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INTRODUCTION



Men are so inevitably mad that not to be mad would be to give a mad twist to madness. (412)


This essay is about Blaise Pascal’s masterpiece, the Pensées. More particularly, it is about a single aspect of that work: namely, Pascal’s (ironic) defence of popular folly – his attempt to show that the ordinary people, uneducated in the ways of philosophy, are not as unreasonable as philosophers traditionally liked to claim. Pascal’s argument that ‘the ordinary people are not as vain as they are said to be’, has been much neglected by his readers, at least outside France. Yet once uncovered, it leads not only to a fuller appreciation of the Pensées, but to a better understanding of Pascal’s significance as a penetrating and subversive critic of the philosophical tradition.





PASCAL AND THE PENSÉES



Blaise Pascal is remembered for many reasons. He is admired as one of the leading figures of the seventeenth-century scientific revolution, whose work shows a remarkable combination of theoretical genius and practical sense. He is read as the author of a polemical masterpiece, The Provincial Letters, an assault on the corrupt theology and lax morals of the Jesuits and their allies in the Catholic Church. And he is remembered by Catholics (or by those not alienated by his attack on the Jesuits) as the author of a series of moving letters of spiritual guidance and the instigator of an array of charitable initiatives, including the founding of Paris’s first public bus service – ‘coaches at 5 sous’. First of all, however, he is identified as the author of a posthumously published collection of philosophical and religious fragments, the Pensées.


Born in the Auvergne in 1623, Blaise Pascal was educated by his magistrate father, Etienne, himself an accomplished mathematician, and early on showed signs of his genius. When the Pascal family moved to Paris in 1631, Pascal’s father, with the young Pascal at his side, entered a circle of leading philosophers and scientists round Père Mersenne – a circle that included Gassendi, Hobbes (at this time resident in France) and more distantly Descartes (at this time resident in Holland). When he was sixteen, Pascal moved with his family to Normandy, and it was there, in Rouen, that his scientific career took off. Working first on conic geometry, Pascal then designed and manufactured an adding machine – la pascaline. But it was his experiments demonstrating the existence of the vacuum, and related work on atmospheric pressure, that first established his name.


This period, though, was also important for another reason. In 1646 the entire Pascal family was won over by some local associates of Port-Royal to a very austere form of Christianity. There is no need here to go into the history of Port-Royal. It is enough to say that, since the 1630s, the convent of Port-Royal, on the outskirts of Paris, had become a centre of the French Catholic Augustinian movement. The Catholic Augustinians defined themselves as much against the optimistic views of Jesuits as they did against the opposite extreme of the Protestants, and in accordance with what they took to be the teaching of St Augustine they emphasized man’s corruption and weakness and his need to find salvation in a self-abnegating love of God. When Pascal wrote in the Pensées, ‘The true and only virtue is … to hate ourselves, for our concupiscence makes us hateful, and to seek for a being really worthy of our love’, he was giving expression to characteristically Augustinian sentiments (564).1 At first, under the leadership of the abbé Saint-Cyran, Port-Royal was known for the particularly rigorous forms of penitence and devotion it encouraged, and the good works it promoted. But from the mid-1640s, the convent became increasingly embroiled in the quarrel caused by its refusal to condemn a book, the Augustinus, by the Flemish theologian Jansenius, which argued that St Augustine himself had taught that all human virtue was false virtue and that an individual’s salvation lay entirely in the hands of God. The ‘Jansenist’ dispute nearly tore the French Church apart and eventually led, in the 1660s, to the nuns loyal to Jansenism being placed under house arrest.


Pascal’s new-found faith did not prevent him continuing with his scientific investigations. Moving to Paris in 1647, he continued his experiments on the vacuum. After his father died in 1651, Pascal’s life seems to have taken a more worldly turn. It was during this time that he made the acquaintance of the theorists of the honnêteté, or gentlemanly conduct, the chevalier de Méré and Damien Mitton, and it was due to the former’s interest in gambling and its mathematics that Pascal began work on probability theory. Then in the late evening of 23 November 1654, Pascal underwent an ecstatic conversion. Pascal was a severe and pent-up young man, and many factors must have contributed to this ‘second conversion’ – the death of his father, the decision of his beloved sister Jacqueline to become a nun in Port-Royal, his chronic ill health. But whatever its cause, it is clear that this ‘night of fire’ changed the course of the rest of his life. Pascal recorded the experience on a piece of parchment that was found sown into clothes on his death. The ‘Memorial’, as it is known, with its simple juxtaposition of words, phrases and quotations, and its explicit repudiation of the God of the philosophers in favour of the God of the Bible, gives striking expression to the fervent, Christo-centric spirituality which underlies the whole of the Pensées:


The year of grace 1654


Monday 23 November, feast of Saint Clement, Pope and Martyr, and of others in the Martyrology.


Eve of Saint Chrysogonus, Martyr and others.


From about half past ten in the evening until half past midnight.


Fire


‘God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob’, not of the philosophers and scholars.


Certainty, certainty, heartfelt, joy, peace.


God of Jesus Christ.


God of Jesus Christ.


My God and your God.


‘Thy God shall be my God.’


The world forgotten and everything except God.


He can only be found in the ways taught in the Gospels.


Greatness of the human soul.


‘O righteous Father, the world had not known thee, but I have known thee.’


Joy, joy, joy, tears of joy.


I have cut myself off from him.


They have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters.


‘My God wilt thou forsake me?’


Let me not be cut off from him forever!


‘And this is life eternal, that they might know thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent.’


Jesus Christ.


Jesus Christ.


I have cut myself off from him, shunned him, denied him, crucified him.


Let me never be cut off from him!


He can only be kept by the ways taught in the Gospel.


Sweet and total renunciation.


Total submission to Jesus Christ and my director. Everlasting joy in return for one day’s effort on earth.


I will not forget thy word. Amen.


Pascal now put himself under the spiritual direction of Antoine Singlin, the head of Port-Royal, and made a number of retreats to the convent’s country outpost, Port-Royal des Champs. Here he joined the solitaires, a group of well-born young men living a quasi-monastic life of penance, worship and manual labour. Asked on one visit to help in the campaign to prevent the expulsion from the Paris Faculty of Theology of the leading Jansenist theologian Antoine Arnauld, Pascal responded over a period of thirteen months (1656–7) with the eighteen Provincial Letters, in which he skilfully defended the Jensenists and satirized their enemies, especially the Jesuits. In 1656 Pascal’s niece, a twelve-year-old boarder at Port-Royal, underwent a ‘miraculous’ cure when what was believed to be a relic of the Crown of Thorns was placed upon an eye ulcer. This prompted Pascal to start work on a treatise on miracles, which seems, in time, to have developed into a project for a full-scale apology for the Christian religion. At some time in 1658, Pascal presented an outline of the work to his friends at Port-Royal, but in 1659 his declining health, perhaps attributable to cancer, prevented him from completing the project. He died in 1662, aged thirty-nine, leaving behind a large collection of notes and fragments, which his first editors entitled the Pensées.
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