Blaise Pascal, Pensées
VIII. Diversion
36.
“Anyone who does not see the vanity of the world is very vain himself. So who does not see it,
apart from young people whose lives are all noise, diversions, and thoughts for the future?
“But take away their diversion and you will see them bored to extinction. Then they feel their
nullity without recognizing it, for nothing could be more wretched than to be intolerably depressed as
soon as one is reduced to introspection with no means of diversion.”
132.
“Diversion. If man were happy, the less he were diverted the happier he would be. […] Yes: but
is a man not happy who can find delight in diversion?”
“No: because it comes from somewhere else, from outside so he is dependent and always liable to
be disturbed by a thousand and one accidents, which inevitably cause distress.”
133.
“Diversion. Being unable to cure death, wretchedness and ignorance, men have decided, in order
to be happy, not to think about such things.”
134.
“Despite these afflictions man wants to be happy, only wants to be happy, and cannot help
wanting to be happy.
“But how shall he go about it?”
136.
“Diversion. Sometimes, when I set to thinking about the various activities of men, the dangers
and troubles which they face at court or war [...] I have often said that the sole cause of man’s
unhappiness is that he does not know how to stay quietly in his room. A man wealthy enough for life’s
needs would never leave home to go to sea or besiege some fortress if he knew how to stay at home and
enjoy it. [...]
“But after closer thought, looking for the particular reasons for all our unhappiness now that I
knew its general cause, I found one very cogent reason in the natural unhappiness of our feeble mortal
condition, so wretched that nothing can console us when we really think about it. […]
“The only good thing for men therefore is to be diverted from thinking of what they are, either by
some occupation which takes their mind off it, or by some novel and agreeable passion which keeps them
busy, like gambling, hunting, some absorbing show, in short by what is called diversion.
“That is why gaming and feminine society, war and high office are so popular. It is not that they
really bring happiness, nor that anyone imagines that true bliss comes from possessing the money to be
won at gaming or the hare that is hunted; no one would take it as a gift. What people want is not the easy
peaceful life that allows us to think of our unhappy condition, nor the dangers of war, nor the burdens of
office, but the agitation that takes our mind off it and diverts us. That is why we prefer the hunt to the
capture.
“That is why men are so fond of hustle and bustle; that is why prison is such a fearful
punishment; that is why the pleasures of solitude are so incomprehensible. That, in fact is the main joy of
being a king, because people are continually trying to divert him and procure him every kind of pleasure.
A king is surrounded by people whose only thought is to divert him and stop him thinking about himself,
because, king though he is, he becomes unhappy as soon as he thinks about himself.
“That is all that men have been able to devise for attaining happiness; those who philosophize
about it, holding that people are quite unreasonable to spend all day chasing a hare that they would not
have wanted to buy, have little knowledge of our nature. The hare itself would not save us from thinking
about death and the miseries distracting us, but hunting it does so. […]
“Telling a man to rest is the same as telling him to live happily. It means telling him to enjoy a
completely happy state which he can contemplate at leisure without cause for distress. It means not
understanding nature.
“Thus men who are naturally conscious of what they are shun nothing so much as rest; they
would do anything to be disturbed.
“It is wrong then to blame them; they are not wrong to want excitement – if they only wanted it
for the sake of diversion. The trouble is that they want it as though, once they had the things they seek,

they could not fail to be truly happy. That is what justifies calling their search a vain one. All this shows
that neither the critics nor the criticized understand man’s real nature.
“When men are reproached for pursuing so eagerly something that could never satisfy them, their
proper answer, if they really thought about it, ought to be that they simply want a violent and vigorous
occupation to take their minds off themselves, and that is why thy choose some attractive object to entice
them in ardent pursuit. Their opponents could find no answer to that. [...]
“but they do not answer like that because they do not know themselves. They do not know that all
they want is the hunt and not the capture. The nobleman sincerely believes that hunting is a great sport,
the sport of kings, but his huntsman does not feel like that. They imagine that if they secured a certain
appointment they would enjoy resting afterwards, and they do not realize the insatiable nature of cupidity.
They think they genuinely want rest when all they really want is activity.
“They have a secret instinct driving them to seek external diversion and occupation, and this is
the result of their constant sense of wretchedness. They have another secret instinct, left over from the
greatness of our original nature, telling them that the only true happiness lies in rest and not in excitement.
These two contrary instincts give rise to a confused plan buried out of sight in the depths of their soul,
which leads them to seek rest by way of activity and always to imagine that the satisfaction they miss will
come to them once they overcome certain obvious difficulties and can open the door to welcome rest.
“All our life passes this way: we seek rest by struggling against certain obstacles, and once they
are overcome, rest proves intolerable because of the boredom it produces. We must get away from it and
crave excitement.
[Boredom is rooted in the depths of our hearts and poisons our whole mind.]
[People will do anything to overcome it. Some face great dangers. Others] “sweat away in their
studies to solve some previously unsolved problem in algebra. […] Then there are others who exhaust
themselves observing all these things, not in order to become wiser, but just to show they know them, and
these are the biggest fools of the lot, because they know what they are doing
“A given man lives a life free from boredom by gambling a small sum every day. Give him every
morning the money he might win that day, but on condition that he does not gamble, and you will make
him unhappy. It might be argued that what he wants is the entertainment of gaming and not the winnings.
Make him play then for nothing; his interest will not be fired and he will become bored, so it is not just
entertainment he wants. A half-hearted entertainment without excitement will bore him. He must have
excitement, he must delude himself into imagining that he would be happy to win what he would not want
as a gift it if meant giving up gambling. He must create some target for his passions and then arouse his
desire, anger, fear, for this object he has created.
[…] Without diversion there is no joy; with diversion there is no sadness. That is what constitutes
the happiness of persons of rank, for they have a number of people to divert them and the ability to keep
themselves in this state.
414.
“Wretchedness. The only thing that consoles us for our miseries is diversion. And yet it is the
greatest of our miseries. For it is that above all which prevents us thinking about ourselves and leads us
imperceptibly to destruction. But for that we should be bored, and boredom would drive us to seek some
more solid means of escape, but diversion passes our time and bring us imperceptibly to our death.”
415.

“Activity. When a soldier complains of his hard life (a laborer, etc.) try giving him nothing to do.

622.
“Boredom. Man finds nothing so intolerable as to be in a state of complete rest, without passions,
without occupation, without diversion, without effort.
Then he faces his nullity, loneliness, inadequacy, dependence, helplessness, emptiness.
And at once there wells up from the depths of his soul boredom, gloom, depression, chagrin,
resentment, despair.”
889.

“Thoughts. With all these I sought for rest. [quoting Ecclesiasticus 24.7]
“If our state were really happy, we should not need to take our minds off it in order to make
ourselves happy.”

