Blaise Pascal:  Excerpts from Pensees ("Thoughts")

The book referred to as Pensees is actually a collection of rough notes for Pascal's last book, a book about Christian belief which he was unable to complete before his death. Modern editions attach  numbers to the fragments of his writing.  Some of the fragments are extended essays, several pages long and well reasoned; others are single-sentence aphorisms.  Still others are sentence-fragments, or nearly complete sentences which just trail away, never finished.  Some modern editions even include sentences or paragraphs which Pascal appears to have erased.  There have been attempts to arrange and number the fragments to make better sense of the "flow" of Pascal's ideas, but interpretations differ, and modern editions follow three different systems of numbering the sentences and paragraphs.  The present translation follows the numbering system of the French edition of the Ouvres (complete works) of Pascal, edited by Jacques Chevalier.
Fragment #81

It is necessary to know oneself:

when, at times, that does not help a person find the truth, it at least helps in regulating one's life, and there is nothing more fitting for a man. 
Fragment # 84


This entire, visible world is scarcely more than a tiny beauty-mark on the ample bosom of nature.  No idea comes near to it.  Even if we puff up our conceptions to the very end of imaginable space, our minds give birth to mere atoms in comparison to the reality of things.  Reality is an infinite sphere, and its center is everywhere, its circumference, nowhere.  In the end, this is the greatest sensible sign of the omnipotence of God: that our imagination gets lost in thinking about it.


Returning to himself, let man contemplate what he is when measured in light of all that is.  Let him regard himself as one wandering within one out-of-the-way district of nature.  Finding himself as a temporary dweller in the tiny cell which is his portion of the universe, let man learn, and estimate the true value of this earth, human kingdoms, towns, and himself.  What is a man in the Infinite? . . .[Man is]  a nothing with respect to the infinite, an all with respect to nothingness, a middle between nothing and all.  Infinitely remote from understanding the extremes, man finds that the end of things and their origin are invincibly hidden from him in an impenetrable secret.  He is incapable of seeing the nothing from which he has been drawn, incapable of seeing the infinite in which he has been swallowed up.


What will he do then, if not become aware of the appearance of the middle of things, able to know neither their origin nor their end?  All things flow out of nothing and are carried toward the infinite.  Who will trace these astonishing processes?  The Author of these marvels comprehends them; no other can. . .Let us, then, get our proper bearings.  We are something and we are not all things.  This way of being which is ours leaves all knowledge of first principles hidden from us--principles which are born out of nothing.  And the littleness of the being which we have conceals from us the sight of the infinite.

Our intellect has, in the order of intelligible things, the same status as our body in the understanding of nature.  Limited in every way, this state which holds the middle between two extremes is found in all our powers.  Our senses are aware of extremes.  Too much noise deafens us.  Too much light dazzles us.  Too much distance or too much nearness hinders the eyesight.  Too much length or too much brevity of discourse darkens it, and too much truth cripples us with astonishment. . .In the end, extreme things are for us as if they are not, and we are not noticed by them.  They escape us, and we, them.


This is our true condition.  This is what makes us incapable of certain knowledge or of  absolute ignorance.  We drift under a vast milieu, always uncertain and driven from one extremity to another. . .


If man studied himself first, he would see that he is incapable of seeing beyond.  How will a part be able to know the whole?  But maybe he will aspire to know the parts with which he has relationship of proportion. 
Fragment # 194


I am not able to forgive Descartes: he was well prepared, in all his philosophy, to pass over the subject of God.  But he needed to have God give a flick of the finger, to set the world in motion.  After that, he had nothing more to do with God.

Fragment # 196


In times of affliction, the physical sciences do not console me for ignorance about morals.  But the science of morals always consoles me for ignorance of the physical sciences.

Fragment # 451:  the Wager

From now on, we speak according to natural lights.


If there is a God, he is infinitely incomprehensible, since having neither parts nor limits, he has no resemblance to us.  We are, then, incapable of knowing what he is or that he is.  This being the case, who dares to undertake to resolve this question?--surely not we, who have no likeness to Him.

. . .We examine this point, then, and we say: "God is, or He is not."  But to which side to we lean?  Reason is able to determine nothing: there is an infinite chaos which separates us.  A game is being played at the extremity of this infinite distance, where it will turn up either heads or tails.  What are you willing to bet?  By reason, you cannot do one thing or another; by reason you cannot defeat either of the two propositions.


. . .Yes, but you must place a bet.  This is not a voluntary choice; you have taken your first step.  So which will you choose?  Let us see what interests you less for each of your choices.  Since you must choose, you have two things to lose: the true and the good.  You have two things to use: your reason and your will.  [You have] your knowledge and your happiness.  And your nature has two things to flee: error and misery.  Your reason is not more offended choosing the one than the other, because it is necessary to choose.  You see?--one point settled.  But [what of] your happiness?  We weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that God is.  Let us assess these two cases: if you gain, you gain all; if you loose, you lose nothing. Bet, then, that He is, without hesitating.


. . .For it doesn't help anything to say it is uncertain whether you will win, and it is certain that there is a risk in the wager.  It does not help to say that the infinite distance between the certainty of what is exposed to risk in the bet is equal to the finite good to be won.  Without offending against reason, anyone who bet always risks a certain good to gain an uncertain good. . .

And it comes to this:  if there are as many risks in the one as in the other, the gamble is to play equal against equal.  In that case the certainty in which one is exposed is equal to the uncertainty of the gain: . . .And so our proposition is in an infinite strength, where there is the finite to risk in a game where there are equal risks of gain and loss, and yet there is the infinite to win.  This is demonstrable; and if men are capable of any  truths, this is one.


. . .Even though reason takes you toward belief but you cannot make the final step, understand that your powerlessness to believe comes not from reason but from your passions.  So work to convince yourself, not by the increase of evidences of God, but by the reduction of your passions.  You want to go toward faith and you do not know the path; you want to be healed of unbelief, and you request a remedy.  Learn about those who have been bound as you have, and who wager all their worldly goods.  These are people who know the road which you will wish to follow and are healed of the harm of which you wish to be cured.  Follow the way by which they have begun: in doing all things as if they believe, taking the holy water, having masses said, etc.  Naturally this same method will make you believe. . .

End of This Discourse.  So what evil will come to you in taking this wager?  You will be faithful, honest, humble, grateful, charitable, a sincere friend, authentic.  Indeed you will not have a part in those entangling pleasures: in glory, in earthly delights.  But you will have others, won't you?  I tell you that you will gain in this life, and that with each step you make on this road you will see so much certainty of  gain, so much nothingness in what you risk, that you will at last know that you have gambled for something certain and infinite, for which you have given up nothing. 
