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Blaise Pascal

Blaise Pascal (19 June 1623-19 August 1662) was a
French mathematician, physicist, inventor, writer and
Christian philosopher. In 1642, while still a teenager, he
started some pioneering work on calculating machines.
After three years of effort and fifty prototypes, he
built 20 finished machines (called Pascal’s calculators
and later Pascalines) over the following ten years,
establishing him as one of the first two inventors of the
mechanical calculator.

In 1646, he and his sister Jacqueline identified with
the religious movement within Catholicism known by
its detractors as Jansenism. His father died in 1651.
Following a religious experience in late 1654, he began
writing influential works on philosophy and theology.
His two most famous works date from this period: the
Lettres provinciales and the Pensées, the former set in
the conflict between Jansenists and Jesuits. In that year,
he also wrote an important treatise on the arithmetical
triangle. Between 1658 and 1659 he wrote on the
cycloid and its use in calculating the volume of solids.



Is This Book for You?
BHEHNEAN, BFHEZE

— "RENATEXE" FHUEZ
(RBAEBX) S

S

—WHH AR, —BRAARE, BREKRA,

—BERNZE, CRTHEZTFARLHESR
wh, §5HA.

i, A&, BEBHATIELITHRENEHZ
L, kX —RHEHEFE-RRAHO R, Ef LA
RYFH: “MXTHEZWE, Ao EITAE, B
TZTEAM, ZFRHFZTHERET, FEhTZTH
B=. " B EMSERR, XBHEANER, REMDN
(BAEX) -

R (1623-1662) HE1TH LR KA oy
BE¥ER, WEFR, UFX, BAX, il £ THZEX
TEF¥ERERMEMRNK, AkEAFE, KX
TEADFRRAIIF AR, — & % K34 0 6 FOR
&S, EwgHR R T £ BT by B34 K
B, AMABMBTESO L TH, EX—FANHEL
FETTATERGZ W, LA LW AP EE,. W
HRRZAK, MBEF Lm0 F/REEERZM0AH



2

AETHME. AW THFELEE —&HEN, G1ET
KFAEIT, R—EARREZHNHER, TR —(LEHK
Tl N —RFIBEEE, FE=ZAHEEL, BRNE
BEEERZEE P ERH,

VR R R B B AT, H e AE
M, WA EARANAL FEAMR, MR TEE, £
BARKFEHIEEE L OITHRIE, DEEKRT
BAES . REIIREENEL, KW, HEAZKALEH
WHFH, FANERENRL 2 AKELSE, WHsFF/R M
FRUEZER, UEREFEIA MG ELELEN (EA
EY — B, ERBEEANAMLHEE, HTHREH
MRS, AHHRARUE,

(BAEZX) RS EREMNMATRNFR, B
REEHE, BARAT; B2ORRE, WERHT. X
WEERMFNF X, NEFEFHELE, RENE
ERANTETBAEE PRy BN LERE, FATRE
BRRE, AANRALKBELR, AANRFETRHF, X —
Fioi kR E A KRG EEN G = EE, EXTH
EHFF N EFHA,

E(BAX) —#d, M ERELATLT U
MR — RS E AR, XA HEER G
WETBERERRME, NFEWHFE, KIS T ER
WA AN, BTRTAHBRTHEAX —FM, thizH
ATERAESERAXAMOEZ FELTAF, FUK
ANF, XAWAR, 4. e, S8 T¥E 470
HATTENNEI, BHER, ARRAENERHTT
B Ak, Z—RIEHN., TENFUBRLTHE A
WEE, B A TRBERNELAMTANEPE
BAMAT WA N FEAR ARZTEHERE S EE B



3

R, TRBEWNECREF, XETHEEHRGMIE. 81
FRTFEZHIRE, WEAELTFEHIRT KRB
BE. RERMEECKELFNFY, TEHZHTF
KM, BAEMER, ARFHMAT EHGEM, +
REEMARE T, . “RIAFTRLEFNLE, F
EHTERTULRRNERNMOATZHEEF#, W
AN T T UERANAL P EIE K " “ALFAR
HE, mRXFHAHTRIARE, ELXEHY TN
WEHTWAERE, RAMNNRXENEET, 7

WA EXRW, Mt FRWTFE AL ZHERL
Ram, ATMANEGNNARE, NELFTRERT
FH—B. W SRR, e, TFE FEELY
T B KR A0 AT A R AR R

EHWRYEIFHR: “WRENAZEXFLRA
F-HHET, REEBETIRBHLEZET (BA
x), BER-AEHWEREEERA MR, 7

(BAX) —#XEH%E. BERZ, sl *
PE-gALREENELET, THAZILAEANTFT
BR R, k& —RRAR R,



General Preface

Millions of Chinese are learning English to acquire
knowledge and skills for communication in a world
where English has become the primary language for
international discourse. Yet not many learners have come
to realize that the command of the English language also
enables them to have an easy access to the world literary
classics such as Shakespeare’s plays, Shelley’s poems,
mark Twain’s novels and Nietzsche’s works which are an
important part of liberal-arts education. The most important
goals of universities are not vocational, that is, not merely
the giving of knowledge and the training of skills.

In a broad sense, education aims at broadening young
people’s mental horizon, cultivating virtues and shaping
their character. Lincoln, Mao Zedong and many other
great leaders and personages of distinction declared how
they drew immense inspiration and strength from literary
works. As a matter of fact, many of them had aspired to
become writers in their young age. Alexander the Great
(356-323 B.C.) is said to take along with him two things,
waking or sleeping: a book and a dagger, and the book
is Iliad, a literary classic, by Homer. He would put these
two much treasured things under his pillow when he
went to bed.



Today, we face an unprecedented complex and
changing world. To cope with this rapid changing world
requires not only communication skills, but also adequate
knowledge of cultures other than our own home culture.
Among the most important developments in present-day
global culture is the ever increasing cultural exchanges
and understanding between different nations and peoples.
And one of the best ways to know foreign cultures is
to read their literary works, particularly their literary
classics, the soul of a country’s culture. They also give
you the best language and the feeling of sublimity.

Liaoning People’s Publishing House is to be
congratulated for its foresight and courage in making
a new series of world literary classics available to the
reading public. It is hoped that people with an adequate
command of the English language will read them, like
them and keep them as their lifetime companions.

I am convinced that the series will make an important
contribution to the literary education of the young
people in china. At a time when the whole country is
emphasizing “spiritual civilization”, it is certainly a very
timely venture to put out the series of literary classics for
literary and cultural education.

Zhang Zhongzai

Professor

Beijing Foreign Studies University
July, 2013 Beijing
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INTRODUCTION 1

INTRODUCTION

t might seem that about Blaise Pascal, and

about the two works on which his fame is
founded, everything that there is to say had been
said. The details of his life are as fully known as
we can expect to know them; his mathematical and
physical discoveries have been treated many times;
his religious sentiment and his theological views have
been discussed again and again; and his prose style
has been analysed by French critics down to the finest
particular. But Pascal is one of those writers who will
be and who must be studied afresh by men in every
generation. It is not he who changes, but we who
change. It is not our knowledge of him that increases,
but our world that alters and our attitudes towards it.
The history of human opinions of Pascal and of men
of his stature is a part of the history of humanity. That
indicates his permanent importance.

The facts of Pascal’s life, so far as they are
necessary for this brief introduction to the Pensées,
are as follows. He was born at Clermont, in Auvergne,
in 1623. His family were people of substance of the
upper middle class. His father was a government
official, who was able to leave, when he died, a
sufficient patrimony to his one son and his two
daughters. In 1631 the father moved to Paris, and a
few years later took up another government post at
Rouen. Wherever he lived, the elder Pascal seems
to have mingled with some of the best society, and
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with men of eminence in science and the arts. Blaise
was educated entirely by his father at home. He
was exceedingly precocious, indeed excessively
precocious, for his application to studies in childhood
and adolescence impaired his health, and is held
responsible for his death at thirty-nine. Prodigious,
though not incredible stories are preserved, especially
of his precocity in mathematics. His mind was active
rather than accumulative; he showed from his earliest
years that disposition to find things out for himself,
which has characterised the infancy of Clerk-Maxwell
and other scientists. Of his later discoveries in physics
there is no need for mention here; it must only be
remembered that he counts as one of the greatest
physicists and mathematicians of all time; and that his
discoveries were made during the years when most
scientists are still apprentices.

The elder Pascal, Etienne, was a sincere Christian.
About 1646 he fell in with some representatives of the
religious revival within the Church which has become
known as Jansenism—after Jansenius, Bishop of
Ypres, whose theological work is taken as the origin
of the movement. This period is usually spoken of as
the moment of Pascal’s “first conversion.” The word
“conversion,” however, is too forcible to be applied
at this point to Blaise Pascal himself. The family
had always been devout, and the younger Pascal,
though absorbed in his scientific work, never seems to
have been afflicted with infidelity. His attention was
then directed, certainly, to religious and theological
matters; but the term “conversion” can only be applied
to his sisters—the elder, already Madame Périer, and
particularly the younger, Jacqueline, who at that time
conceived a vocation for the religious life. Pascal
himself was by no means disposed to renounce the
world. After the death of the father in 1650 Jacqueline,
a young woman of remarkable strength and beauty
of character, wished to take her vows as a sister of
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Port-Royal, and for some time her wish remained
unfulfilled owing to the opposition of her brother.
His objection was on the purely worldly ground that
she wished to make over her patrimony to the Order;
whereas while she lived with him, their combined
resources made it possible for him to live more nearly
on a scale of expense congenial to his tastes. He liked,
in fact, not only to mix with the best society, but to
keep a coach and horses—six horses is the number at
one time attributed to his carriage. Though he had no
legal power to prevent his sister from disposing of her
property as she elected, the amiable Jacqueline shrank
from doing so without her brother’s willing approval.
The Mother Superior, Mére Angélique—nherself an
eminent personage in the history of this religious
movement—finally persuaded the young novice to
enter the order without the satisfaction of bringing
her patrimony with her; but Jacqueline remained so
distressed by this situation that her brother finally
relented.

So far as is known, the worldly life enjoyed by
Pascal during this period can hardly be qualified as
“dissipation,” and certainly not as “debauchery.”
Even gambling may have appealed to him chiefly
as affording a study of mathematical probabilities.
He appears to have led such a life as any cultivated
intellectual man of good position and independent
means might lead and consider himself a model of
probity and virtue. Not even a love-affair is laid at his
door, though he is said to have contemplated marriage.
But Jansenism, as represented by the religious society
of Port-Royal, was morally a Puritan movement within
the Church, and its standards of conduct were at
least as severe as those of any Puritanism in England
or America. The period of fashionable society, in
Pascal’s life, is however, of great importance in his
development. It enlarged his knowledge of men and
refined his tastes; he became a man of the world and
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never lost what he had learnt; and when he turned
his thoughts wholly towards religion, his worldly
knowledge was a part of his composition which is
essential to the value of his work.

Pascal’s interest in society did not distract him from
scientific research; nor did this period occupy much
space in what is a very short and crowded life. Partly
his natural dissatisfaction with such a life, once he had
learned all it had to teach him, partly the influence of
his saintly sister Jacqueline, partly increasing suffering
as his health declined, directed him more and more out
of the world and to thoughts of eternity. And in 1654
occurs what is called his “second conversion,” but
which might be called his conversion simply.

He made a note of his mystical experience, which
he kept always about him, and which was found, after
his death, sewn into the coat which he was wearing.
The experience occurred on 23 November, 1654, and
there is no reason to doubt its genuineness unless we
choose to deny all mystical experience. Now, Pascal
was not a mystic, and his works are not to be classified
amongst mystical writings; but what can only be
called mystical experience happens to many men who
do not become mystics. The work which he undertook
soon after, the Lettres écrites a un provincial, is a
masterpiece of religious controversy at the opposite
pole from mysticism. We know quite well that he was
at the time when he received his illumination from
God in extremely poor health; but it is a commonplace
that some forms of illness are extremely favourable,
not only to religious illumination, but to artistic and
literary composition. A piece of writing meditated,
apparently without progress, for months or years, may
suddenly take shape and word; and in this state long
passages may be produced which require little or no
retouch. I have no good word to say for the cultivation
of automatic writing as the model of literary
composition; I doubt whether these moments can be
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cultivated by the writer; but he to whom this happens
assuredly has the sensation of being a vehicle rather
than a maker. No masterpiece can be produced whole
by such means; but neither does even the higher
form of religious inspiration suffice for the religious
life; even the most exalted mystic must return to the
world, and use his reason to employ the results of his
experience in daily life. You may call it communion
with the Divine, or you may call it a temporary
crystallisation of the mind. Until science can teach us
to reproduce such phenomena at will, science cannot
claim to have explained them; and they can be judged
only by their fruits.

From that time until his death, Pascal was closely
associated with the society of Port-Royal which his
sister Jacqueline, who predeceased him, had joined
as a religieuse; the society was then fighting for its
life against the Jesuits. Five propositions, judged by
a committee of cardinals and theologians at Rome
to be heretical, were found to be put forward in the
work of Jansenius; and the society of Port-Royal,
the representative of Jansenism among devotional
communities, suffered a blow from which it never
revived. It is not the place here to review the bitter
controversy and conflict; the best account, from the
point of view of a critic of genius who took no side,
who was neither Jansenist nor Jesuit, Christian nor
infidel, is that in the great book of Sainte-Beuve, Port-
Royal. And in this book the parts devoted to Pascal
himself are among the most brilliant pages of criticism
that Sainte-Beuve ever wrote. It is sufficient to notice
that the next occupation of Pascal, after his conversion,
was to write these eighteen “Letters,” which as prose
are of capital importance in the foundation of French
classical style, and which as polemic are surpassed by
none, not by Demosthenes, or Cicero, or Swift. They
have the limitation of all polemic and forensic: they
persuade, they seduce, they are unfair. But it is also



