oppressed this morning by lawsuits and
quarrels, is not thinking about it any more. Do not be surprised;
he is concentrating all his attention on which way the boar will
go that his dogs have been so hotly pursuing for the past six
hours. That is all he needs. However sad a man may be, if you
can persuade him to take up some diversion he will be happy
while it lasts, and however happy a man may be, if he lacks
diversion and has no absorbing passion or entertainment to keep
boredom away, he will soon be depressed and unhappy. Without
diversion there is no joy; with diversion there is no sadness. That
is what constitutes the happiness of persons of rank, for they have
a number of people to divert them and the ability to keep
themselves in this state.

Make no mistake about it. What else does it mean to be
Superintendent, Chancellor, Chief Justice, but to enjoy a posi-
tion in which a great number of people come every morning
from all parts and do not leave them a single hour of the day
to think about themselves? When they are in disgrace and sent
off to their country houses, where they lack neither wealth nor
servants to meet their needs, they infallibly become miserable
and dejected because no one stops them thinking about
themselves. (139)

137 Diversion. Is not the dignity of kingship sufficiently great in itself

to make its possessor happy by simply seeing what he is? Does he
need to be diverted from such thoughts like ordinary people? 1
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can quite see that it makes a man happy to be diverted from
contemplating his private miseries by making him care about
nothing else but dancing well, but will it be the same with a king,
and will he be happier absorbed in such vain amusements than in
contemplating his own greatness? What more satisfying object
could his mind be offered? Would it not therefore be spoiling his
delight to occupy his mind with thoughts of how to fit his steps
to the thythm of a tune or how to place a bar skilfully, instead of
leaving him in peace to enjoy the contemplation of the majestic
glory surrounding him? Put it to the test; leave a king entirely
alone, with nothing to satisfy his senses, no care to occupy his
mind, with no one to keep him company and no diversion, with
complete leisure to think about himself, and you will see that a
king without diversion is a very wretched man. Therefore such a
thing is carefully avoided, and the persons of kings are invariably
attended by a great number of people concerned to see that
diversion comes after affairs of state, watching over their leisure
hours to provide pleasures and sport so that there should never be
an empty moment. In other words they are surrounded by
people who are incredibly careful to see that the king should
never be alone and able to think about himself, because they
know that, king though he is, he will be miserable if he does
think about it.

In all this I am not speaking of Christian kings as Christian but
merely as kings. (142)

138 Diversion. It is easier to bear death when one is not thinking about

it than the idea of death when there is no danger. (166)

139 Diversion. From childhood on men are made responsible for the

care of their honour, their property, their friends, and even of the
property and honour of their friends; they are burdened with
duties, language-training and exercises, and given to understand
that they can never be happy unless their health, their honour,
their fortune and those of their friends are in good shape, and that
it needs only one thing to go wrong to make them unhappy. So
they are given responsibilities and duties which harass them from
the first moment of each day. You will say that is an odd way to
make them happy: what better means could one devise to make
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them unhappy? What could one do? You would only have to
take away all their cares, and then they would see themselves and
think about what they are, where they come from, and where
they are going. That is why men cannot be too much occupied
and distracted, and that is why, when they have been given so
many things to do, if they have some time off they are advised to
spend it on diversion and sport, and always to keep themselves
fully occupied.

How hollow and foul is the heart of man! (143)

IX. PHILOSOPHERS

the object ofthe happinéss Which men desire}

, the truth, the life.’ John x1v. 6.
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and injustice of the passigns and to disturb the peace of those who
surrender to them. And thy passions are always alive in those who
want to renounce them.

SERIES II
[THE WAGER]

418 Infinity — nothing. Our soul is cast into the body where it
finds number, time, dimensions; it reasons about these things
and calls them natural, or necessary, and can believe nothing
else.

Unity added to infinity does not increase it at all, any more
than a foot added to an infinite measurement: the finite is
annihilated in the presence of the infinite and becomes pure
nothingness. So it is with our mind before God, with our Jjustice
before divine justice. There is not so great a disproportion
between our justice and God’s as between unity and infinity.

God's justice must be as vast as his mercy. Now his justice
towards the damned is less vast and ought to be less startling to us
than his mercy towards the elect.

We know that the infinite exists without knowing its nature,
Just as we know that it is untrue that numbers are finite. Thus it
is true that there is an infinite number, but we do not know what
it is. It is untrue that it is even, untrue that it is odd, for by adding
a unit it does not change its nature. Yet it is a number, and every
number is even or odd. (It is true that this applies to every finite
number.)

Therefore we may well know that God exists without know-
ing what he is.

Is there no substantial truth, seeing that there are so many true
things which are not truth itself? ‘

escape, but di
to our death.

416 Nﬁtu{e is cornipt. Without Chn
and wretched. With Christ man
wretche;n\css.

In him is all ou
Apart from him thereds only vice, wretchedness, ertor,
ness, death, despair.

.

1 Médée, 11. v.
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Thus we know the existence and nature of the finite because
we too are finite and extended in space.

We know the existence of the infinite without knowing its
nature, because it too has extension but unlike us no limits.

But we do not know either the existence or the nature of God,
because he has neither extension nor limits.

But by faith we know his existence, through glory we shall
know his nature.

Now I have already proved that it is quite possible to know
that something exists without knowing its nature.

Let us now speak according to our natural lights.

If there is a God, he is infinitely beyond our comprehension,
since, being indivisible and without limits, he bears no relation to
us. We are therefore incapable of knowing either what he is or
whether he is. That being so, who would dare to attempt an
answer to the question? Certainly not we, who bear no relation
to him.

Who then will condemn Christians for being unable to give
rational grounds for their belief, professing as they do a religion
for which they cannot give rational grounds? They declare that it
is a folly, stultitiam,! in expounding it to the world, and then you
complain that they do not prove it. If they did prove it they
would not be keeping their word. It is by being without proof
that they show they are not without sense. ‘Yes, but although
that excuses those who offer their religion as such, and absolves
them from the criticism of producing it without rational grounds,
it does not absolve those who accept it.” Let us then examine this
point, and let us say: ‘Either God is or he is not.” But to which
view shall we be inclined? Reason cannot decide this question.
Infinite chaos separates us. At the far end of this infinite distance a
coin is being spun which will come down heads or tails. How
will you wager? Reason cannot make you choose either, reason
cannot prove either wrong.

Do not then condemn as wrong those who have made a
choice, for you know nothing about it. ‘No, but I will condemn
them not for having made this particular choice, but any choice,

1 Cf. 1. Cor. 1. 18.
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for, although the one who calls heads and the other one are
equally at fault, the fact is that they are both at fault: the right
thing is not to wager at all.”

Yes, but you must wager. There is no choice, you are already
committed. Which will you choose then? Let us see: since a
choice must be made, let us see which offers you the least interest,
You have two things to lose: the true and the good; and two
things to stake: your reason and your will, your knowledge
and your happiness; and your nature has two things to avoid: error
and wretchedness. Since you must necessarily choose, your
reason is no more affronted by choosing one rather than the
other. That is one point cleared up. But your happiness? Let us
weigh up the gain and the loss involved in calling heads that
God exists. Let us assess the two cases: if you win you win
everything, if you lose you lose nothing. Do not hesitate then;
wager that he does exist. ‘That is wonderful. Yes, I must wager,
but perhaps [ am wagering too much.’” Let us see: since there is
an equal chance of gain and loss, if you stood to win only two lives
for one you could still wager, but supposing you stood to win
three?

You would have to play (since you must necessarily play) and
it would be unwise of you, once you are obliged to play, not to
risk your life in order to win three lives at a game in which there
is an equal chance of losing and winning. But there is an eternity
of life and happiness. That being so, even though there were an
infinite number of chances, of which only one were in your
favour, you would still be right to wager one in order to win
two; and you would be acting wrongly, being obliged to play, in
refusing to stake one life against three in a game, where out of an
infinite number of chances there is one in your favour, if there
were an infinity of infinitely happy life to be won. But here there
is an infinity of infinitely happy life to be won, one chance of
winning against a finite number of chances of losing, and what
you are staking is finite. That leaves no choice; wherever there is
infinity, and where there are not infinite chances of losing against

1 The word Pascal uses for ‘heads' is ‘croix’ (nowadays ‘face'), thus relating the
gambler’s call to the folly of the Cross just quoted.
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that of winning, there is no room for hesitation, you must give
everything. And thus, since you are obliged to play, you must be
renouncing reason if you hoard your life rather than risk it for an
infinite gain, just as likely to occur as a loss amounting to
nothing.

For it is no good saying that it is uncertain whether you will
win, that it is certain that you are taking a risk, and that the
infinite distance between the certainty of what you are risking
and the uncertainty of what you may gain makes the finite good
you are certainly risking equal to the infinite good that you are
not certain to gain. This is not the case. Every gambler takes a
certain risk for an uncertain gain, and yet he is taking a certain
finite risk for an uncertain finite gain without sinning against
reason. Here there is no infinite distance between the certain risk
and the uncertain gain: that is not true. There is, indeed, an
infinite distance between the certainty of winning and the cer-
tainty of losing, but the proportion between the uncertainty of
winning and the certainty of what is being risked is in proportion
to the chances of winning or losing. And hence if there are as
many chances on one side as on the other you are playing for
even odds. And in that case the certainty of what you are risking
is equal to the uncertainty of what you may win; it is by no
means infinitely distant from it. Thus our argument carries infinite
weight, when the stakes are finite in a game where there are
even chances of winning and losing and an infinite prize to be
won.

This is conclusive and if men are capable of any truth this
is it.

‘I confess, I admit it, but is there really no way of seeing what
the cards are?’ — “Yes. Scripture and the rest, etc.’ — ‘Yes, but my
hands are tied and my lips are sealed; I am being forced to wager
and I am not free; I am being held fast and I am so made that I
cannot believe. What do you want me to do then?’ — “That is true,
but at least get it into your head that, if you are unable to believe,
it is because of your passions, since reason impels you to believe
and yet you cannot do so. Concentrate then not on convincing
yourself by multiplying proofs of God’s existence but by diminish-
ing your passions. You want to find faith and you do not know
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the road. You want to be cured of unbelief and you ask for the
remedy: learn from those who were once bound like you and
who now wager all they have. These are people who know the
road you wish to follow, who have been cured of the affliction of
which you wish to be cured: follow the way by which they
began. They behaved just as if they did believe, taking holy
water, having masses said, and so on. That will make you believe
quite naturally, and will make you more docile.” — ‘But that is
what I am afraid of.” — ‘But why? What have you to lose? But to
show you that this is the way, the fact is that this diminishes the
passions which are your great obstacles . . .’

End of this address

‘Now what harm will come to you from choosing this course?
You will be faithful, honest, humble, grateful, full of good
works, a sincere, true friend ... It is true you will not enjoy
noxious pleasures, glory and good living, but will you not have
others?

‘I tell you that you will gain even in this life, and that at every
step you take along this road you will see that your gain is so
certain and your risk so negligible that in the end you will realize
that you have wagered on something certain and infinite for
which you have paid nothing.’

‘How these words fill me with rapture and delight! -’

‘If my words please you and seem cogent, you must know
that they come from a man who went down upon his knees
before and after to pray this infinite and indivisible being, to
whom he submits his own, that he might bring your being also
to submit to him for your own good and for his glory: and that
strength might thus be reconciled with lowliness.’ (233)

419 Custom is our nature. Anyone who grows accustomed to faith

believes it, and can no longer help fearing hell, and believes
nothing else.

1 abétira. That is, the unbeliever will act unthinkingly and mechanically, and in
this become more like the beasts, from whom man was differentiated, according
to contemporary philosophy, by his faculty of reason.
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Anyone accustomed to believe that the king is to be feared . . .
Who then can doubt that our soul, being accustomed to
sec number, space, movement, believes in this and nothing

else? (419)
420 ‘Do you believe that it is impossible for God to be infinite and
indivisible?” — ‘Yes.” — ‘Very well, I will show you something

infinite and indivisible: it is a point moving everywhere at an
infinite speed.

‘For it is one and the same everywhere and wholly present in
every place. From this natural phenomenon which previously
seemed impossible to you you should realize that there may be
others which you do not yet know. Do not conclude from your
apprenticeship that there is nothing left for you to learn, but that
you still have an infinite amount to learn.’ (231)

421 It is untrue that we are worthy to be loved by others. It is unfair
that we should want such a thing. If we were born reasonable and
impartial, with a knowledge of ourselves and others, we should
not give our wills this bias. However, we are born with it, and so
we are born unfair.

For everything tends towards itself: this is contrary to all
order.

The tendency should be towards the general, and the bias
towards self is the beginning of all disorder, in war, politics,
economics, in man’s individual body.

The will is therefore depraved. If the members of natural
and civil communities tend to the good of the whole body,
the communities themselves should tend towards another more
gencral body of which they are members. We should therefore
tend towards the general. Thus we are born unfair and

depraved. (497)

No religion except our own has taught that man is born
i sinful, no philosophical sect has said 50, so none has told the

truth.
No sect and no religion has always existed on earth except
5 Christianity. (606)

422 We are greatly indebted to those who point out our faults, for
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they mortify us, they teach us that we have incurred contempg,
but they do not prevent us incurring it in the future, for we have
plenty of other faults to deserve it. They prepare us for the
exercise of correcting and eradicating a given fault. (s35)

423 The heart has its reasons of which reason knows nothing: we
know this in countless ways. ' _

I say that it is natural for the heart to love the um.versa] bc.mg
or itself, according to its allegiance, and it hardens itself against
cither as it chooses. You have rejected one and kept the other. Is
it reason that makes you love yourself? (277)

424 It is the heart which perceives God and not the reason. That is
what faith is: God perceived by the heart, not by the reason. (278)

425 The only knowledge which is contrary alike to common sense

and human nature is the only one always to have existed among

men (604)

426 Only Christianity makes men both happy and lovable: the code
of the gentleman' does not allow you to be both happy( anc;
542

lovable.

SERIES III
AGAINST INDIFFEREN CE]
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