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10. People are generally better persuaded by the reasons which 
they have themselves discovered than by those which have 
come into the mind of others.

40. If we wished to prove the examples which we take to prove 
other things, we should have to take those other things to be 
examples; for, as we always believe the difficulty is in what we 
wish to prove, we find the examples clearer and a help to dem-
onstration.

Thus, when we wish to demonstrate a general theorem, we must 
give the rule as applied to a particular case; but if we wish to 
demonstrate a particular case, we must begin with the general 
rule. For we always find the thing obscure which we wish to 
prove and that clear which we use for the proof; for, when a 
thing is put forward to be proved, we first fill ourselves with the 
imagination that it is, therefore, obscure and, on the contrary, 
that what is to prove it is clear, and so we understand it easily.

62. Preface to the first part.--To speak of those who have treated 
of the knowledge of self; of the divisions of Charron, which 
sadden and weary us; of the confusion of Montaigne; that he 
was quite aware of his want of method and shunned it by 
jumping from subject to subject; that he sought to be fashion-
able.

His foolish project of describing himself! And this not casually 
and against his maxims, since every one makes mistakes, but 
by his maxims themselves, and by first and chief design. For to 
say silly things by chance and weakness is a common misfor-
tune, but to say them intentionally is intolerable, and to say 
such as that...

63. Montaigne.--Montaigne's faults are great. Lewd words; this 
is bad, notwithstanding Mademoiselle de Gournay. Credulous; 
people without eyes. Ignorant; squaring the circle, a greater 
world. His opinions on suicide, on death. He suggests an indif-
ference about salvation, without fear and without repentance. 
As his book was not written with a religious purpose, he was 
not bound to mention religion; but it is always our duty not to 
turn men from it. One can excuse his rather free and licentious 
opinions on some relations of life; but one cannot excuse his 
thoroughly pagan views on death, for a man must renounce 
piety altogether, if he does not at least wish to die like a Chris-
tian. Now, through the whole of his book his only conception 
of death is a cowardly and effeminate one.

64. It is not in Montaigne, but in myself, that I find all that I see 
in him.

65. What good there is in Montaigne can only have been ac-
quired with difficulty. The evil that is in him, I mean apart from 
his morality, could have been corrected in a moment, if he had 
been informed that he made too much of trifles and spoke too 
much of himself.

66. One must know oneself. If this does not serve to discover 
truth, it at least serves as a rule of life, and there is nothing bet-
ter.

67. The vanity of the sciences.--Physical science will not console 
me for the ignorance of morality in the time of affliction. But 
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the science of ethics will always console me for the ignorance 
of the physical sciences.

72. Man's disproportion.--This is where our innate knowledge 
leads us. If it be not true, there is no truth in man; and if it be 
true, he finds therein great cause for humiliation, being com-
pelled to abase himself in one way or another. And since he 
cannot exist without this knowledge, I wish that, before enter-
ing on deeper researches into nature, he would consider her 
both seriously and at leisure, that he would reflect upon him-
self also, and knowing what proportion there is... Let man then 
contemplate the whole of nature in her full and grand majesty, 
and turn his vision from the low objects which surround him. 
Let him gaze on that brilliant light, set like an eternal lamp to 
illumine the universe; let the earth appear to him a point in 
comparison with the vast circle described by the sun; and let 
him wonder at the fact that this vast circle is itself but a very 
fine point in comparison with that described by the stars in 
their revolution round the firmament. But if our view be ar-
rested there, let our imagination pass beyond; it will sooner 
exhaust the power of conception than nature that of supplying 
material for conception. The whole visible world is only an im-
perceptible atom in the ample bosom of nature. No idea ap-
proaches it. We may enlarge our conceptions beyond an imag-
inable space; we only produce atoms in comparison with the 
reality of things. It is an infinite sphere, the centre of which is 
everywhere, the circumference nowhere. In short, it is the 
greatest sensible mark of the almighty power of God that 
imagination loses itself in that thought.

Returning to himself, let man consider what he is in compari-
son with all existence; let him regard himself as lost in this re-
mote corner of nature; and from the little cell in which he finds 
himself lodged, I mean the universe, let him estimate at their 

true value the earth, kingdoms, cities, and himself. What is a 
man in the Infinite?

But to show him another prodigy equally astonishing, let him 
examine the most delicate things he knows. Let a mite be given 
him, with its minute body and parts incomparably more min-
ute, limbs with their joints, veins in the limbs, blood in the 
veins, humours in the blood, drops in the humours, vapours in 
the drops. Dividing these last things again, let him exhaust his 
powers of conception, and let the last object at which he can 
arrive be now that of our discourse. Perhaps he will think that 
here is the smallest point in nature. I will let him see therein a 
new abyss. I will paint for him not only the visible universe, 
but all that he can conceive of nature's immensity in the womb 
of this abridged atom. Let him see therein an infinity of uni-
verses, each of which has its firmament, its planets, its earth, in 
the same proportion as in the visible world; in each earth ani-
mals, and in the last mites, in which he will find again all that 
the first had, finding still in these others the same thing with-
out end and without cessation. Let him lose himself in wonders 
as amazing in their littleness as the others in their vastness. For 
who will not be astounded at the fact that our body, which a 
little while ago was imperceptible in the universe, itself imper-
ceptible in the bosom of the whole, is now a colossus, a world, 
or rather a whole, in respect of the nothingness which we can-
not reach? He who regards himself in this light will be afraid of 
himself, and observing himself sustained in the body given 
him by nature between those two abysses of the Infinite and 
Nothing, will tremble at the sight of these marvels; and I think 
that, as his curiosity changes into admiration, he will be more 
disposed to contemplate them in silence than to examine them 
with presumption.
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For, in fact, what is man in nature? A Nothing in comparison 
with the Infinite, an All in comparison with the Nothing, a 
mean between nothing and everything. Since he is infinitely 
removed from comprehending the extremes, the end of things 
and their beginning are hopelessly hidden from him in an im-
penetrable secret; he is equally incapable of seeing the Nothing 
from which he was made, and the Infinite in which he is swal-
lowed up.

What will he do then, but perceive the appearance of the mid-
dle of things, in an eternal despair of knowing either their be-
ginning or their end. All things proceed from the Nothing, and 
are borne towards the Infinite. Who will follow these marvel-
lous processes? The Author of these wonders understands 
them. None other can do so.

Through failure to contemplate these Infinites, men have rashly 
rushed into the examination of nature, as though they bore 
some proportion to her. It is strange that they have wished to 
understand the beginnings of things, and thence to arrive at 
the knowledge of the whole, with a presumption as infinite as 
their object. For surely this design cannot be formed without 
presumption or without a capacity infinite like nature.

If we are well informed, we understand that, as nature has 
graven her image and that of her Author on all things, they al-
most all partake of her double infinity. Thus we see that all the 
sciences are infinite in the extent of their researches. For who 
doubts that geometry, for instance, has an infinite infinity of 
problems to solve? They are also infinite in the multitude and 
fineness of their premises; for it is clear that those which are 
put forward as ultimate are not self-supporting, but are based 
on others which, again having others for their support, do not 
permit of finality. But we represent some as ultimate for reason, 
in the same way as in regard to material objects we call that an 

indivisible point beyond which our senses can no longer per-
ceive anything, although by its nature it is infinitely divisible.

Of these two Infinites of science, that of greatness is the most 
palpable, and hence a few persons have pretended to know all 
things. "I will speak of the whole," said Democritus.

But the infinitely little is the least obvious. Philosophers have 
much oftener claimed to have reached it, and it is here they 
have all stumbled. This has given rise to such common titles as 
First Principles, Principles of Philosophy, and the like, as osten-
tatious in fact, though not in appearance, as that one which 
blinds us, De omni scibili.

We naturally believe ourselves far more capable of reaching the 
centre of things than of embracing their circumference. The 
visible extent of the world visibly exceeds us; but as we exceed 
little things, we think ourselves more capable of knowing 
them. And yet we need no less capacity for attaining the Noth-
ing than the All. Infinite capacity is required for both, and it 
seems to me that whoever shall have understood the ultimate 
principles of being might also attain to the knowledge of the 
Infinite. The one depends on the other, and one leads to the 
other. These extremes meet and reunite by force of distance and 
find each other in God, and in God alone.

Let us, then, take our compass; we are something, and we are 
not everything. The nature of our existence hides from us the 
knowledge of first beginnings which are born of the Nothing; 
and the littleness of our being conceals from us the sight of the 
Infinite.

Our intellect holds the same position in the world of thought as 
our body occupies in the expanse of nature.
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Limited as we are in every way, this state which holds the 
mean between two extremes is present in all our impotence. 
Our senses perceive no extreme. Too much sound deafens us; 
too much light dazzles us; too great distance or proximity hin-
ders our view. Too great length and too great brevity of dis-
course tend to obscurity; too much truth is paralysing (I know 
some who cannot understand that to take four from nothing 
leaves nothing). First principles are too self-evident for us; too 
much pleasure disagrees with us. Too many concords are an-
noying in music; too many benefits irritate us; we wish to have 
the wherewithal to overpay our debts. Beneficia eo usque laeta 
sunt dum videntur exsolvi posse; ubi multum antevenere, pro gratia 
odium redditur. We feel neither extreme heat nor extreme cold. 
Excessive qualities are prejudicial to us and not perceptible by 
the senses; we do not feel but suffer them. Extreme youth and 
extreme age hinder the mind, as also too much and too little 
education. In short, extremes are for us as though they were 
not, and we are not within their notice. They escape us, or we 
them.

This is our true state; this is what makes us incapable of certain 
knowledge and of absolute ignorance. We sail within a vast 
sphere, ever drifting in uncertainty, driven from end to end. 
When we think to attach ourselves to any point and to fasten to 
it, it wavers and leaves us; and if we follow it, it eludes our 
grasp, slips past us, and vanishes for ever. Nothing stays for us. 
This is our natural condition and yet most contrary to our in-
clination; we burn with desire to find solid ground and an ul-
timate sure foundation whereon to build a tower reaching to 
the Infinite. But our whole groundwork cracks, and the earth 
opens to abysses.

Let us, therefore, not look for certainty and stability. Our reason 
is always deceived by fickle shadows; nothing can fix the finite 
between the two Infinites, which both enclose and fly from it.

If this be well understood, I think that we shall remain at rest, 
each in the state wherein nature has placed him. As this sphere 
which has fallen to us as our lot is always distant from either 
extreme, what matters it that man should have a little more 
knowledge of the universe? If he has it, he but gets a little 
higher. Is he not always infinitely removed from the end, and is 
not the duration of our life equally removed from eternity, even 
if it lasts ten years longer?

In comparison with these Infinites, all finites are equal, and I 
see no reason for fixing our imagination on one more than on 
another. The only comparison which we make of ourselves to 
the finite is painful to us.

If man made himself the first object of study, he would see how 
incapable he is of going further. How can a part know the 
whole? But he may perhaps aspire to know at least the parts to 
which he bears some proportion. But the parts of the world are 
all so related and linked to one another that I believe it impos-
sible to know one without the other and without the whole.

Man, for instance, is related to all he knows. He needs a place 
wherein to abide, time through which to live, motion in order 
to live, elements to compose him, warmth and food to nourish 
him, air to breathe. He sees light; he feels bodies; in short, he is 
in a dependent alliance with everything. To know man, then, it 
is necessary to know how it happens that he needs air to live, 
and, to know the air, we must know how it is thus related to 
the life of man, etc. Flame cannot exist without air; therefore, to 
understand the one, we must understand the other.
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Since everything, then, is cause and effect, dependent and sup-
porting, mediate and immediate, and all is held together by a 
natural though imperceptible chain which binds together 
things most distant and most different, I hold it equally impos-
sible to know the parts without knowing the whole and to 
know the whole without knowing the parts in detail.

The eternity of things in itself or in God must also astonish our 
brief duration. The fixed and constant immobility of nature, in 
comparison with the continual change which goes on within 
us, must have the same effect.

And what completes our incapability of knowing things is the 
fact that they are simple and that we are composed of two op-
posite natures, different in kind, soul and body. For it is impos-
sible that our rational part should be other than spiritual; and if 
any one maintain that we are simply corporeal, this would far 
more exclude us from the knowledge of things, there being 
nothing so inconceivable as to say that matter knows itself. It is 
impossible to imagine how it should know itself.

So, if we are simply material, we can know nothing at all; and 
if we are composed of mind and matter, we cannot know per-
fectly things which are simple, whether spiritual or corporeal. 
Hence it comes that almost all philosophers have confused 
ideas of things, and speak of material things in spiritual terms, 
and of spiritual things in material terms. For they say boldly 
that bodies have a tendency to fall, that they seek after their 
centre, that they fly from destruction, that they fear the void, 
that they have inclinations, sympathies, antipathies, all of 
which attributes pertain only to mind. And in speaking of 
minds, they consider them as in a place, and attribute to them 
movement from one place to another; and these are qualities 
which belong only to bodies.

Instead of receiving the ideas of these things in their purity, we 
colour them with our own qualities, and stamp with our com-
posite being all the simple things which we contemplate.

Who would not think, seeing us compose all things of mind 
and body, but that this mixture would be quite intelligible to 
us? Yet it is the very thing we least understand. Man is to him-
self the most wonderful object in nature; for he cannot conceive 
what the body is, still less what the mind is, and least of all 
how a body should be united to a mind. This is the consumma-
tion of his difficulties, and yet it is his very being....

76. To write against those who made too profound a study of 
science: Descartes.

77. I cannot forgive Descartes. In all his philosophy he would 
have been quite willing to dispense with God. But he had to 
make Him give a fillip to set the world in motion; beyond this, 
he has no further need of God.

78. Descartes useless and uncertain.

79. Descartes.--We must say summarily: "This is made by figure 
and motion," for it is true. But to say what these are, and to 
compose the machine, is ridiculous. For it is useless, uncertain, 
and painful. And were it true, we do not think all Philosophy is 
worth one hour of pain.

80. How comes it that a cripple does not offend us, but that a 
fool does? Because a cripple recognises that we walk straight, 
whereas a fool declares that it is we who are silly; if it were not 
so, we should feel pity and not anger.

Epictetus asks still more strongly: "Why are we not angry if we 
are told that we have a headache, and why are we angry if we 
are told that we reason badly, or choose wrongly"? The reason 
is that we are quite certain that we have not a headache, or are 
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not lame, but we are not so sure that we make a true choice. So, 
having assurance only because we see with our whole sight, it 
puts us into suspense and surprise when another with his 
whole sight sees the opposite, and still more so when a thou-
sand others deride our choice. For we must prefer our own 
lights to those of so many others, and that is bold and difficult. 
There is never this contradiction in the feelings towards a crip-
ple.

83. We must thus begin the chapter on the deceptive powers. 
Man is only a subject full of error, natural and ineffaceable, 
without grace. Nothing shows him the truth. Everything de-
ceives him. These two sources of truth, reason and the senses, 
besides being both wanting in sincerity, deceive each other in 
turn. The senses mislead the Reason with false appearances, 
and receive from Reason in their turn the same trickery which 
they apply to her; Reason has her revenge. The passions of the 
soul trouble the senses, and make false impressions upon them. 
They rival each other in falsehood and deception.

But besides those errors which arise accidentally and through 
lack of intelligence, with these heterogeneous faculties...

91. Spongia solis.--When we see the same effect always recur, 
we infer a natural necessity in it, as that there will be a tomor-
row, etc. But Nature often deceives us, and does not subject 
herself to her own rules.

92. What are our natural principles but principles of custom? In 
children they are those which they have received from the hab-
its of their fathers, as hunting in animals. A different custom 
will cause different natural principles. This is seen in experi-
ence; and if there are some natural principles ineradicable by 
custom, there are also some customs opposed to nature, in-

eradicable by nature or by a second custom. This depends on 
disposition.

93. Parents fear lest the natural love of their children may fade 
away. What kind of nature is that which is subject to decay? 
Custom is a second nature which destroys the former. But what 
is nature? For is custom not natural? I am much afraid that na-
ture is itself only a first custom, as custom is a second nature.

126. Description of man: dependency, desire of independence, 
need.

127. Condition of man: inconstancy, weariness, unrest.

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 danc-
ing, 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.

195. Before entering into the proofs of the Christian religion, I 
find it necessary to point out the sinfulness of those men who 
live in indifference to the search for truth in a matter which is 
so important to them, and which touches them so nearly.

Of all their errors, this doubtless is the one which most convicts 
them of foolishness and blindness, and in which it is easiest to 
confound them by the first glimmerings of common sense and 
by natural feelings.

For it is not to be doubted that the duration of this life is but a 
moment; that the state of death is eternal, whatever may be its 
nature; and that thus all our actions and thoughts must take 
such different directions, according to the state of that eternity, 
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that it is impossible to take one step with sense and judgement, 
unless we regulate our course by the truth of that point which 
ought to be our ultimate end.

There is nothing clearer than this; and thus, according to the 
principles of reason, the conduct of men is wholly unreason-
able, if they do not take another course.

On this point, therefore, we condemn those who live without 
thought of the ultimate end of life, who let themselves be 
guided by their own inclinations and their own pleasures 
without reflection and without concern, and, as if they could 
annihilate eternity by turning away their thought from it, think 
only of making themselves happy for the moment.

Yet this eternity exists, and death, which must open into it and 
threatens them every hour, must in a little time infallibly put 
them under the dreadful necessity of being either annihilated 
or unhappy for ever, without knowing which of these eternities 
is for ever prepared for them.

This is a doubt of terrible consequence. They are in peril of 
eternal woe and thereupon, as if the matter were not worth the 
trouble, they neglect to inquire whether this is one of those 
opinions which people receive with too credulous a facility, or 
one of those which, obscure in themselves, have a very firm, 
though hidden, foundation. Thus they know not whether there 
be truth or falsity in the matter, nor whether there be strength 
or weakness in the proofs. They have them before their eyes; 
they refuse to look at them; and in that ignorance they choose 
all that is necessary to fall into this misfortune if it exists, to 
await death to make trial of it, yet to be very content in this 
state, to make profession of it, and indeed to boast of it. Can we 
think seriously of the importance of this subject without being 
horrified at conduct so extravagant?

This resting in ignorance is a monstrous thing, and they who 
pass their life in it must be made to feel its extravagance and 
stupidity, by having it shown to them, so that they may be con-
founded by the sight of their folly. For this is how men reason, 
when they choose to live in such ignorance of what they are 
and without seeking enlightenment. "I know not," they say...

204. If we ought to devote eight hours of life, we ought to de-
vote a hundred years.

205. When I consider the short duration of my life, swallowed 
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 fright-
ened and am astonished at being here rather than there; for 
there is 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?

206. The eternal silence of these infinite spaces frightens me.

207. How many kingdoms know us not!

208. Why is my knowledge limited? Why my stature? Why my 
life to one hundred years rather than to a thousand? What rea-
son has nature had for giving me such, and for choosing this 
number rather than another in the infinity of those from which 
there is no more reason to choose one than another, trying 
nothing else?

219. It is certain that the mortality or immortality of the soul 
must make an entire difference to morality. And yet philoso-
phers have constructed their ethics independently of this: they 
discuss to pass an hour.

Plato, to incline to Christianity.
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223. What have they to say against the resurrection, and 
against the child-bearing of the Virgin? Which is the more diffi-
cult, to produce a man or an animal, or to reproduce it? And if 
they had never seen any species of animals, could they have 
conjectured whether they were produced without connection 
with each other?

224. How I hate these follies of not believing in the Eucharist, 
etc.! If the Gospel be true, if Jesus Christ be God, what diffi-
culty is there?

230. It is incomprehensible that God should exist, and it is in-
comprehensible that He should not exist; that the soul should 
be joined to the body, and that we should have no soul; that the 
world should be created, and that it should not be created, etc.; 
that original sin should be, and that it should not be.

231. Do you believe it to be impossible that God is infinite, 
without parts? Yes. I wish therefore to show you an infinite and 
indivisible thing. It is a point moving everywhere with an infi-
nite velocity; for it is one in all places and is all totality in every 
place.

Let this effect of nature, which previously seemed to you im-
possible, make you know that there may be others of which 
you are still ignorant. Do not draw this conclusion from your 
experiment, that there remains nothing for you to know; but 
rather that there remains an infinity for you to know.

233. Infinite--nothing.--Our soul is cast into a body, where it 
finds number, dimension. Thereupon it reasons, and calls this 
nature necessity, and can believe nothing else.

Unity joined to infinity adds nothing to it, no more than one 
foot to an infinite measure. The finite is annihilated in the pres-

ence of the infinite, and becomes a pure nothing. So our spirit 
before God, so our justice before divine justice. There is not so 
great a disproportion between our justice and that of God as 
between unity and infinity.

The justice of God must be vast like His compassion. Now jus-
tice to the outcast is less vast and ought less to offend our feel-
ings than mercy towards the elect.

We know that there is an infinite, and are ignorant of its nature. 
As we know it to be false that numbers are finite, it is therefore 
true that there is an infinity in number. But we do not know 
what it is. It is false that it is even, it is false that it is odd; for 
the addition of a unit can make no change in its nature. Yet it is 
a number, and every number is odd or even (this is certainly 
true of every finite number). So we may well know that there is 
a God without knowing what He is. Is there not one substantial 
truth, seeing there are so many things which are not the truth 
itself?

We know then the existence and nature of the finite, because 
we also are finite and have extension. We know the existence of 
the infinite and are ignorant of its nature, because it has exten-
sion like us, but not limits like us. But we know neither the ex-
istence nor the nature of God, because He has neither extension 
nor limits.

But by faith we know His existence; in glory we shall know His 
nature. Now, I have already shown that we may well know the 
existence of a thing, without knowing its nature.

Let us now speak according to natural lights.

If there is a God, He is infinitely incomprehensible, since, hav-
ing neither parts nor limits, He has no affinity to us. We are 
then incapable of knowing either what He is or if He is. This 
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being so, who will dare to undertake the decision of the ques-
tion? Not we, who have no affinity to Him.

Who then will blame Christians for not being able to give a 
reason for their belief, since they profess a religion for which 
they cannot give a reason? They declare, in expounding it to 
the world, that it is a foolishness, stultitiam;28 and then you 
complain that they do not prove it! If they proved it, they 
would not keep their word; it is in lacking proofs that they are 
not lacking in sense. "Yes, but although this excuses those who 
offer it as such and takes away from them the blame of putting 
it forward without reason, it does not excuse those who receive 
it." Let us then examine this point, and say, "God is, or He is 
not." But to which side shall we incline? Reason can decide 
nothing here. There is an infinite chaos which separated us. A 
game is being played at the extremity of this infinite distance 
where heads or tails will turn up. What will you wager? Ac-
cording to reason, you can do neither the one thing nor the 
other; according to reason, you can defend neither of the 
propositions.

Do not, then, reprove for error those who have made a choice; 
for you know nothing about it. "No, but I blame them for hav-
ing made, not this choice, but a choice; for again both he who 
chooses heads and he who chooses tails are equally at fault, 
they are both in the wrong. The true course is not to wager at 
all."

Yes; but you must wager. It is not optional. You are embarked. 
Which will you choose then? Let us see. Since you must 
choose, let us see which interests you least. 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 happi-
ness; and your nature has two things to shun, error and misery. 
Your reason is no more shocked in choosing one rather than the 

other, since you must of necessity choose. This is one point set-
tled. But your happiness? Let us weigh the gain and the loss in 
wagering that God is. Let us estimate these two chances. If you 
gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, then, 
without hesitation that He is. "That is very fine. Yes, I must wa-
ger; but I may perhaps wager too much." Let us see. Since there 
is an equal risk of gain and of loss, if you had only to gain two 
lives, instead of one, you might still wager. But if there were 
three lives to gain, you would have to play (since you are un-
der the necessity of playing), and you would be imprudent, 
when you are forced to play, not to chance your life to gain 
three at a game where there is an equal risk of loss and gain. 
But there is an eternity of life and happiness. And this being so, 
if there were an infinity of chances, of which one only would be 
for you, you would still be right in wagering one to win two, 
and you would act stupidly, being obliged to play, by refusing 
to stake one life against three at a game in which out of an in-
finity of chances there is one for you, if there were an infinity of 
an infinitely happy life to gain. But there is here an infinity of 
an infinitely happy life to gain, a chance of gain against a finite 
number of chances of loss, and what you stake is finite. It is all 
divided; where-ever the infinite is and there is not an infinity of 
chances of loss against that of gain, there is no time to hesitate, 
you must give all. And thus, when one is forced to play, he 
must renounce reason to preserve his life, rather than risk it for 
infinite gain, as likely to happen as the loss of nothingness.

For it is no use to say it is uncertain if we will gain, and it is 
certain that we risk, and that the infinite distance between the 
certainly of what is staked and the uncertainty of what will be 
gained, equals the finite good which is certainly staked against 
the uncertain infinite. It is not so, as every player stakes a cer-
tainty to gain an uncertainty, and yet he stakes a finite certainty 
to gain a finite uncertainty, without transgressing against rea-

Pensées - Pascal

9



son. There is not an infinite distance between the certainty 
staked and the uncertainty of the gain; that is untrue. In truth, 
there is an infinity between the certainty of gain and the cer-
tainty of loss. But the uncertainty of the gain is proportioned to 
the certainty of the stake according to the proportion of the 
chances of gain and loss. Hence it comes that, if there are as 
many risks on one side as on the other, the course is to play 
even; and then the certainty of the stake is equal to the uncer-
tainty of the gain, so far is it from fact that there is an infinite 
distance between them. And so our proposition is of infinite 
force, when there is the finite to stake in a game where there 
are equal risks of gain and of loss, and the infinite to gain. This 
is demonstrable; and if men are capable of any truths, this is 
one.

"I confess it, I admit it. But, still, is there no means of seeing the 
faces of the cards?" Yes, Scripture and the rest, etc. "Yes, but I 
have my hands tied and my mouth closed; I am forced to wa-
ger, and am not free. I am not released, and am so made that I 
cannot believe. What, then, would you have me do?"

True. But at least learn your inability to believe, since reason 
brings you to this, and yet you cannot believe. Endeavour, 
then, to convince yourself, not by increase of proofs of God, but 
by the abatement of your passions. You would like to attain 
faith and do not know the way; you would like to cure yourself 
of unbelief and ask the remedy for it. Learn of those who have 
been bound like you, and who now stake all their possessions. 
These are people who know the way which you would follow, 
and who are cured of an ill of which you would be cured. Fol-
low the way by which they began; by acting as if they believed, 
taking the holy water, having masses said, etc. Even this will 
naturally make you believe, and deaden your acuteness. "But 
this is what I am afraid of." And why? What have you to lose?

But to show you that this leads you there, it is this which will 
lessen the passions, which are your stumbling-blocks.

The end of this discourse.--Now, what harm will befall you in 
taking this side? You will be faithful, humble, grateful, gener-
ous, a sincere friend, truthful. Certainly you will not have those 
poisonous pleasures, glory and luxury; but will you not have 
others? I will tell you that you will thereby gain in this life, and 
that, at each step you take on this road, you will see so great 
certainty of gain, so much nothingness in what you risk, that 
you will at last recognise that you have wagered for something 
certain and infinite, for which you have given nothing.

"Ah! This discourse transports me, charms me," etc.

If this discourse pleases you and seems impressive, know that 
it is made by a man who has knelt, both before and after it, in 
prayer to that Being, infinite and without parts, before whom 
he lays all he has, for you also to lay before Him all you have 
for your own good and for His glory, that so strength may be 
given to lowliness.

234. If we must not act save on a certainty, we ought not to act 
on religion, for it is not certain. But how many things we do on 
an uncertainty, sea voyages, battles! I say then we must do 
nothing at all, for nothing is certain, and that there is more cer-
tainty in religion than there is as to whether we may see to-
morrow; for it is not certain that we may see to-morrow, and it 
is certainly possible that we may not, see it. We cannot say as 
much about religion. It is not certain that it is; but who will 
venture to say that it is certainly possible that it is not? Now 
when we work for to-morrow, and so on an uncertainty, we act 
reasonably; for we ought to work for an uncertainty according 
to the doctrine of chance which was demonstrated above.
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Saint Augustine has seen that we work for an uncertainty, on 
sea, in battle, etc. But he has not seen the doctrine of chance 
which proves that we should do so. Montaigne has seen that 
we are shocked at a fool, and that habit is all-powerful; but he 
has not seen the reason of this effect.

All these persons have seen the effects, but they have not seen 
the causes. They are, in comparison with those who have dis-
covered the causes, as those who have only eyes are in com-
parison with those who have intellect. For the effects are per-
ceptible by sense, and the causes are visible only to the intel-
lect. And although these effects are seen by the mind, this mind 
is, in comparison with the mind which sees the causes, as the 
bodily senses are in comparison with the intellect.

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 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 moral-
ity.

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 com-
prehend the world.

358. Man is neither angel nor brute, and the unfortunate thing 
is that he who would act the angel acts the brute.

365. Thought.--All the dignity of man consists in thought. 
Thought is, therefore, by its nature a wonderful and incompa-
rable thing. It must have strange defects to be contemptible. 
But it has such, so that nothing is more ridiculous. How great it 
is in its nature! How vile it is in its defects!

But what is this thought? How foolish it is!

372. In writing down my thought, it sometimes escapes me; but 
this makes me remember my weakness, that I constantly for-
get. This is as instructive to me as my forgotten thought; for I 
strive only to know my nothingness.

373. Scepticism.--I shall here write my thoughts without order, 
and not perhaps in unintentional confusion; that is true order, 
which will always indicate my object by its very disorder. I 
should do too much honour to my subject, if I treated it with 
order, since I want to show that it is incapable of it.

375. I have passed a great part of my life believing that there 
was justice, and in this I was not mistaken; for there is justice 
according as God has willed to reveal it to us. But I did not take 
it so, and this is where I made a mistake; for I believed that our 
justice was essentially just, and that I had that whereby to 
know and judge of it. But I have so often found my right 
judgement at fault, that at last I have come to distrust myself 
and then others. I have seen changes in all nations and men, 
and thus, after many changes of judgement regarding true jus-
tice, I have recognised that our nature was but in continual 
change, and I have not changed since; and if I changed, I 
would confirm my opinion.

The sceptic Arcesilaus, who became a dogmatist.

378. Scepticism.--Excess, like defect of intellect, is accused of 
madness. Nothing is good but mediocrity. The majority has 
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settled that and finds fault with him who escapes it at which-
ever end. I will not oppose it. I quite consent to put there, and 
refuse to be at the lower end, not because it is low, but because 
it is an end; for I would likewise refuse to be placed at the top. 
To leave the mean is to abandon humanity. The greatness of the 
human soul consists in knowing how to preserve the mean. So 
far from greatness consisting in leaving it, it consists in not 
leaving it.

384. Contradiction is a bad sign of truth; several things which 
are certain are contradicted; several things which are false pass 
without contradiction. Contradiction is not a sign of falsity, nor 
the want of contradiction a sign of truth.

385. Scepticism.--Each thing here is partly true and partly false. 
Essential truth is not so; it is altogether pure and altogether 
true. This mixture dishonours and annihilates it. Nothing is 
purely true, and thus nothing is true, meaning by that pure 
truth. You will say it is true that homicide is wrong. Yes; for we 
know well the wrong and the false. But what will you say is 
good? Chastity? I say no; for the world would come to an end. 
Marriage? No; continence is better. Not to kill? No; for lawless-
ness would be horrible, and the wicked would kill all the good. 
To kill? No; for that destroys nature. We possess truth and 
goodness only in part, and mingled with falsehood and evil.

386. If we dreamt the same thing every night, it would affect us 
as much as the objects we see every day. And if an artisan were 
sure to dream every night for twelve hours' duration that he 
was a king, I believe he would be almost as happy as a king, 
who should dream every night for twelve hours on end that he 
was an artisan.

If we were to dream every night that we were pursued by 
enemies and harassed by these painful phantoms, or that we 

passed every day in different occupations, as in making a voy-
age, we should suffer almost as much as if it were real, and 
should fear to sleep, as we fear to wake when we dread in fact 
to enter on such mishaps. And, indeed, it would cause pretty 
nearly the same discomforts as the reality.

But since dreams are all different, and each single one is diver-
sified, what is seen in them affects us much less than what we 
see when awake, because of its continuity, which is not, how-
ever, so continuous and level as not to change too; but it 
changes less abruptly, except rarely, as when we travel, and 
then we say, "It seems to me I am dreaming." For life is a dream 
a little less inconstant.

387. It may be that there are true demonstrations; but this is not 
certain. Thus, this proves nothing else but that it is not certain 
that all is uncertain, to the glory of scepticism.

388. Good sense.--They are compelled to say, "You are not act-
ing in good faith; we are not asleep," etc. How I love to see this 
proud reason humiliated and suppliant! For this is not the lan-
guage of a man whose right is disputed, and who defends it 
with the power of armed hands. He is not foolish enough to 
declare that men are not acting in good faith, but he punishes 
this bad faith with force.

389. Ecclesiastes shows that man without God is in total igno-
rance and inevitable misery. For it is wretched to have the 
wish, but not the power. Now he would be happy and assured 
of some truth, and yet he can neither know, nor desire not to 
know. He cannot even doubt.

390. My God! How foolish this talk is! "Would God have made 
the world to damn it? Would He ask so much from persons so 
weak"? etc. Scepticism is the cure for this evil, and will take 
down this vanity.
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392. Against Scepticism.--... It is, then, a strange fact that we 
cannot define these things without obscuring them, while we 
speak of them with all assurance. We assume that all conceive 
of them in the same way; but we assume it quite gratuitously, 
for we have no proof of it. I see, in truth, that the same words 
are applied on the same occasions, and that every time two 
men see a body change its place, they both express their view 
of this same fact by the same word, both saying that it has 
moved; and from this conformity of application we derive a 
strong conviction of a conformity of ideas. But this is not abso-
lutely or finally convincing though there is enough to support a 
bet on the affirmative, since we know that we often draw the 
same conclusions from different premises.

This is enough, at least, to obscure the matter; not that it com-
pletely extinguishes the natural light which assures us of these 
things. The academicians would have won. But this dulls it and 
troubles the dogmatists to the glory of the sceptical crowd, 
which consists in this doubtful ambiguity and in a certain 
doubtful dimness from which our doubts cannot take away all 
the clearness, nor our own natural lights chase away all the 
darkness.

393. It is a singular thing to consider that there are people in 
the world who, having renounced all the laws of God and na-
ture, have made laws for themselves which they strictly obey, 
as, for instance, the soldiers of Mahomet, robbers, heretics, etc. 
It is the same with logicians. It seems that their license must be 
without any limits or barriers, since they have broken through 
so many that are so just and sacred.

394. All the principles of sceptics, stoics, atheists, etc., are true. 
But their conclusions are false, because the opposite principles 
are also true.

397. The greatness of man is great in that he knows himself to 
be miserable. A tree does not know itself to be miserable. It is 
then being miserable to know oneself to be miserable; but it is 
also being great to know that one is miserable.

415. The nature of man may be viewed in two ways: the one 
according to its end, and then he is great and incomparable; the 
other according to the multitude, just as we judge of the nature 
of the horse and the dog, popularly, by seeing its fleetness, et 
animum arcendi; and then man is abject and vile. These are the 
two ways which make us judge of him differently and which 
occasion such disputes among philosophers. For one denies the 
assumption of the other. One says, "He is not born for this end, 
for all his actions are repugnant to it." The other says, "He for-
sakes his end, when he does these base actions."

418. It is dangerous to make man see too clearly his equality 
with the brutes without showing him his greatness. It is also 
dangerous to make his see his greatness too clearly, apart from 
his vileness. It is still more dangerous to leave him in ignorance 
of both. But it is very advantageous to show him both. Man 
must not think that he is on a level either with the brutes or 
with the angels, nor must he be ignorant of both sides of his 
nature; but he must know both.

420. If he exalt himself, I humble him; if he humble himself, I 
exalt him; and I always contradict him, till he understands that 
he is an incomprehensible monster.

422. It is good to be tired and wearied by the vain search after 
the true good, that we may stretch out our arms to the Re-
deemer.
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