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ABOU T THIS  BOOKLET

Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) was a French mathematician 

and physicist, the builder of one of the first calculating 

machines. After a night of conversion in 1654 he gave 

his last years to a defense of the Christian faith that 

he never finished. What he left were bundles of notes, 

some a single line, some several pages. They were pub

lished after his death as the Pensées, the “Thoughts.”

The fragments gathered here circle one idea: diver­

tissement, diversion. For Pascal the word is wider than 

entertainment. It is anything that turns our attention 

away from ourselves: the hunt, the game, the war, the 

office, the endless round of business. We do not seek 

these things for what they are, he says, but for the 

noise they make, because a quiet room leaves us alone 

with our condition, and we cannot bear it.

This booklet is a companion to No. 01. Aquinas named 

the restless craving to see and to know; Pascal asks 

why we flee into it. Both were written long before the 

infinite scroll. Both describe it.
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HO W TO READ THE FRAGMEN TS

Pascal left notes, not a finished book, so read them 

as notes: one at a time, slowly, letting each one land 

before the next.

The numbers are those of Léon Brunschvicg’s edi

tion (1897), which Trotter’s translation follows. Other 

editions arrange the fragments differently and num

ber them differently.

Small headings in italics, such as Diversion, are 

Pascal’s own labels.

Square brackets [ ] mark passages that Pascal him

self crossed out in his manuscript but did not replace.

The order is the editor’s. Part One describes our 

restless condition; Part Two, diversion, the remedy we 

invent; Part Three, the remedy Pascal proposes.

Pascal read Montaigne’s Essays closely and borrows 

from them often; the hunter, the gambler and the king 

all appear there first.
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PART ONE

Our Restless Condition

127

Condition of man: inconstancy, weariness, unrest.

129

Our nature consists in motion; complete rest is death.

131 Weariness
Nothing is so insufferable to man as to be com

pletely at rest, without passions, without business, 

without diversion, without study. He then feels his 

nothingness, his forlornness, his insufficiency, his 

dependence, his weakness, his emptiness. There will 

immediately arise from the depth of his heart weari

ness, gloom, sadness, fretfulness, vexation, despair.

172

We do not rest satisfied with the present. We antici

pate the future as too slow in coming, as if in order 

to hasten its course; or we recall the past, to stop its 

too rapid flight. So imprudent are we that we wander 
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in the times which are not ours, and do not think 

of the only one which belongs to us; and so idle are 

we that we dream of those times which are no more, 

and thoughtlessly overlook that which alone exists. 

For the present is generally painful to us. We conceal 

it from our sight, because it troubles us; and if it be 

delightful to us, we regret to see it pass away. We try to 

sustain it by the future, and think of arranging matters 

which are not in our power, for a time which we have 

no certainty of reaching.

Let each one examine his thoughts, and he will find 

them all occupied with the past and the future. We 

scarcely ever think of the present; and if we think of 

it, it is only to take light from it to arrange the future. 

The present is never our end. The past and the present 

are our means; the future alone is our end. So we 

never live, but we hope to live; and, as we are always 

preparing to be happy, it is inevitable we should never 

be so.

205

When I consider the short duration of my life, swal

lowed up in the eternity before and after, the little 

space which I fill, and even can see, engulfed in the 

infinite immensity of spaces of which I am ignorant, 

and which know me not, I am frightened, and am 

astonished at being here rather than there; for there is 
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no reason why here rather than there, why now rather 

than then. Who has put me here? By whose order and 

direction have this place and time been allotted to me? 

Memoria hospitis unius diei praetereuntis.

206

The eternal silence of these infinite spaces frightens 

me.
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PART T WO

Diversion

139 Diversion
When I have occasionally set myself to consider the 

different distractions of men, the pains and perils to 

which they expose themselves at court or in war, 

whence arise so many quarrels, passions, bold and 

often bad ventures, etc., I have discovered that all the 

unhappiness of men arises from one single fact, that 

they cannot stay quietly in their own chamber. A man 

who has enough to live on, if he knew how to stay 

with pleasure at home, would not leave it to go to 

sea or to besiege a town. A commission in the army 

would not be bought so dearly, but that it is found 

insufferable not to budge from the town; and men only 

seek conversation and entering games, because they 

cannot remain with pleasure at home.

But on further consideration, when, after finding the 

cause of all our ills, I have sought to discover the 

reason of it, I have found that there is one very real 
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reason, namely, the natural poverty of our feeble and 

mortal condition, so miserable that nothing can com

fort us when we think of it closely.

Whatever condition we picture to ourselves, if we 

muster all the good things which it is possible to 

possess, royalty is the finest position in the world. 

Yet, when we imagine a king attended with every 

pleasure he can feel, if he be without diversion, and be 

left to consider and reflect on what he is, this feeble 

happiness will not sustain him; he will necessarily fall 

into forebodings of dangers, of revolutions which may 

happen, and, finally, of death and inevitable disease; 

so that if he be without what is called diversion, he 

is unhappy, and more unhappy than the least of his 

subjects who plays and diverts himself.

Hence it comes that play and the society of women, 

war, and high posts, are so sought after. Not that there 

is in fact any happiness in them, or that men imagine 

true bliss to consist in money won at play, or in the 

hare which they hunt; we would not take these as a 

gift. We do not seek that easy and peaceful lot which 

permits us to think of our unhappy condition, nor the 

dangers of war, nor the labour of office, but the bustle 

which averts these thoughts of ours, and amuses us.

Reasons why we like the chase better than the quarry.
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Hence it comes that men so much love noise and stir; 

hence it comes that the prison is so horrible a punish

ment; hence it comes that the pleasure of solitude is a 

thing incomprehensible. And it is in fact the greatest 

source of happiness in the condition of kings, that men 

try incessantly to divert them, and to procure for them 

all kinds of pleasures.

The king is surrounded by persons whose only 

thought is to divert the king, and to prevent his think

ing of self. For he is unhappy, king though he be, if he 

think of himself.

This is all that men have been able to discover to 

make themselves happy. And those who philosophise 

on the matter, and who think men unreasonable for 

spending a whole day in chasing a hare which they 

would not have bought, scarce know our nature. The 

hare in itself would not screen us from the sight of 

death and calamities; but the chase which turns away 

our attention from these, does screen us.

The advice given to Pyrrhus to take the rest which he 

was about to seek with so much labour, was full of 

difficulties.

[To bid a man live quietly is to bid him live happily. 

It is to advise him to be in a state perfectly happy, in 
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which he can think at leisure without finding therein 

a cause of distress. This is to misunderstand nature.

As men who naturally understand their own condition 

avoid nothing so much as rest, so there is nothing they 

leave undone in seeking turmoil. Not that they have 

an instinctive knowledge of true happiness …

So we are wrong in blaming them. Their error does 

not lie in seeking excitement, if they seek it only as a 

diversion; the evil is that they seek it as if the posses

sion of the objects of their quest would make them 

really happy. In this respect it is right to call their quest 

a vain one. Hence in all this both the censurers and 

the censured do not understand man’s true nature.]

And thus, when we take the exception against them, 

that what they seek with such fervour cannot satisfy 

them, if they replied—as they should do if they con

sidered the matter thoroughly—that they sought in 

it only a violent and impetuous occupation which 

turned their thoughts from self, and that they there

fore chose an attractive object to charm and ardently 

attract them, they would leave their opponents with

out a reply. But they do not make this reply, because 

they do not know themselves. They do not know that 

it is the chase, and not the quarry, which they seek.
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Dancing: we must consider rightly where to place 

our feet.—A gentleman sincerely believes that hunting 

is great and royal sport; but a beater is not of this 

opinion.

They imagine that if they obtained such a post, they 

would then rest with pleasure, and are insensible of 

the insatiable nature of their desire. They think they 

are truly seeking quiet, and they are only seeking 

excitement.

They have a secret instinct which impels them to 

seek amusement and occupation abroad, and which 

arises from the sense of their constant unhappiness. 

They have another secret instinct, a remnant of the 

greatness of our original nature, which teaches them 

that happiness in reality consists only in rest, and not 

in stir. And of these two contrary instincts they form 

within themselves a confused idea, which hides itself 

from their view in the depths of their soul, inciting 

them to aim at rest through excitement, and always 

to fancy that the satisfaction which they have not will 

come to them, if, by surmounting whatever difficulties 

confront them, they can thereby open the door to rest.

Thus passes away all man’s life. Men seek rest in a 

struggle against difficulties; and when they have con

quered these, rest becomes insufferable. For we think 
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either of the misfortunes we have or of those which 

threaten us. And even if we should see ourselves suf

ficiently sheltered on all sides, weariness of its own 

accord would not fail to arise from the depths of the 

heart wherein it has its natural roots, and to fill the 

mind with its poison.

Thus so wretched is man that he would weary even 

without any cause for weariness from the peculiar 

state of his disposition; and so frivolous is he, that, 

though full of a thousand reasons for weariness, the 

least thing, such as playing billiards or hitting a ball, 

is sufficient to amuse him.

But will you say what object has he in all this? The 

pleasure of bragging to-morrow among his friends 

that he has played better than another. So others sweat 

in their own rooms to show to the learned that they 

have solved a problem in algebra, which no one had 

hitherto been able to solve. Many more expose them

selves to extreme perils, in my opinion as foolishly, in 

order to boast afterwards that they have captured a 

town. Lastly, others wear themselves out in studying 

all these things, not in order to become wiser, but 

only in order to prove that they know them; and these 

are the most senseless of the band, since they are so 

knowingly, whereas one may suppose of the others, 

that if they knew it, they would no longer be foolish.
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This man spends his life without weariness in playing 

every day for a small stake. Give him each morning 

the money he can win each day, on condition he does 

not play; you make him miserable. It will perhaps be 

said that he seeks the amusement of play and not the 

winnings. Make him then play for nothing; he will not 

become excited over it, and will feel bored. It is then 

not the amusement alone that he seeks; a languid and 

passionless amusement will weary him. He must get 

excited over it, and deceive himself by the fancy that 

he will be happy to win what he would not have as 

a gift on condition of not playing; and he must make 

for himself an object of passion, and excite over it 

his desire, his anger, his fear, to obtain his imagined 

end, as children are frightened at the face they have 

blackened.

Whence comes it that this man, who lost his only 

son a few months ago, or who this morning was in 

such trouble through being distressed by lawsuits and 

quarrels, now no longer thinks of them? Do not won

der; he is quite taken up in looking out for the boar 

which his dogs have been hunting so hotly for the last 

six hours. He requires nothing more. However full of 

sadness a man may be, he is happy for the time, if you 

can prevail upon him to enter into some amusement; 

and however happy a man may be, he will soon be 
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discontented and wretched, if he be not diverted and 

occupied by some passion or pursuit which prevents 

weariness from overcoming him. Without amusement 

there is no joy; with amusement there is no sadness. 

And this also constitutes the happiness of persons in 

high position, that they have a number of people to 

amuse them, and have the power to keep themselves 

in this state.

Consider this. What is it to be superintendent, chan

cellor, first president, but to be in a condition wherein 

from early morning a large number of people come 

from all quarters to see them, so as not to leave them 

an hour in the day in which they can think of them

selves? And when they are in disgrace and sent back to 

their country houses, where they lack neither wealth 

nor servants to help them on occasion, they do not fail 

to be wretched and desolate, because no one prevents 

them from thinking of themselves.

140

[How does it happen that this man, so distressed at 

the death of his wife and his only son, or who has 

some great lawsuit which annoys him, is not at this 

moment sad, and that he seems so free from all painful 

and disquieting thoughts? We need not wonder; for 

a ball has been served him, and he must return it to 

his companion. He is occupied in catching it in its fall 
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from the roof, to win a game. How can he think of 

his own affairs, pray, when he has this other matter in 

hand? Here is a care worthy of occupying this great 

soul, and taking away from him every other thought 

of the mind. This man, born to know the universe, to 

judge all causes, to govern a whole state, is altogether 

occupied and taken up with the business of catching 

a hare. And if he does not lower himself to this, and 

wants always to be on the strain, he will be more 

foolish still, because he would raise himself above 

humanity; and after all he is only a man, that is to say 

capable of little and of much, of all and of nothing; he 

is neither angel nor brute, but man.]

141

Men spend their time in following a ball or a hare; it 

is the pleasure even of kings.

142 Diversion
Is not the royal dignity sufficiently great in itself to 

make its possessor happy by the mere contemplation 

of what he is? Must he be diverted from this thought 

like ordinary folk? I see well that a man is made happy 

by diverting him from the view of his domestic sor

rows so as to occupy all his thoughts with the care of 

dancing well. But will it be the same with a king, and 

will he be happier in the pursuit of these idle amuse
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ments than in the contemplation of his greatness? And 

what more satisfactory object could be presented to 

his mind? Would it not be a deprivation of his delight 

for him to occupy his soul with the thought of how to 

adjust his steps to the cadence of an air, or of how to 

throw a [ball] skilfully, instead of leaving it to enjoy 

quietly the contemplation of the majestic glory which 

encompasses him? Let us make the trial; let us leave 

a king all alone to reflect on himself quite at leisure, 

without any gratification of the senses, without any 

care in his mind, without society; and we will see that 

a king without diversion is a man full of wretchedness. 

So this is carefully avoided, and near the persons of 

kings there never fail to be a great number of people 

who see to it that amusement follows business, and 

who watch all the time of their leisure to supply them 

with delights and games, so that there is no blank in 

it. In fact, kings are surrounded with persons who are 

wonderfully attentive in taking care that the king be 

not alone and in a state to think of himself, knowing 

well that he will be miserable, king though he be, if he 

meditate on self.

In all this I am not talking of Christian kings as Chris

tians, but only as kings.
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143 Diversion
Men are entrusted from infancy with the care of their 

honour, their property, their friends, and even with 

the property and the honour of their friends. They 

are overwhelmed with business, with the study of lan

guages, and with physical exercise; and they are made 

to understand that they cannot be happy unless their 

health, their honour, their fortune and that of their 

friends be in good condition, and that a single thing 

wanting will make them unhappy. Thus they are given 

cares and business which make them bustle about 

from break of day.—It is, you will exclaim, a strange 

way to make them happy! What more could be done to 

make them miserable?—Indeed! what could be done? 

We should only have to relieve them from all these 

cares; for then they would see themselves: they would 

reflect on what they are, whence they came, whither 

they go, and thus we cannot employ and divert them 

too much. And this is why, after having given them 

so much business, we advise them, if they have some 

time for relaxation, to employ it in amusement, in play, 

and to be always fully occupied.

How hollow and full of ribaldry is the heart of man!

164

He who does not see the vanity of the world is himself 

very vain. Indeed who do not see it but youths who 
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are absorbed in fame, diversion, and the thought of 

the future? But take away diversion, and you will see 

them dried up with weariness. They feel then their 

nothingness without knowing it; for it is indeed to be 

unhappy to be in insufferable sadness as soon as we 

are reduced to thinking of self, and have no diversion.

165 Thoughts
In omnibus requiem quaesivi. If our condition were 

truly happy, we would not need diversion from think

ing of it in order to make ourselves happy.

166 Diversion
Death is easier to bear without thinking of it, than is 

the thought of death without peril.

168 Diversion
As men are not able to fight against death, misery, 

ignorance, they have taken it into their heads, in order 

to be happy, not to think of them at all.

169

Despite these miseries, man wishes to be happy, and 

only wishes to be happy, and cannot wish not to be so. 

But how will he set about it? To be happy he would 

have to make himself immortal; but, not being able to 

do so, it has occurred to him to prevent himself from 

thinking of death.
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170 Diversion
If man were happy, he would be the more so, the less 

he was diverted, like the Saints and God.—Yes; but is 

it not to be happy to have a faculty of being amused 

by diversion?—No; for that comes from elsewhere and 

from without, and thus is dependent, and therefore 

subject to be disturbed by a thousand accidents, which 

bring inevitable griefs.

171 Misery
The only thing which consoles us for our miseries is 

diversion, and yet this is the greatest of our miseries. 

For it is this which principally hinders us from reflect

ing upon ourselves, and which makes us insensibly 

ruin ourselves. Without this we should be in a state of 

weariness, and this weariness would spur us to seek 

a more solid means of escaping from it. But diversion 

amuses us, and leads us unconsciously to death.
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PART THREE

The Remedy

146

Man is obviously made to think. It is his whole dignity 

and his whole merit; and his whole duty is to think as 

he ought. Now, the order of thought is to begin with 

self, and with its Author and its end.

Now, of what does the world think? Never of this, but 

of dancing, playing the lute, singing, making verses, 

running at the ring, etc., fighting, making oneself king, 

without thinking what it is to be a king and what to 

be a man.

347

Man is but a reed, the most feeble thing in nature; but 

he is a thinking reed. The entire universe need not arm 

itself to crush him. A vapour, a drop of water suffices 

to kill him. But, if the universe were to crush him, 

man would still be more noble than that which killed 

him, because he knows that he dies and the advantage 
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which the universe has over him; the universe knows 

nothing of this.

All our dignity consists, then, in thought. By it we 

must elevate ourselves, and not by space and time 

which we cannot fill. Let us endeavour, then, to think 

well; this is the principle of morality.

348 A thinking reed
It is not from space that I must seek my dignity, but 

from the government of my thought. I shall have no 

more if I possess worlds. By space the universe encom

passes and swallows me up like an atom; by thought I 

comprehend the world.

425

All men seek happiness. This is without exception. 

Whatever different means they employ, they all tend 

to this end. The cause of some going to war, and of 

others avoiding it, is the same desire in both, attended 

with different views. The will never takes the least 

step but to this object. This is the motive of every ac

tion of every man, even of those who hang themselves.

And yet after such a great number of years, no one 

without faith has reached the point to which all 

continually look. All complain, princes and subjects, 

noblemen and commoners, old and young, strong and 
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weak, learned and ignorant, healthy and sick, of all 

countries, all times, all ages, and all conditions.

A trial so long, so continuous, and so uniform, should 

certainly convince us of our inability to reach the good 

by our own efforts. But example teaches us little. No 

resemblance is ever so perfect that there is not some 

slight difference; and hence we expect that our hope 

will not be deceived on this occasion as before. And 

thus, while the present never satisfies us, experience 

dupes us, and from misfortune to misfortune leads us 

to death, their eternal crown.

What is it then that this desire and this inability 

proclaim to us, but that there was once in man a true 

happiness of which there now remain to him only the 

mark and empty trace, which he in vain tries to fill 

from all his surroundings, seeking from things absent 

the help he does not obtain in things present? But 

these are all inadequate, because the infinite abyss can 

only be filled by an infinite and immutable object, that 

is to say, only by God Himself.

He only is our true good, and since we have forsaken 

Him, it is a strange thing that there is nothing in 

nature which has not been serviceable in taking His 

place; the stars, the heavens, earth, the elements, 

plants, cabbages, leeks, animals, insects, calves, ser
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pents, fever, pestilence, war, famine, vices, adultery, 

incest. And since man has lost the true good, every

thing can appear equally good to him, even his own 

destruction, though so opposed to God, to reason, and 

to the whole course of nature.
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

1. Pascal says our unhappiness comes from not being 

able to stay quietly in a room. When did you last 

sit for ten minutes with nothing to look at? What 

happened?

2. The gambler does not want the money as a gift, and 

he is bored playing for nothing (139). What is the 

“chase” you enjoy more than the “quarry”?

3. Who plays the courtiers around the king today, 

making sure we are never “alone and in a state to 

think of ourselves” (142)?

4. “The present is never our end” (172). Where does 

your attention live: in the past, the future, or here?

5. Fragment 171 calls diversion both our only conso

lation and our greatest misery. How can both be 

true?

6. Pascal’s answer is not “no more games” but a heart 

filled by the right object (425). What would it mean 

for your attention to rest there?
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A SHORT GLOSSARY

Diversion (divertissement). Literally a turning aside: what

ever turns our mind away from our own condition.

Weariness (ennui). The flat, heavy boredom that rises when 

diversion stops.

Chamber. A private room. Pascal’s “stay quietly in their 

own chamber” is the line usually quoted as “sit quietly in a 

room.”

Court tennis. The ball “caught in its fall from the roof” (140) 

is from the indoor game of jeu de paume, played off sloping 

roofs around the court.

Pyrrhus. King of Epirus. His adviser asked what he would 

do after conquering Italy, Sicily and Africa. “Rest and enjoy 

ourselves.” Then why not rest now?

Superintendent, chancellor, first president. The great of

fices of the French crown.

In omnibus requiem quaesivi. “In all things I sought rest” 

(Ecclesiasticus 24:11).

Memoria hospitis unius diei praetereuntis. “The remem

brance of a guest that tarrieth but a day” (Wisdom 5:15).
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NOTES
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