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CHAPTER I 

THE EVOLUTION OF THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF 

CHILDHOOD AND THE FAMILY 

This study examines the childhood, family, and work of 

Blaise Pascal through contemporary and modern biographies, 

his basic writings, and the growing literature on childhood 

and the family. The research done during the last thirty 

years on childhood and the family applied to the case of 

Pascal and his family, permits us to learn more about this 

still important figure of the seventeenth century. A 

greater understanding of Pascal's early influences may lead 

to a fuller understanding of his personality and 

accomplishments as an adult. By exploring one case 1n 

depth, this study should also contribute to the history of 

the early modern family. 

Philippe Aries' Centuries of Childhood: A Social History 

of Family Life almost singlehandedly created a new field of 

social history when it appeared first in French in 1960, 

then in English in 1962. The book became the impetus for 

many studies of the history of the family and childhood. 

Now, after thirty years, Aries' work is still essential to 

any study about the family of the past. 

1 
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In Centuries of Childhood, Aries asserted that the 

modern idea of childhood was lacking 1n medieval society. 1 

As soon as infants were able to survive without constant 

attention, they belonged to the adult world. 2 This usually 

occurred, Aries believed, around the age of seven. 3 It was 

during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that a 

concept of a distinct childhood emerged. 4 Aries stressed 

the increased concern for children's souls and greater 

interest in education as primary indicators of a heightened 

awareness of childhood. The rise of the school, 

particularly the college, was central to Aries' assertion. 

He argued that because of family and school, children were 

no longer allowed in adult society, denying them the freedom 

which had been present for the young in earlier times. 

Harsh discipline also grew out of this increased attention 

toward children, further limiting their role in family and 

society. 5 

1Philippe Aries, Centuries of Childhood: A Social 
History of Family Life , trans. Robert Baldick (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1962), 128. 

2Aries, 128. 

3Aries, 411. 

4Aries, 129. 

sAries, 413. 
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Aries made the emergence of pr1vacy a key concept in the 

historical study of the family. He believed that before the 

seventeenth century life was conducted in public. 6 As 

childhood evolved, the family closed in around itself. This 

new modern family, according to Aries, ended the mixing of 

classes that had been common 1n medieval times. 7 Aries 

argued that this withdrawal brought intolerance for 

individuality and set the classes against each other. 8 

Through his analysis of a wide range of evidence, 

including iconography, memo1rs, journals, child-rearing 

guides, and many other sources, Aries developed his ground

breaking work. Subsequent scholars of childhood and the 

family are indebted to Aries. However, his conclusions, 

scholarship, and methodology have received their share of 

criticism. 

Among Aries' critics was David Hunt, whose Parents and 

Children in History: The Psychology of Family Life 1n Early 

Modern France appeared in 1970. This work focused on the 

relations between parents and young children. Hunt used the 

work of both Erik Erikson and Aries as points of departure 

for his own study. He agreed with Erikson, that parents' 

6Aries, 405. 

7Aries, 414. 

8Aries, 415. 
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attitudes toward their children are greatly influenced by 

social experiences.9 So community, ideology, religion, and 

politics all affect parenting. While Hunt admired Aries' 

"conceptual boldness," he doubted that children could have 

survived the "indifference" that Aries believed was 

prevalent. 10 However, "indifference" may be too harsh a 

term. A lack of preoccupation with children may be a better 

term to describe Aries' view. Aries himself stated that 

just because a modern view of children was not present did 

not mean that the young were "neglected, forsaken, or 

despised. "11 

Hunt claimed that people married in early modern times 

primarily for socio-economic reasons and that intimacy was 

rare within the union. 12 Hunt concurred with Aries that the 

"companionship family is a modern institution." 13 Excessive 

passion within a marriage was frowned upon. Hunt wrote that 

9David Hunt, Parents and Children in History: The 
Psychology of Family Life in Early Modern France, (New York: 
Basic Books, Inc., 1970), 45. 

lOHunt, 49-50. 

llAries, 128. 

12Hunt, 56-57. 

13Hunt, 57. 



men believed marriage made them weak and vulnerable. 14 The 

church asserted that passion could lead to unbridled lust. 

Hunt held that in early modern times adults had little 

respect for children and often treated them callously. 15 

Young children were often treated like pets kept around to 

amuse their parents. 16 As the children grew, they became 

their father's servants, and he required total obedience 

from his offspring. 17 Hunt, like Aries, painted a rather 

harsh picture of childhood in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, but his view lacked Aries' sentiment for the 

Middle Ages. 

A more nuanced view of the evolution of the family unit 

emerged in Jean-Louis Flandrin's Families in Former Times: 

5 

Kinship, Household and Sexuality. Flandrin combined 

interpretation of written sources with quantitative analysis 

of demographic data. In his highly detailed study, Flandrin 

looked at the size and structure of the household of France 

in the early modern period as well as changing ideas of 

morality and sexuality. His work benefited from two decades 

14Hunt, 74. 

15Hunt, 26. 

16Hunt, 125. 

17Hunt, 152. 
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of scholarly research by historians on both sides of the 

Atlantic. 

Flandrin, like Hunt, found the family of the seventeenth 

century essentially patriarchal, where a child owed 

everything to his or her father. 18 The father-mother-child 

triad came about only as recently as the nineteenth 

century. 19 But Flandrin's study also confirmed that the 

nuclear family was more common and had existed longer than 

previous studies had reported, especially in Northern 

France . 20 

While Aries, Hunt and Flandrin focused primarily on 

France, other scholars were extending family studies to 

other European countries and North America. Indeed, 

Flandrin learned a great deal from Peter Laslett's work on 

England. Laslett had formed the Cambridge Group for the 

History of Population and Social Structure in 1964, a 

multidisciplinary group which set out systematically to 

organize and analyze English historical demography. 21 

18Jean-Louis Flandrin, Families in Former Times: 
Kinship, Household and Sexuality, trans. Richard Southern 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 137. 

19Flandrin, 9. 

2DFlandrin, 70. 

21Peter Laslett, The World We Have Lost: Further 
Explored 3rd ed., (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1984), 
xv-xv1.. 
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Laslett and his group were forerunners in the use of 

historical sociology and quantitative analysis for the study 

of the family. Quantification better illustrates patterns 

of births, deaths, and other life changing events. His work 

with the Cambridge Group contributed some of the most 

important findings to family studies. 

In The World We Have Lost, first published 1n 1965, 

Laslett raised new questions about family structure and 

relations that are still of interest today. Most 

significantly, Laslett discovered that the majority of past 

households were nuclear rather than extended families. 

However, this was not as simple as it appeared on tax rolls. 

Laslett emphasized that families possessed ties beyond the 

nuclear confines, and he asserted that a familial group is a 

constantly evolving entity. A family's composition at one 

point in time does not necessarily mean that it will remain 

that way. 22 Although historical demography has increased 

our understanding of the family, it tells us little about 

relationships between individual family members. 

Laslett doubted Aries' view of early modern children. 

He argued that there was much research left to be done on 

how children were treated. According to Laslett, evidence 

on children was very "elusive" and often limited to children 

22Laslett, The World We Have Lost, 91-94. 



at school. Laslett asserted that the available evidence 

indicated that child-rearing was shared between husband and 

wife, and that scholars knew little of how children 

played. 23 

In Family Life and Illicit Love in Earlier Generations, 

Laslett explored patterns of illegitimacy in England, 

changes 1n the structure of the Western family, and living 

conditions of orphans and stepchildren. 24 By examining 

church baptismal registers and other quantifiable records, 

8 

Laslett was able to address precise questions about children 

and their varying status in the past. Laslett and the 

Cambridge Group paved the way for other historians to 

continue and broaden family studies in England. 

An early synthesis, which the Cambridge group may not 

have had in mind, was The Family, Sex and Marriage in 

England 1500-1800, in which Lawrence Stone described major 

changes in attitudes and values related to changes in family 

structure. 25 Stone used diaries, memoirs, advice handbooks, 

and travel journals like his French counterparts. 26 He also 

23Laslett. The World We Have Lost, 120-121. 

24Peter Laslett, Family Life and Illicit Love in 
Earlier Generations: Essays in Historical Sociology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 13, 102, 160. 

25Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex, and Marriage in 
England 1500-1800, (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1977), 3. 



continued the use of demographic statistics available for 

the period. Stone's work has been one of the most 

influential within the family history field, playing 1n the 

Anglo-Saxon world the role that Centuries of Childhood had 

played in France. 

9 

Stone divided the three-hundred-year period which he 

examined into three parts, each characterized by a distinct 

family structure. Stone saw the sixteenth century as 

dominated by the Open Lineage Family. Characterized by a 

loyalty by family members to relations, living and dead, 

this family type placed the well-being of the group, whether 

family or community, ahead of personal needs. Family 

members lacked a sense of privacy or individuality, and 

intimacy was uncommon. 27 

According to Stone, the second type of family structure, 

common from the mid-sixteenth to the mid-seventeenth 

century, was the Restricted Patriarchal Nuclear Family. 

With this family type, loyalties were to country or church 

rather than community. The power of the man over his wife 

and children increased, and a gradual increase in the 

privacy of the family occurred. 28 

26Stone, 11. 

27Stone, 4-6. 



Individualism and intimacy did not become important 1n 

families until the late seventeenth century. Personal 

autonomy became more common in the Closed Domesticated 

Nuclear Family, which Stone viewed as the dominant family 

type of the eighteenth century. Stone believed that 

romantic love and children achieved prominent roles in 

English families of the eighteenth century.29 

10 

Stone saw a definite connection in England and France 

between an absolute monarch as the head of state and a 

patriarch at home. 30 Stone admitted that it is difficult to 

find a characteristic family because families varied by 

geographical region as well as social class. However, he 

asserted that childhood was harsh during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries and child beating more common than in 

the middle ages. 31 Children found themselves subjected to 

repression 1n many aspects of their lives. Stone wrote that 

parents controlled their children's choice of vocation and 

marriage partner. 32 More equity and greater intimacy among 

28Stone, 7 . 

29Stone, 7-8. 

30Stone, 152. 

31Stone, 17, 163, 168. 

32Stone, 179-80. 
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family members did not become widespread 1n England until 

the eighteenth century. 33 

Early modern scholars such as Aries and Stone portrayed 

family life as harsh and often lacking in love and intimacy. 

Linda Pollock questioned their portrait in her book, 

Forgotten Children. She argued that there is a genetic 

inclination for providing for offspring. 34 Pollock asserted 

that for parents of the past to have been dramatically 

different from modern-day parents, they would have had to 

act counter to their biological make-up. 35 Pollock examined 

early modern diaries, letters, and journals to demonstrate a 

more affectionate relationship between parents and children. 

Pollock wrote that parents of the seventeenth century 

did not set out to crush their children's emerging will but 

displayed concern and attachment for them. 36 She believed 

that this special parent/child bond has not been explored by 

historians. 37 Pollock worked with sources primarily from 

England and Colonial America, but by asserting that children 

33Stone, 221. 

34Linda Pollock, Forgotten Children: Parent-Child 
Relations From 1500-1900 (Cambridge University Press, 1983), 
36. 

3Spollock, 43. 

36Pollock, 116, 125, 128. 

37Pollock, 202. 
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were not always treated with severity, she raised new 

questions about family relationships throughout history. 

Michael Mitteraurer and Reinhard Sieder took account of 

such questions and opted for a more topical approach in The 

European Family. In this study of Austria and Central 

Europe, Mitteraurer and Sieder reported their findings on 

marriage-patterns, child-rearing, and care of the elderly 

for a six hundred year period. Like Flandrin in France they 

found the nuclear family to be dominant. 38 Like Hunt and 

Flandrin, they asserted that social and economic issues 

governed marriage choices. 39 Mitterauer and Sieder asserted 

that as society increased in complexity, childhood became 

increasingly institutionalized . 40 They saw a gradual 

change in families during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. Parent/child relationships grew more private and 

more emotional. 41 They also noted that parents treated the 

male heir differently from other children. 42 

38Michael Mitterauer and Reinhard Sieder, The European 
Family: Patriarchy to Partnership from the Middle Ages to 
the Present, trans. Karla Oosterveen and Manfred Horzinger 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 27. 

39Mitterauer, 122. 

40Mitterauer, 93. 

41Mitterauer, 110. 

42Mitterauer, 99-100. 
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If Mitterauer and Sieder relied upon a socio-economic 

model, others have paid more attention to culture, 

particularly religious culture. Two authors, Steven Ozment 

and Philip Greven, focused primarily on the Protestant 

household. Both asserted that Protestant households 

possessed characteristics not present in Catholic ones. 

Greven examined early American Protestants and their 

households in The Protestant Temperament. He believed that 

the fundamental 1ssue of the American Protestants was the 

balance between piety and reason. 43 Greven asserted that 1n 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries many people saw 

childhood as a time for molding temperament and religious 

beliefs to carry into later life. 44 He divided the 

Protestants into three categories: evangelicals, moderates 

and genteels. These three types of Protestants raised their 

children very differently. 

Evangelicals believed that parents should have complete 

control of the family. Parents strove to break the will of 

the child as it emerged in order to keep self-pride from 

surfacing. Evangelicals taught their children that because 

people were sinful, they must always submit to the will of 

43Philip Greven, The Protestant Temperament: Pattersn 
of Child-Rearing, Religious Experience, and the Self in 
Early America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1977), 10. 

44Greven, 15. 
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God. 45 Greven argued that evangelical children had a 

preoccupation with rules all their lives, and had repressed 

hostile and sexual feelings. 

The moderates and the genteels allowed their children to 

develop greater self-esteem. The moderates still worried 

about their children's souls, but they did not possess 

absolute power. 46 The genteels displayed intense love and 

reverence for one another. Genteel parents indulged their 

children and allowed them to pursue activities that brought 

them pleasure. 47 For Greven, upbringing greatly affects 

personality and behavior . 

While saying little about psychological factors, but 

also taking religious culture seriously, Steven Ozment 

examined family life in Protestant Germany in his book, When 

Fathers Ruled. Ozment asserted that the Reformation brought 

about changes in the family. The father was the ruler of 

the household, but he was expected to be a fair ruler who 

provided for his family. 48 Ozment concurred with other 

scholars that a "preoccupation with morals and discipline" 

45Greven, 32, 35, 60, 65, 93. 

46Greven, 15 5 . 

47Greven, 265, 269, 291. 

48Steven Ozment, When Fathers Ruled: Family Life in 
Reformation Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983), 50. 



was a common feature in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. 49 However, children, according to Ozment's 

evidence, did develop an attachment to their parents. And 

his contribution to family history has emphasized 

continuity. 

John Sommerville recognized some such continuity in 

writing, "There were all kinds of parents, then as now, "50 

but his very title, The Rise and Fall of Childhood, 

demonstrated a greater concern for change. For him, 

15 

religious reformation led to greater attention and severity 

toward children. 51 Sommerville saw Catholics and 

Protestants battling for souls as the reason for the 

increased attention, beginning 1n the late sixteenth 

century, given to children. 52 Both denominations needed 

more followers to perpetuate the groups. Sommerville 

asserted that the Protestant schools adopted more ideas from 

the humanists, while Catholics used isolation and repress1on 

to keep children free of blame and guilt. 53 Increased power 

49Qzment, 13 5 . 

50John Sommerville, The Rise and Fall of Childhood 
(Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1982), 83. 

s1sommerville, 119. 

52 Sommerville, 89. 

53Sommerville, 93; For more information about schools 
in early modern France see George Huppert, Public Schools 1n 
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of the state undermined family authority, as the state tried 

to take duties away from parents.s4 

Sommerville viewed the nineteenth century, with its 

industrialization, as worse for children than the supposedly 

repressive seventeenth century. Children labored in mines 

and factories amidst dangerous working conditions while art 

and literature idealized the child. 55 According to 

Sommerville, no century offered the child every opportunity 

for a happy and healthy upbringing. 

Some historians have questioned the continued reliance 

on Aries' Centuries of Childhood. Adrian Wilson analyzed 

what he viewed as flaws in Aries' work. While Wilson 

admitted that Aries awakened interest in the history of the 

family, he questioned Aries' assertion of an absence of a 

concept of childhood in medieval times. 56 Absence of a 

modern concept of childhood does not necessarily mean 

absence of any concept. Wilson also had trouble with Aries' 

use of iconography. He believed the evidence was merely 

Renaissance France (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 
1984) . 

S4Sommerville, 107. 

sssommerville, 149. 

s6Adrian Wilson, "The Infancy of Childhood: An 
Appraisal of Philippe Aries," History and Theory 19 (1980): 
138. 



reproduced, and not thoroughly analyzed. 57 Natalie Zemon 

Davis, Elizabeth Wirth Marvick, and Lloyd deMause, all 

important contributors to the history of the family, found 

aspects of Aries' arguments and evidence unclear.ss 

Wilson wrote in 1980 that there needed to be more 

monographs of villages, families, and individuals before a 

new synthesis would be of great use. 59 Monographs have 

begun appearing in the last decade. Elizabeth Marvick has 

17 

written books on both Louis XIII and Richelieu. 60 Her books 

focused on the childhood of these men, and how their early 

lives helped shape their personalities as adults. Marvick 

stated that powerful persons may react to people and 

situations in ways influenced by childhood experiences. 61 

She applied twentieth-century research on infant and child 

behavior to analyze the childhood and family of her 

subjects. 62 Although Marvick's books are very ambitious, 

they have provided only a piece for the overall synthesis. 

s?wilson, 146. 

sswilson, 133. 

s9wilson, 152. 

GOElizabeth Wirth Marvick, Louis XIII: The Making of a 
Kina (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986); The Young 
Richelieu: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Leadership (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1983). 

61Marvick, Louis XIII, xiii. 
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Frank Manuel has written several books on Sir Isaac 

Newton using insights from modern psychology.63 Other 

recent works have examined the lives of Philippe, Duke of 

Orleans, Anne of Austria, and other figures. 64 These 

authors attempted to examine the psyches of their subjects, 

most of whom were by definition exceptional people. It is 

difficult to know if their family lives and upbringing were 

typical of their times. Jonathan Dewald argued that these 

biographies "focus on public events rather than their 

subjects' inner lives, so that biography tends to merge with 

national history. " 65 He called for more study of personality 

of seventeenth-century men and women. 66 

Tamara Hareven, in her recent article on the state of 

family history, noted areas within the field that need more 

62Marvick, Louis XIII, xv. 

63Frank E. Manuel, A Portrait of Isaac Newton 
(Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard Univsersity Press, 
1968) . 

64Nancy Nichols Barker, Brother to the Sun King: 
Philippe Duke of Orleans (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1989); Ruth Kleinman, Anne of Austria, 
Queen of France (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 
1985) . 

65Jonathan Dewald, "Politics and Personality in 
Seventeenth-Century France," French Historical Studies 16 
(Fall 1990): 907. 

66Dewald, 908. 
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attention from scholars. Hareven asserted that historians 

need to focus less on household structure and size and more 

on how family members carried out daily tasks within the 

confines of the household and how they conducted social and 

economic relations. 67 She argued for a more systematic 

examination of the relationships between the nuclear family 

and relatives outside the household. 68 There needs to be 

more of a balance between quantitative analysis and what 

anthropologist Clifford Geertz termed "thick description." 69 

Families are not static now nor were they in the past. 

Hareven called for more study of family interaction with 

change in the world around them. Hareven asserted that 

there needs to be further study of the family's interaction 

with governmental, judicial, and sacred institutions. 70 She 

stated, "The family planned, initiated, or resisted change; 

it did not just respond blindly." 71 Even the private realm 

67Tamara K. Hareven, "The History of the Family and the 
Complexity of Social Change," American Historical Review 96 
(Feb 1991): 102. 

6BHareven, 110. 

69Hareven, 110. 

7oHareven, 119. 

71Hareven, 111. 
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that Aries and others claimed the family retreated into was 

constantly intruded upon by the outside world. 72 

In the thirty years since Aries' Centuries of Childhood, 

much has been written on the family. There is still much to 

be uncovered. As of yet there is no standard family model 

to use in this field. With every family unique, a model may 

be too much to hope for. Many historians believe the 

historical family was unstable. However, varying opinions 

exist on how this instability affected the family and its 

functioning. High mortality or children being sent off for 

school or apprenticeships were some of the causes for the 

constantly shifting composition, but these are only a few of 

the factors. Further study of correspondence, diaries, and 

other personal writings is necessary to help scholars 

understand the behavior and mentality of the people of the 

past. Every child faces constantly evolving expectations 

from family, religion, society and the state. As more is 

learned about individual children and families, additional 

pieces are obtained for the total picture of the elusive 

household of the past. Broad trends and generalizations 

such as family size, birth and death rates, and common 

reasons for marriage have been discovered, but specific 

characteristics of single families are still unknown. Each 

72Hareven, 121. 
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family carried out day-to-day activities differently and has 

something special to offer the portrait of the historical 

family. 

This study examines one family, with emphasis on one 

individual. Blaise Pascal's life and work have been explored 

by many scholars since his death. However, there are still 

underappreciated aspects of his life. In light of the 

constantly growing historiography of the family, no one has 

yet focused solely on Pascal's childhood, education, family 

relationships, and the early influences that shaped his 

adult career. Pascal's family played an important role 

throughout his life. By looking at his interaction with his 

father and siblings, and the entire Pascal family's 

interaction with the outside world, a better understanding 

of his actions and his work may be achieved. 



CHAPTER II 

EARLY INFLUENCES ON THE CHARACTER OF PASCAL 

An interpreter of a person's life history should attempt 

to "depict and analyze aspects of his conduct, primarily 1n 

situations of love and hate, and to probe for the forces 

that shaped his character." 1 With these words, Frank Manuel 

set out to portray Isaac Newton's life beginning with his 

childhood, tracing the relationships and events that 

affected him the most. He might just as well have been 

writing of Newton's elder, Blaise Pascal. 

Pascal contributed to the fields of mathematics, 

science, literature, philosophy and theology. Scholars from 

these disciplines have interpreted Pascal since his own 

century. The eighteenth century produced many critics of 

Pascal, most notably Voltaire. In the nineteenth century 

the romantic literary portrait of Pascal was so prevalent 

that it has been called an "obsession. "2 Victor Cousin, an 

influential educator, gave one of the most lasting of these 

romantic portraits. While important works on Pascal have 

lManuel, A Portrait of Isaac Newton , 2. 

2Jean Mesnard, Pascal: His Life and Works (New York: 
Philosophical Library, Inc., 1952), 179. 

22 
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come from all centuries beginning with his own, the 

twentieth century has offered the best and the most varied. 

The area of literature has offered the most 

interpretations of Pascal and his work. Roger Soltau 

(1927), FranGois Mauriac (1931), Emile Cailliet (1944), Jean 

Mesnard (1952), J. H. Broome (1965), A. J. Krailsheimer 

(1980), and most recently Hugh Davidson (1983) all have 

contributed to this body of work. Soltau presented a 

flattering portrayal of Pascal as defender of Christianity. 

Mauriac focused on the relationship between Pascal and his 

younger sister Jacqueline in what has been called a study of 

"Catholic inspiration. "3 Cailliet 's was a unique view 

because of his emphasis on Protestant influence on Pascal. 

Other scholars faulted Cailliet for that. Mesnard's 

biography is considered the best overview of Pascal's life. 

He traced Pascal from his childhood in Clermont to his final 

illness. Broome examined the origins of Pascal's thoughts 

and their manifestations in his religious works. More 

recently Krailsheimer and Davidson have dealt with the unity 

of Pascal's ideas from his early writings on science to his 

final theological ones. 

Literary scholars are not the only ones to be drawn to 

Pascal. Abbe Jean Steinmann came from a religious 

3Mesnard, 207. 



24 

background. Martin Turnell, also a Pascalian scholar, 1n 

his introduction to Steinmann's book called the Abbe a great 

admirer of Pascal.4 Steinmann concentrated on Pascal's 

lifelong spiritual journey. Roger Hazelton also contributed 

to the religious picture, nonetheless connecting the var1ous 

facets of Pascal: scientist, believer, philosopher, and 

artist. Francis Coleman, a philosopher, viewed Pascal as a 

"Catholic Philosopher" who not only accepted the tenets of 

his religion but also defended them. 5 He asserted that 

through his life and works Pascal tried to reconcile often 

contradictory opinions of science and faith and of reason 

and faith. 6 

As an accomplished scientist and mathematician, Pascal 

experimented with the vacuum and created an arithmetic 

machine. His Provincial Letters were read by much of France 

when they were first published and are considered among the 

best prose ever written. His Pensees contain one of the 

most persuasive defenses of the Christian religion and are 

still widely read today. Historians have not overlooked 

4Jean Steinmann, Pascal, trans. Martin Turnell (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1965), v1. 

sFrancis X. J. Coleman, Neither Anael Nor Beast: The 
Life and Work of Blasie Pascal (New York: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1986), 1. 

6Coleman, 205. 
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Pascal•s significance. Fortunat Strowski published in 1907 

an extensive three-volume work on Pascal and the turbulent 

political and religious environment of the seventeenth 

century. Jacques Chevalier carne along with his history 1n 

1922. He argued for a non-Jansenist end for Pascal. Henri 

Lefebvre presented a Marxist interpretation of Pascal•s life 

and times in his two-volume set in the 1950s. Finally, with 

the emergence of psychological interpretations of historical 

figures came Lucien Jerphagnon•s work in 1962. He attempted 

to formulate a psychological profile of Pascal. 7 

Many of the biographies of Pascal tend to place him on a 

pedestal, to make him immortal. He was neither average nor 

supernatural. While his work lives on, Pascal was a real 

person with talents and faults. He was a man of his time. 

All that Pascal accomplished must be considered in the 

context of his upbringing, family, education, and the 

social, political and religious milieu of seventeenth-

century France. 

France had been in turmoil s1nce the Reformation. The 

issues of the Reformation were still unresolved. Roger 

7Fortunat Strowski, Pascal et Son Temps, 3 vols. 
(Paris: Librairie Plon, 1907); Jacques Chevalier, Pascal 
(Paris: Librairie Plon, 1922); Henri Lefebvre, Pascal 2 
vols. (Paris: Nagel, 1950-55); Lucien Jerphagnon, Le 
caractere De Pascal: Essai de Caracterologie Litteraire 
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1962). 



Soltau claimed that the same sense of revival that had 

produced Protestantism was stirring within the Catholic 

faith. 8 The Catholic response to the Protestant movement, 

the Catholic Reformation, was made up of many diverse 
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movements including Jansenism. 9 Henri Lefebvre as a Marxist 

historian believed that the rise of Jansenism was closely 

tied to the state of politics, society, and economics of the 

seventeenth century. 10 

Linking life and times, Jean Mesnard said that Pascal's 

personality and writings represented a fresh interpretation 

of the conditions of life under the monarchy. 11 The Pascal 

family relied on the state for its livelihood. Statements 

of loyalty to the established government within Pascal's 

work were in line with the opinions of others of his social 

class.12 Pascal desired change in society, but he was not 

willing to break free of the institutions in place. Pascal 

8Roger H. Soltau, Pascal: The Man and Message (London: 
Blackie & Son, Ltd., 1927; reprint, Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Press, 1970), 20 (page references are to reprint edition). 

9philip T. Hoffman, Church and Community in the Diocese 
of Lyon: 1500-1789 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 
5. 

lDLefebvre, 1:34. 

llMesnard, 200. 

12Lefebvre, 1:31-33. 
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was of his time, but he transcended it because of his 

extraordinary gifts. 

The Pascals belonged to the petite noblesse and Etienne 

Pascal participated in the legal community of Clermont.13 

Three of the four children of Etienne and his wife 

Antoinette Began survived infancy. Gilberte was born 1n 

1620, Blaise in 1623, and Jacqueline in 1625. Antoinette 

died in 1626 when Blaise was only three years old. Contrary 

to custom, his father chose never to remarry. Etienne 

resigned his post in Clermont and moved to Paris in 1631 to 

educate his children personally or perhaps leave the place 

of his wife's death or for other reasons unknown. 14 In 

Paris Etienne could teach his children without the 

responsibilities of his office. 15 Paris also offered 

cultural and intellectual opportunities that Clermont 

lacked. Etienne employed a housekeeper and governess, 

Louise Delfault, 16 but he alone took on the task of caring 

and making decisions for his three young children after 

their mother's death. 

13Mesnard, 2-3. 

14Mesnard, 4 . 

15Roger Hazelton, Pascal: The Genius of His Thought 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1974), 17. 

16Hazel ton, 17. 
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In 1638 Etienne was forced to flee Paris and go into 

hiding to avoid imprisonment after he protested the cutting 

of dividends on government investments during the Thirty 

Years' War. 17 Etienne was subsequently pardoned by Cardinal 

Richelieu and appointed the king's deputy commissioner for 

collecting taxes in Rauen. The entire family moved ~n 1639 

to Rauen where Pascal pursued his math and science, and 

Jacqueline wrote poetry. Pascal published his first work, 

Traite des Conigues, in 1640. Gilberte Pascal married her 

cousin Florian Perier in 1641. 

It was in Rauen that the Pascals first carne into contact 

with Jansenism. In January of 1646, Etienne, on his way to 

prevent a duel, fell and dislocated his hip. 18 Etienne was 

very distrustful of doctors, but was cared for by the 

Deschamps brothers, who specialized in setting bones. 19 The 

Deschamps stayed with the Pascal family for three months. 20 

This was a very important acquaintance for the Pascals. The 

17Hugh M. Davidson, Blaise Pascal (Boston: Twayne 
Publishers, 1983), 5. 

1ssteinmann, 36. 

19Emile Cailliet, The Clue to Pascal (Philadelphia: The 
westminster Press, 1944), 48; FranGois Mauriac, Blaise 
Pascal et Sa Soeur Jacqueline (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 
1931), 52. 

2oMaur iac, 52 . 



brothers and their Jansenism influenced all the family. 21 

This initial exposure to Jansenism is often considered 

Pascal's first conversion. After the spring of 1646, the 

Pascal family curtailed their social activities. 22 
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Pascal's health deteriorated in 1647. 23 Blaise and 

Jacqueline moved to Paris for him to recuperate. Their 

father resigned his post in Rouen and joined them in 1648. 

Etienne Pascal died in 1651, and Jacqueline entered Port

Royal in 1652. Pascal, left alone in Paris, took his turn 

in society. 24 On the evening of November 23, 1654, after 

praying and consulting with the spiritual advisors at Port

Royal, Pascal experienced his final conversion, and 

maintained an intense level of piety until his death 1n 

1662. 

Pascal's mental gifts were evident early in his 

childhood. His unique education has fascinated his 

biographers since the seventeenth century. Pascal's 

education and his father were intertwined. One cannot be 

examined independently of the other. Etienne Pascal's 

careful attention to his son's training was exceptional for 

21Hazelton, 26. 

22Steinmann, 37. 

23Mesnard, 31. 

24Coleman, 210. 
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the time. By taking on the task of personally teaching his 

son, Etienne had daily contact with young Pascal and oversaw 

how his son developed intellectually and socially. 

Etienne had attended Jesuit schools and was displeased 

with his own education.2s Pascal's education was more 

flexible than formal schooling of the time.26 Etienne 

Pascal's teaching techniques were greatly influenced by the 

works of Montaigne. 27 Etienne Pascal's education of his 

children captured the humanistic spirit of the 

Renaissance. 28 Humanists believed that a teacher's purpose 

was to guide a child down the right path of learning, but 

let the pupil "discover truth" by himself . 29 Aries stressed 

the growing interest during the seventeenth century in the 

importance of education. 30 This is evident in the Pascal 

household. Pascal's education inspired him to search for 

the basis of an idea or opinion and find the truth. 31 This 

is a method he would use in his polemical religious writings 

2scailliet, 30; Hazelton, 18. 

26Hazelton, 18. 

27Hazelton, 19. 

28Mesnard, 8 . 

29Huppert, 84. 

3DAries, 131. 

31Strowski, 2: 9. 
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years later. It ~s doubtful whether Pascal would have 

achieved what he did without the careful attention his 

father paid to his tutelage. 

Etienne Pascal was a lawyer, but he was also well-

educated in Latin, mathematics, and the physical sciences. 32 

He trained his son primarily in math and science, and these 

are the fields in which Pascal first excelled. There 

existed gaps in his education in history and the natural 

sciences. 33 However, the adult Pascal would fill most of 

these gaps as the need for particular knowledge arose. 

Home schooling for the Pascal children did not mean 

isolation from other minds. Etienne's children had freedom 

and were allowed to associate with adults. 34 Aries argued 

that school and family separated children from adults. 35 

However, educators and moralists of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries asserted that education was a parent's 

responsibility. 36 Increased interest in education did not 

always mean sending children away to school. 

32Coleman, 28. 

33Ernest Mortimer, Blaise Pascal: The Life and Work of 
a Realist (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1959), 36. 

34Mesnard, 8. 

35Aries, 413. 

36Mitteraurer, 110. 
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Etienne himself was friendly with many learned men. 37 

Pascal was permitted to attend meetings of the Academie 

Mersenne with his father. 3s Marin Mersenne was a Franciscan 

monk who carried on a wide correspondence with the 

scientific minds of the time.39 Mersenne was a maJor reason 

Paris became an intellectual center of seventeenth-century 

Europe. 40 Mersenne•s opinion was greatly respected by men 

of science throughout Europe. 

Mersenne also received his early education from the 

Jesuits, and always managed to keep good relations with both 

church officials and the scientific community. 41 In a 

letter to Descartes dated June 6, 1637, Mersenne made the 

first recorded connection between Cartesianism and 

Augustinianism, an association which soon found public vo1ce 

in Antoine Arnauld. 42 However, Mersenne disliked Saint 

Augustine's view of grace because he believed it was 

37Cailliet, 29. 

38Hazelton, 20. 

39Peter Dear, Mersenne and the Learning of the Schools 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press,1988), 3. 

40Harcourt Brown, Scientific Organizations in 
Seventeenth Century France: 1620-1680 (New York: Russell & 
Russell, 1934; reprint 1967), 32 (page references are to 
reprint edition). 

41Dear, 4; Harcourt Brown, 36. 

42Dear, 80. 
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arbitrary, and he rejected Jansen's similar view. 43 

Pascal's contact with Mersenne and his circle may have given 

him his first exposure to new ideas of the time in science 

and religion. 

From his association with Mersenne's circle, Pascal 

received congratulatory words and approval from men such as 

Robeval, Desargues, and Fermat. 44 These men recognized 

Pascal's acumen. His youth did not exclude him from their 

scientific circles. However, the schools of Port-Royal, in 

which the adult Pascal was involved, had a highly regulated 

system for children. Pascal did not give children the same 

freedom he had enjoyed. 

Pascal's education was un1que but highly effective. He 

was the perfect student for an unstructured education 

because of his natural curiosity. Pascal possessed what 

Frank Manuel viewed in Isaac Newton as common 

characteristics of a gen1us: immense energy, heightened 

sensory awareness, and an excellent memory. 45 

Etienne was Pascal's only teacher and primary male 

companion. Father and son worked "side by side in this 

43Dear, 90. 

44A. J. Krailsheimer, Pascal (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1980) ' 3. 

45Manuel, 4. 
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undertaking .. of Pascal's education. 46 The father viewed his 

son as an equal. 47 Pascal even invented the arithmetic 

machine to help his father count taxes in Rouen. In a 

letter to a friend, Pascal wrote, .. By good fortune for which 

I cannot be too grateful, I was taught on a peculiar plan 

with more than fatherly care. ,.48 This was more than a 

formal relationship between a father and a son. 

Any education would have probably succeeded with Pascal, 

but his allowed this very close father/son relationship. 

However, it also had its costs. Learning rarely ceased in 

the Pascal home, even during mealtimes, and at age eighteen, 

Pascal's health began to fail under the strain. 49 Pascal's 

poor health probably affected his personality, his beliefs 

and his work the remainder of his adult life. 

All three Pascal children were unique individuals and 

independent thinkers. They possessed distinctive 

personalities. Irving Alexander, a clinical psychologist, 

has recently defined personality as the .. dynamic 

organization of human attributes which characterize an 

46Cailliet, 46. 

47Hazelton, 30. 

48Mortimer, 3 5. 

49Mortimer, 43. 



individual and his or her approach to the world ... so 

Gilberte, Blaise and Jacqueline all pursued their lives 

differently. A shared family environment does not 

necessarily create similar personalities in siblings. 51 

Blaise held a special position in the house because he was 

the male heir. 52 J. H. Broome stated that the most 
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important factor 1n the development of strong personalities 

in all three children was the intelligence and devotion of 

their father. 53 

While the influence of his father and his education are 

important to understanding Pascal, they were not the only 

influences in the Pascal household. Pascal's sisters 

Jacqueline and Gilberte played significant roles as well. 

His younger sister Jacqueline was the more similar to 

Pascal in temperament and religious inclination. Their 

relationship has fascinated authors from a variety of 

disciplines. As a nun at Port-Royal, Jacqueline was 

important in her own right to the Jansenist movement. Victor 

soirving E. Alexander, Personoloqy: Method and Content 
in Personality Assessment and Psychobiography (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1990), 3. 

SlNathan Brody, Personality: In Search of Individuality 
(New York: Academic Press, Inc., 1988), 84. 

S2Mitteraurer, 100. 

S3J. H. Broome, Pascal (New York: Barnes and Noble, 
Inc., 1966), 21. 
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Cousin, the nineteenth-century philosopher and educator, 

wrote of her life and accomplishments, and Fran~ois Mauriac 

in his literary work focused on the special sibling 

relationship between Jacqueline and Blaise. Victor Cousin 

wrote that Jacqueline and Blaise were of the same 

character. 54 Mauriac claimed that Pascal viewed Jacqueline 

alone as an equal.ss For psychologist Lucien Jerphagnon, 

Jacqueline was a female version of Pascal. 56 

Jacqueline was probably Pascal's primary compan1on 

throughout his youth. Their relationship did not suffer 

outside intrusions or periods of separation because Pascal 

was not sent off to school like most boys of his time and 

status. All three Pascal children learned together in their 

home. Joint letters survive from the two written to their 

sister Gilberte after her marriage, telling news of the 

family. The two siblings must have spent hours together 

discussing a wide range of topics. 

Jacqueline was something of a prodigy herself. The 

Pascal poetic talent appeared first in young Jacqueline57 ; 

S4Victor Cousin, Jacqueline Pascal, 5th ed. (Paris: 
Imprimerie, 1849), 316. 

ssMauriac, 17. 

S6Jerphagnon, 35. 

s7steinmann, 13. 
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Pascal's appeared in the Pensees years later. It was 

Jacqueline who successfully appealed to Richelieu on behalf 

of her father after she had performed in a play before him. 

From her actions Jacqueline seemed attached to her father 

and possessed loyalty to her family.sa 

There was competition between the two younger Pascal 

children. 59 This is not hard to believe with such gifted 

children. While living in Rouen, Jacqueline made the 

acquaintance of her favorite poet Corneille and won a poetry 

contest. Pascal performed scientific research, helped his 

father in tax collecting, and built his arithmetic 

machine. 60 Neither child was short on talent or 

aspirations. 

Jacqueline accompanied her brother to Paris to recover 

from one of his illnesses. 61 While living together in Paris 

the two grew even closer. 62 Jacqueline cared for him, 

helped him with his correspondence and was his closest 

saMauriac, 34-35. 

s9Hazelton, 44. 

60Steinmann, 22. 

61Hazelton, 27. 

62Soltau, 56. 



38 

friend. 63 Pascal held a great attachment for his sister, 

and the thought of separation was surely upsetting to him. 64 

Pascal's life was dealt a blow when he was left without 

Jacqueline. Living away from her father in Paris gave 

Jacqueline the opportunity to explore her religious 

desires. 65 She came to the conclusion that she wanted to 

take the veil, but her father disapproved of her vocation. 66 

She promised her father she would not enter the convent 

while he was still living. 67 As David Hunt asserted, 

Etienne Pascal as patriarch expected obedience to his 

wishes. 68 

Pascal joined in his father's opposition to Jacqueline's 

wishes. He had selfish reasons for opposing her taking the 

veil. 69 He depended on her companionship, and her absence 

caused him much unhappiness. 7° For a time he even refused 

63Mauriac, 72. 

64Mauriac, 82. 

65Davidson, 10. 

66Cailliet, 64. 

67Hazel ton, 29. 

68Hunt, 152. 

69Mortimer, 87. 

7DMortimer, 87. 
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to give a dowry to Port-Royal. 71 After his night of fire, 

Pascal discouraged family emotional attachment. But at this 

time of his life, Pascal stumbled. His own feelings of 

loneliness and despair overcame him. Gilberte had her own 

husband and children for whom to care. His father was dead, 

and he believed he had lost Jacqueline. The estrangement 

between Pascal and his younger sister, while not permanent, 

forever changed him. 

Pascal's relationships with his father and Jacqueline 

have most frequently been the focus of study. His older 

sister Gilberte is often neglected even though she was a 

constant throughout his life. Gilberte, as the oldest, 

tried to be a mother to her two younger siblings. 72 She was 

probably the most emotionally balanced of the three and was 

the only one who lived a long life. 73 She seemed to be free 

of the nervousness present in both Jacqueline and Blaise. 

The Pascal family displayed something that Tamara 

Hareven might consider significant: communication between 

family members who do not live together. After Gilberte 

married, frequent contact with her family continued. 

Etienne, Blaise and Jacqueline visited Gilberte and her 

71Hazel ton, 3 0 . 

ncailliet, 28. 

73Jerphagnon, 3 5. 



family in Clermont. 74 Gilberte's family served as a safe 

haven for Pascal all his life. Pascal involved himself in 

the lives of Gilberte, her husband and her children. When 
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Pascal was in Paris, too ill to travel, his brother-in-law, 

Gilberte's husband, performed experiments for him regarding 

the vacuum. 75 Gilberte was always supportive of her 

brother, and she even sided with him in the controversy over 

Jacqueline's share of the inheritance. 76 

The surviving letters between the two demonstrate a 

close relationship, certainly as warm as those found by 

Linda Pollock in Colonial America and England. While 

Pascal's letters are not outwardly affectionate, his concern 

for his sister and family are obvious. In one letter, 

Pascal gave his sister advice on the renovations of her 

house, a sign that he took interest in her day-to-day 

life.77 On the death of their father, Pascal wrote Gilberte 

a long comforting letter. Gilberte was unable to be at her 

father's side when he died because she had just given 

74Hazelton, 29. 

75Hazelton, 28. 

76Mortimer, 93 . 

77Blaise Pascal, The Thoughts, Letters, and Opuscules 
of Blaise Pascal, trans. 0. W. Wight (Boston: Houghton, 
Mifflin & Co.), 421. 



birth. 78 Pascal told his sister and her husband that they 

all should take the love they felt for their father and 

divide it among themselves and show each other "more 

tenderness. "79 This was not a family unaffected by the 

death of one of its own. 

Pascal involved himself with Gilberte's children. He 

gave her advice and participated in their upbringing. In 

1659 Pascal wrote to his sister about a marriage proposal 

for one of her daughters. Pascal strongly opposed the 

proposal saying that it would be a great sin to "give a 

child of her age, innocence, and piety to marr1age. "80 

Arranged marr1ages were a common practice for the time, 81 

and even Gilberte's marriage was probably arranged. 

41 

However, Pascal did not hesitate to attack common customs if 

he viewed them as incompatible with his view of 

Christianity. 

His advice did not end there. Not being physically 

affectionate himself, Pascal encouraged his sister not to 

kiss her children so they would not become more attached to 

7BDavidson, 13 . 

79pascal, The Thoughts, Letters, and Opuscules, 432. 

sopascal, The Thoughts, Letters, and Opuscules, 434. 

s1sommerville, 100. 
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their mother than to God.s2 Pascal viewed his lack of 

outward affection as proper behavior for a good Christian. 

He also wanted his sister's children to be aware of poverty 

because he believed this would make them more compassionate 

toward those less fortunate. 83 The correspondence between 

Pascal and Gilberte revealed that they valued each other's 

opinion and support. 

In addition to advice, Pascal extened support to 

Gilberte's children. He housed three of his nephews ~n the 

last years of his life. 84 He supervised the education of 

the eldest. 85 In a letter dated November 1660, Jacqueline 

told Pascal after he became caregiver to his nephews that he 

was the father of the family in the sense that God was the 

Father of all of them. 86 She viewed him as a sort of 

surrogate father. Even though Pascal never had children, he 

cared deeply for the welfare of Gilberte's. 

At the end of his life, Gilberte was the one to whom 

Pascal turned. Pascal was taken to his sister's house in 

82Soltau, 157. 

s3soltau, 168-169. 

84Mortimer, 171. 

ssMortimer, 87. 

sGcousin, 305-306. 
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his final illness. 87 Gilberte and her family's devotion to 

her siblings continued after his death. Mauriac wrote, 

"Gilberte put all her intelligence which was great (no less 

than her love for them) to serve them while living and 

glorify them when dead. "88 

The entire Pascal family was "undemonstrative" with 

their affections. 89 Pascal encouraged his family to attach 

themselves to God instead of men. 90 Their mother's death 

removed a possible calming effect on the household. 91 

Pascal might have been less rigid if there had been the 

maternal presence in his life. 92 There was no one to offset 

Etienne's rigorous schedule he had for the children. 

Despite the formality of the family relationship, it was 

"warm and enduring beyond the custom of that time. "93 

While the Pascal household may have been demanding, it was 

not the harsh environment portrayed by many historians of 

the seventeenth century. 

87Cailliet, 158. 

88Mauriac, 79. 

89Mortimer, 2 5. 

9ocailliet, 145. 

91Hazelton, 48. 

92Soltau, 46 

93Mortimer, 25. 
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There is no doubt that the Pascal family loved each 

other. In the letter Pascal wrote to his sister on the 

death of their father, he said, "If I had lost him six years 

ago, I should have lost myself. "94 When Jacqueline was ill 

with smallpox, her father secretly returned to Paris, at the 

risk of imprisonment, to care for her.9s Gilberte wrote 

that her father loved Jacqueline "with a most extraordinary 

tenderness." 96 Jacqueline nursed Gilberte's children when 

they were ill with smallpox. 97 Jacqueline also cared for 

her father in his final illness. 98 Gilberte brought Pascal 

to her home in his last illness. Illness brought the family 

together. They developed ties despite the frequency of 

sickness. Pascal would not have been the man he was without 

the influence of his family. The stability of his family 

probably contributed to the confidence Pascal possessed in 

his abilities. 

Etienne Pascal raised three extraordinary children. 

Remarkably, he saw the need to educate his daughters along 

with his son. There is no evidence of what sort of 

94Pascal, The Thoughts, Letters, and Opuscules, 432. 

95Cousin, 58. 

96Cousin, 58. 

97Cousin, 70. 

98Cousin, 73. 



disciplinarian Etienne Pascal was. The Pascal family 

environment, while loving, was filled with tension. 
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Although Etienne Pascal adored his children he demanded much 

from them. 99 One letter that Pascal and Jacqueline wrote 

Gilberte referred to a family disagreement in which they 

explained a situation to their father so they might reduce 

whatever .. harshness .. he had planned for them. 100 They did 

not want their father's disapproval. 

The Pascal children respected their father and his 

wishes for them. He controlled their important choices 1n 

life as family historians asserted fathers did. Pascal 

followed his father's desire and pursued math and science. 

Gilberte married a cousin close to the Pascal family. 

Jacqueline waited to take the veil as her father wished. 

Would Pascal have written the Provincial Letters and other 

religious treatises if his father had lived longer? Pascal 

criticized custom saying that it came to children from their 

fathers. 101 Etienne's death may have given Pascal the 

freedom to pursue his own ideas. 

99Hazelton, 48. 

1ooLetter dated November 5, 1648 in Pascal, The 
Thoughts, Letters, and Opuscules, 417, 

lOlpascal, Pascal's Pensees, trans. and intro. H. F. 
Stewart (New York: Pantheon Books, 1950), 201. 
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The evidence does not reveal Etienne Pascal to have been 

an oppressive patriarch. While he was demanding, he did not 

appear to want to break the will of his children, only mold 

it. Applying Philip Greven's categories for evangelical 

Protestants to the Catholic Pascal family, Etienne's was a 

moderate household rather than an evangelical one. As 

adults Blaise and Jacqueline were much stricter toward the 

children at Port-Royal than their father had been toward 

them. 102 He does not appear to have been a physically 

affectionate parent, but he was attentive and concerned. 

The children and their welfare were the center of the Pascal 

household. 

Pascal 1s best remembered for his religious writings. 

His Provincial Letters and Pensees revealed the religious 

climate of seventeenth-century France and influenced 

religious thought for centuries to come. What of the Pascal 

family's early religious feelings? The Pascal family has 

been described as not extremely devout . 103 Mesnard stated 

that Pascal possessed in his youth "a fashionable 

indifference to religion. "104 The family probably performed 

1o2oavid Maland, Culture and Society in Seventeenth 
Century France (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1970}, 
181. 

103Mauriac, 51. 

104Mesnard, 168. 
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the outward religious demonstrations expected from citizens 

of their status, but there was no deep consuming passion. 

The extreme asceticism common to Jansenism was not present 

in the Pascal household at this time. The children attended 

carnivals and the theater.1os Their actions were those of 

the learned of seventeenth-century France. 

No members of the Pascal household appeared to change 

drastically the direction of their lives after their initial 

exposure to Jansenism in 1646. Pascal divided his time 

equally between his research and religion. 106 Jacqueline 

appeared to be the most deeply touched by the first exposure 

to the Jansenist teachings of Saint-Cyran. 107 However, it 

was not until Jacqueline moved to Paris away from her father 

that she began to explore her desire to become a nun at 

Port-Royal. 

While living in Paris in April 1648, Jacqueline and 

Blaise wrote to Gilberte about the teachings of Saint-Cyran 

that they were reading. Gilberte was living in Clermont with 

her husband. 108 They were sending her a copy and wanted her 

opinion. Roger Chartier stressed the relationship between 

1ossteinmann. 10. 

106Coleman, 18. 

107Davidson, 8 . 

lOBPascal, The Thoughts, Letters, and Opuscules, 414. 



reading and the growth of religion during the early modern 

period. He wrote, "Solitary reading permitted the 

development of new forms of piety, which radically altered 

man • s relation to the divine. "109 Literacy gave a person 
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more freedom from traditional ways of life and allowed for a 

more personal and private form of devotion. 110 But it would 

be shared. Family reading was important to the spread of 

new religious ideas. 111 This initial interest in Jansenism 

was definitely a family affair. 

Pascal's excitement over the teachings of Saint-Cyran 

did not remain constant. Left alone in Paris in 1652 

without the family who had always been his support, Pascal 

turned toward worldly diversions. The distraction of 

society allowed Pascal to observe people of privilege. 112 

This observation was later employed in the Pensees. Even 

during the time Pascal wavered in his religious convictions, 

he was unknowingly gathering material for his final 

writings. 

l09Roger Chartier, 
The History of Private 
Renaissance, ed. Roger 
Press, 1989), 116. 

"The Practical Impact of Writing," 
Life III: Passions of the 
Chartier (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 

11ochartier, 117, 125. 

lllChartier, 153. 

112Broome, 33. 
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Pascal wrote in his Pensees that every human activity 

was connected with man's desire for distraction. 113 The pain 

and emptiness Pascal felt during this period is evident in 

the Pensees. The world's distractions did not make him 

happy. Two years after his father's death, Pascal seemed to 

have lost his direction in life.114 

Internal conflict emerged in Pascal between his 

spirituality and his socializing.115 He came to the 

conclusion that the despair in his life could not be cured 

by social activities. Pascal turned to Jacqueline at Port

Royal for the support he needed, and she helped him return 

to God. 116 The vacuum in his own life was finally filled. 117 

During his conversion, Pascal felt a growing warmth 

replacing the inner coldness caused by his separation from 

God.11s This conversion is referred to as Pascal's night of 

fire. With Pascal's commitment to his spiritual life came a 

renewed close relationship with Jacqueline. This new 

devotion to God would be with Pascal until his death. 

113Mesnard, 197 . 

114Krailsheimer, 8. 

llSHazelton, 31. 

116Mauriac, 136. 

117Hazelton, 32. 

llBKrailsheimer, 70. 



Pascal never permanently withdrew to Port-Royal as did 

many Jansenists. However, he did engage in their 

struggles. The Jansenists' primary adversaries were the 
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Jesuits. The battle against the Jesuits was one that Pascal 

aggressively and easily embraced. A high opinion of the 

Jesuits had never been present in the Pascal household. 

Etienne Pascal's dislike for the Jesuits had been present 

since his own school days. In 1630, he was involved in 

organizing a protest of the opening of a Jesuit secondary 

school in Clermont. 119 Pascal's first polemic was with the 

Jesuit Pere Noel. 120 Pere Noel questioned Pascal's research 

on the vacuum. 121 Etienne Pascal joined the attack against 

the man who questioned his son. 122 Pascal's reply to Noel 

displayed a glimpse of the brilliant, often brutal, style he 

would employ in the Provincial Letters. The Jesuits 

received the bulk of Pascal's wrath in the Letters. 

The Jansenists believed that the Catholic Church must 

return to the teachings of St. Augustine and the early 

church. 123 This was a source of great contention between the 

119Soltau, 44. 

12onavidson, 10. 

121Davidson, 10. 

122Mortimer, 80 . 
• t 

123Mortimer, 60. 



Jansenists and the Jesuits. Augustine believed that the 

body must be disciplined because it was corrupted from the 

Fall. 124 Jesuits strove to make Catholicism more 

approachable. Jansenists made religion more strenuous. 125 

Pascal embraced this tendency completely. Cailliet 
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wrote, .. Pascal was naturally disposed to follow the teaching 

of Jansen, who proceeded from concern for bodily suffering 

to deeper concern over the suffering of the spirit. nl26 For 

a man plagued by illness all his life, this must have been 

comforting. Pascal's asceticism appeared extreme even for 

the time, and it became more intense in his later life. 127 

The last two years of his life were spent helping the poor 

and abandoning all luxuries. 128 Self-control appears to have 

been primary to Pascal's religion. 

Pascal agreed with the teachings of Epictetus 1n 

condemning the passions and attachment to family, friends, 

and material possessions. 129 He also admired the strength 

124Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and 
Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1988), 412. 

12ssoltau, 94. 

126Cailliet, 49. 

127Hazelton, 142-43. 

12sMortimer, 168. 

129Krailsheimer, 30. 
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and lack of self-indulgence of the Stoics. 130 The Stoics' 

goal was to control "passions" or urges which could cause 

overreaction to or could color perception of a situation. 131 

Stoicism was popular among his father's friends. 132 The 

ideas of asceticism were planted in Pascal during his 

childhood. The correspondence with his sister Gilberte 

indicates continued dislike of physical affection. The 

austerity of Jansenism was a natural progression for Pascal. 

Pascal's inflexible and severe personality alienated 

some. 133 His view of the love of God was so complete, he was 

prone to criticize normal affection. 134 Soltau wrote, "A 

little more of [John] Wesley's rejoicing over the triumphs 

of grace would not have made Pascal a lesser Christian, it 

might have made him a more winsome personality. "135 

There exists a disputed portrait of Pascal some believe 

was painted by Philippe de Champaigne. The portrait is 

neither signed nor dated and was painted after Pascal's 

death. It is a formal bust portrait now considered to be of 

130Krailsheimer, 30. 

131Peter Brown, 129. 

132Maland, 186. 

133Soltau, 200. 

134Broome, 41. 

135Soltau, 159. 
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the French school. 13 6 Coleman argued Pascal would have 

considered it a fault of vanity to have sat for a 

portrait. 137 His artistic code was as austere as the way he 

lived. 138 His work was free of superfluous verbiage and 

images. His training as a scientist comes through in his 

religious works. Pascal set out his arguments and evidence 

like he was proving a scientific formula. 139 However, he was 

still an artist because he evoked such vivid images.l4° 

Pascal's work was beautiful in its simplicity. 

As an adult Pascal was most comfortable alone with his 

thoughts and his writing. However, his youth was full of 

people who influenced and shaped his opinions and work. A 

better understanding of Pascal's early years allows for a 

fuller interpretation of his later accomplishments. The 

task is made both easier and more difficult by the fact that 

family members wrote the first biographies. 

136Coleman, plate 1. 

137Coleman, 26. 

138Mortimer, 67. 

139Mesnard, 196. 

140Mesnard, 197. 



CHAPTER III 

PRESERVING THE MAN: CONTEMPORARY 

ACCOUNTS OF PASCAL 

Gilberte Perier and her daughter Marguerite both wrote 

biographies of Blaise and Jacqueline Pascal. Gilberte was 

involved in the first publication of the Pensees (Port-Royal 

Edition), and her son wrote the preface to that edition. 

The entire Perier family worked to spread the stories of 

Blaise and Jacqueline's deeds and to ensure that their 

famous relatives were remembered. 

Soon after Pascal's death, Gilberte wrote her biography 

of Pascal. 1 It was published in 1684, but copies had been 

widely available long before. 2 Her biographies of her 

siblings are the best known and the most widely used. 

Gilberte's biographies, through their simple and earnest 

style, displayed her literary talent. 3 Gilberte gave the 

best account of her brother's childhood and education, but 

her work should be approached with some skepticism. Certain 

l"La Vie de Monsieur Pascal Ecrite Par Madame Perier, 
Sa Soeur," in Pascal, Oeuvres Completes, ed. Jacques 
Chevalier (Paris: Gallimard, Bibliotheque de la Pleide, 
1978). 

2Mesnard, x1.1.1.. 

3Mesnard, x1.1.1.. 
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aspects of his life were glossed over or completely ignored. 

She wanted Pascal to be remembered as a near-perfect 

Christian who never faltered. 

Accounts from the early modern period typically tell 

more of educational activities of children than any 

diversions they might have had. 4 Madame Perier's chronicle 

is no exception. Gilberte began her biography with an 

account of Pascal's education. She stated that Pascal 

showed extraordinary mental ability as soon as he could 

talk. Gilberte asserted that because her father was so 

attached to his son, he was never able to entrust the young 

Pascal's education to anyone else. 5 This is a father who 

possessed a preoccupation with the well-being of his child 

which Aries asserted carne into existence after the Middle 

Ages. According to Gilberte the principal rule of Etienne's 

education of his son was to always keep the child "above his 

task." 6 Pascal would master one task or subject before 

moving on to a new challenge. This method worked until 

Pascal discovered mathematics on his own at the age of 

twelve. 

4Laslett, The World We Have Lost, 120-121. 

suvie, II 1n Pascal, o.c., 2. 

G"Vie," in Pascal, O.C., 4. 
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According to Gilberte, Pascal figured out the basic 

principles of geometry by drawing figures with coal on the 

floor. When Etienne discovered the young Pascal working on 

the forbidden subject, he had reached the thirty-second 

proposition of the first book of Euclid. The son was 

startled when his father caught him.7 Etienne practiced the 

pedagogical philosophy of the humanist educators who frowned 

upon harsh discipline. 8 Brutality was to be replaced with 

encouragement and competition because children were "tender 

creatures" who needed praise not beatings. 9 Etienne did not 

punish his son. Gilberte stated that he was happy about his 

son's mastery of geometry. She wrote that her father was 

overwhelmed at the "greatness and power" of his son's 

intellect when he realized what Blaise had done. 10 Scholars 

have challenged this account with many discounting it as a 

myth. Mesnard argued that Gilberte meant that Pascal was 

seeking to demonstrate the thirty-second proposition when 

his father discovered him. It should be mentioned that only 

a limited number of axioms and preliminary examples are 

7"Vie," 1n Pascal, O.C., 5. 

sstone, 168. 

9Huppert, 71. 

lO"Vie," in Pascal, O.C., 5-6. 



57 

needed to demonstrate the theorem. 11 While the story that 

Pascal reinvented Euclid is probably an exaggeration, 

nonetheless his accomplishment was amazing for such a young 

child. 12 By including this story, Gilberte ensured that her 

brother's genius would be known. 

Gilberte emphasized how Blaise at a young age was able 

to hold his own in discussions with the learned people of 

Paris From Gilberte's account, Pascal had no trouble moving 

into the adult world when he reached his teens. She stated 

that people wanted his opinion on many topics. They had 

great respect for him and his views because he was so 

gifted. 13 Perhaps Pascal's own extraordinary ability and 

the humanist influence on his education which encouraged 

individual training gave him his ease with adults. 14 

It must be remembered that he was still a child. 

Gilberte made no mention of diversions from learning Pascal 

may have enjoyed. Evidence on how children played is very 

"elusive, nls and Gilberte does not add much through her 

llMesnard, 12. 

12Steinmann, 10. 

13"Vie," in Pascal, O.C., 6. 

14Sommerville, 91. 

lSLaslett, The World We Have Lost, 121. 
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biography. However, she did state that his discovery of 

mathematics took place in the room where he used to play 

during his free time from his studies.16 Pascal surely 

played when he was young, but Gilberte viewed Pascal's 

intellectual achievements as a child more worthy of mention 

for posterity because they were so exceptional. 

Gilberte portrayed her brother as always serious and 

studious. She wrote that Pascal was devoid of all youthful 

vices and that he never engaged in free thought on religion. 

Gilberte claimed that their father was always respectful of 

religion and taught his children to draw a line in their 

education between tenets of faith and reason. 17 Her 

emphasis on the importance of religion in the Pascal 

household is in agreement with assertions made by many 

family historians. 

Gilberte claimed that at the age of twenty-three her 

brother gave up his work in the field of secular learning. 18 

Other sources prove this false. Pascal continued 

intellectual pursuits in math and science for the rest of 

16The French word for "play" was divertir 1.n "Vie," 1.n 
Pascal, O.C., 5. 

17"Vie," 1.n Pascal, O.C., 8. 

1s "Vie, " 1.n Pascal, 0. C. , 7. 



his life. 19 In the last years of his life Pascal probably 

did devote most of his time to thoughts of religion, but 

certainly not exclusively since the age of twenty-three. 

Why did Gilberte write this? In the seventeenth century a 

conflict existed between science and religion that was not 

always apparent. 2o Religious discord created conflict 

between some scientists and also shaped the questions and 

hypotheses in their research. 21 Jansenists believed pride 

in the study of science could lead to materialism and 

libertinism. 22 With scientific discoveries came 

intellectual conceit which was in conflict with the 

wretchedness of man that the Jansenists proclaimed. 
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Pascal's family was connected with Port-Royal and Jansenism 

for many years after Pascal's death. Madame Perier fought 

all her life for her brother's loyalty to Port-Royal. 23 Any 

intellectual pride Pascal might have possessed Gilberte did 

not want preserved in her portrait. 

19Coleman, 142. 

2oLefebvre, 112. 

21Alice Stroup, A Company of Scientists: Botany, 
Partronage, and Community at the Seventeenth-Century 
Parisian Royal Academy of Sciences (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1990), 201. 

22Lefebvre, 94, 107. 

23Cailliet, 161. 
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Gilberte also makes no mention of Pascal's despondency 

over Jacqueline's entering Port-Royal. Gilberte gave 

Pascal's health as his motive for entering society at the 

age of twenty-eight. She wrote that doctors ordered him to 

engage in activities which he found "attractive and 

enjoyable," and to forego any form of intellectual exertion. 

Gilberte revealed that this was the worst time of Pascal's 

life, and that God used Jacqueline as an agent to remove him 

from society. She said that Jacqueline could not endure 

Pascal's not sharing in the same grace as herself. 24 

Gilberte chose not to immortalize Pascal's time of self-pity 

and loneliness. 

Pascal's austere way of living is covered in detail by 

his sister. Gilberte gave the impression that his actions 

were not easy for her to understand. According to Gilberte, 

on Pascal's retreat from the world, he gave up all forms of 

pleasure and survived on the barest necessities. 25 Pascal 

vowed to g1ve up everything that aroused his senses. He 

believed that sensual pleasures prevented him from loving 

God completely. 26 Pascal's asceticism was very extreme for 

the time. While the members of Port-Royal can be considered 

24"Vie," in Pascal, O.C., 10-11. 

2s"Vie," 1n Pascal, O.C., 11. 

26"Vie," in Pascal, O.C., 17. 



Stoics of the seventeenth century, Pascal and Jacqueline's 

behavior was extreme even for Port-Royal.27 

In addition to his renunciation of sensual pleasures, 

Pascal resorted to mortification of the flesh. Gilberte 

wrote that she found out after her brother's death that he 

wore a studded belt beneath his shirt to keep him from 

enjoying conversations with friends.2a Pascal wanted his 

only pleasure to come from his faith in God. 

Pascal carried his devotion to God even further. 
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Helping the poor was the primary focus of the last years of 

Pascal's life. Pascal believed it was the vocation of all 

Christians, and shortly before his death he took in a poor 

family to live with him. 29 Gilberte said, "I could give him 

no greater pleasure than to discuss it [poverty] with 

him."3o Poverty was Pascal's obsession. His style of life 

came to resemble that of the early Christians. 

Pascal's desire to give away all his money was not with 

him always. Pascal was against Jacqueline's receiving her 

share of their father's inheritance as a dowry when she 

21Cousin. 338. 

2M"Vie," in Pascal, 0 • c • 1 12. 

29"Vie." in Pascal. 0 .c.' 30. 

ju "Vie, " in Pascal, O.C. I 21. 
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entered Port-Royal in 1652. Pascal believed he needed his 

father's entire estate to maintain his standard of living. 

He even tried negotiations with Port-Royal to reduce 

Jacqueline's portion. Maybe he was skeptical of how the 

convent might use the money. Or perhaps his actions were 

motivated by the suspicion that the desire for the dowry had 

come from Port-Royal and not Jacqueline. However, his 

refusal caused Jacqueline much distress.31 Pascal 

eventually did give a very generous dowry to Port-Royal, but 

these were not the actions of a man dedicated to poverty. 

After Pascal invented his arithmetic machine, he hoped 

to profit from it. He wrote a commercial prospectus for it 

and even had the poet Dalibray compose a publicity sonnet.32 

Gilberte wrote that her brother possessed a soul without 

ambition. 33 All evidence supports Pascal's dedication to 

poverty at the end of his life, but his actions with his 

inheritance and his invention show that this love came only 

with his final conversion. Perhaps helping the poor was 

Pascal's personal penance for his own materialism. 

Gilberte had difficulty understanding her brother's 

dislike of physical affection. She admitted in her writing 

31Mortimer, 93; Steinmann, 60-64. 

32Steinmann, 31-32. 

33"Vie," in Pascal, o.c., 28. 



63 

that she did not comprehend this aspect of her brother until 

after his death. She wrote that her brother loved without 

attachment. 34 Ozment described love in the early modern 

period as self-sacrifice rather than passion or intense 

emotional attachment.3S Pascal seemed to have held a 

similar view. However, Pascal's actions upset her and she 

revealed in her biography that she confided her distress to 

Jacqueline who tried to comfort her. Pascal viewed 

tenderness and charity and charity and friendship as the 

same. He could be charitable without becoming physically or 

emotionally attached. 36 Pascal believed that absolute 

solitude was the true role of a Christian. 37 Pascal 

appeared no longer to need companionship at the end of his 

life. He no longer wanted to be attached to people, only to 

God. He believed everyone should feel the same way. Pascal 

seemed to have disregarded the love and companionship he had 

received from his family throughout his life. One wonders 

if he would have felt this way if he truly had no one in his 

34"Vie," in Pascal, O.C., 26. 

350zment, 154. 

36"Vie," in Pascal, O.C., 26. 

37Cousin, 339. 



life who loved him. Gilberte•s biographies were her 

expression of love and devotion for her siblings. 
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While Gilberte proved that all the Pascal children 

possessed literary talent, the general consensus among 

literary scholars was that her daughter Marguerite did not 

inherit this ability. She chose to recite family anecdotes 

that she had probably heard all her life. Mesnard stated 

that Marguerite lacked her mother•s intelligence. 38 She 

did, however, possess her mother•s desire to preserve the 

Pascal family connection to Port-Royal. In 1701, she was 

still trying to prove Pascal•s loyalty to Port-Royal at his 

death. 39 

Many scholars doubt the accuracy of Marguerite•s account 

of her uncle•s life. Mesnard claimed her notes were very 

inaccurate. 40 However, she did offer some interesting 

items. She included an account of how a spell, supposedly 

placed on Pascal when he was small, made him very ill. She 

goes on to say how her grandfather Etienne at first did not 

believe in the spell, but eventually became so desperate for 

his son•s life that he confronted the woman accused of it. 

Pascal•s mother, whom Marguerite described as .. very pious 

38Mesnard, x~v. 

39Soltau, 208. 

4DMesnard, 105. 



65 

and charitable," had given alms to this woman. However, the 

woman had supposedly placed the spell on young Blaise 

because Etienne had refused to pray for her. Etienne forced 

the woman to break the spell. The spell, according to 

Marguerite, was transferred to a cat. 41 

Why would Marguerite include a story of witchcraft in a 

biography of her pious uncle? Was the Pascal family still 

superstitious? Cailliet wrote that superstition was still 

widespread in the people and the actions of the Pascals were 

not unusual for the time.42 Marguerite wrote that Pascal's 

mother had scoffed at the rumors that the woman who placed 

the spell was a sorceress. 43 This incident comes across as 

a legend in which he was snatched from evil for a higher 

purpose in life. Perhaps the story reinforces the special 

status of Pascal. 

Marguerite herself was the beneficiary of a reported 

miracle. A fistula over her eye was healed at Port-Royal 

when it was touched with a thorn thought to be from Christ's 

crown. Pascal defended the miracle that cured his niece in 

41"Memoire Sur La Vie de M. Pascal Ecrit par 
Mademoiselle Marguerite Perier," in Pascal, Oeuvres 
completes, 35-36. 

42Cailliet, 26-27. 

43"Memoire," in Pascal, O.C., 35. 



his Provincial Letters. The Miracle of the Holy Thorn, as 

it became known, delayed the destruction of Port-Royal 

because many believed it to be a sign from God.44 
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As Pascal was the most influential member of the family 

to be associated with Jansenism, Marguerite portrayed him as 

the most influential within the family on religious matters. 

According to Marguerite, Pascal brought a new piety to the 

family after their first contact with the new faith. She 

also wrote that Pascal, while on retreat, received an order 

from Providence to work against atheists. 45 This work 

became the Pensees. Marguerite continually emphasized 

Pascal's exalted status in religion. 

Marguerite gave bits and pieces of family history or 

legend without any thread to tie them together. Marguerite 

mentioned Pascal's unusual qualities. She told of how the 

sight of water upset the young Pascal. Gilberte told of how 

the adult Pascal could only swallow liquids in small warmed 

drops. 46 Pascal's constant problem with liquids was most 

likely a nervous disorder. 47 Marguerite also wrote of how 

44Mortimer, 142-143; Hazelton, 40. 

45"Memoire," in Pascal, O.C., 37, 39. 

46"Vie," in Pascal, O.C., 10. 

47Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, trans. and intro, by Martin 
Turnell (London: Harvill Press, 1962), 12. 
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Pascal could only bear to see his parents one at a time 

because seeing them together greatly upset him.4s 

Marguerite may have included these anecdotes in her account 

because of their unusual nature and to stress the 

difficulties Pascal had dealt with since his childhood. 

Marguerite was not always accurate with dates or 

chronology. According to her, Pascal's second conversion 

occurred in 1654 during a sermon by Antoine Singlin at Port

Royal. Other evidence dates the sermon after Pascal's night 

of fire in November of that year, when he wrote his 

Memorial. She claimed that Pascal considered marriage after 

his father's death, but there is nothing to corroborate 

this. She followed her mother in giving Jacqueline credit 

for Pascal's withdrawal from the world.49 

The Perier biographies depict all the Pascals in a 

favorable light. Gilberte portrayed her father as a good 

pious man who was completely dedicated to his son. Gilberte 

described her father as devoted as a father could be, 

weeping for joy, and delighted at his son's progress. 50 

Marguerite claimed that her grandfather was willing even to 

resort to magic because of the great tenderness he felt for 

48 11 Memoire, 11 J.n Pascal, o.c., 37. 

49 11 Memoire, II in Pascal, O.C., 37-38. 

so~~vie," in Pascal, O.C., 4, 6-7. 



68 

his son. 51 The affectionate words that both Gilberte and 

Marguerite use argue for Linda Pollock•s view of warm 

relationships within early modern families.s2 Etienne 

Pascal is memorialized as a man who gave himself completely 

to the raising of his children. Gilberte and Marguerite not 

only preserved Pascal•s memory, they also preserved that of 

the previous generation. 

On Pascal•s death, Gilberte and her children took 

possession of all his papers and belongings. Jacqueline•s 

letters and poetry went to Marguerite after Jacqueline•s 

death. Pascal•s nephew Etienne Perier wrote in his preface 

to the Port-Royal edition of the Pensees (1670}, 11 AS we knew 

of M. Pascal•s intention to write about religion, we took 

very great care, after his death, to collect everything that 

he had written on the subject. 1153 The Periers had all of 

Pascal•s notes copied in the exact order in which they were 

found.s4 The bonds of the Pascal family extended several 

generations. The Periers wanted to protect and preserve the 

work of Pascal. This careful preservation allowed future 

S1 11 Memoire, II in Pascal, O.C., 36. 

S2pollock, 202. 

S3pascal, Pascal•s Pensees, Turnell, 86. 

s4pascal, Pascal•s Pensees, Turnell, 86. 



generations to restore the near-original order to the 

Pensees. 
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While the entire Perier family worked to maintain 

Pascal•s connection with Port-Royal and the Jansenists, the 

memoir of Pere Beurrier had a different goal. Beurrier 

wrote with the purpose of showing what a loyal and orthodox 

Catholic Pascal had always been.ss Pere Beurrier was the 

priest with Pascal during his final days. Beurrier stated 

that rumors of Pascal•s dying without the sacraments were 

false and that Pascal made a full confession. Beurrier went 

on to say that Pascal desired an end to the disputes within 

the Church. He asserted that Pascal wanted the different 

internal church factions to join together to fight heresy. 56 

Notably, Beurrier made a point to emphasize what a good 

Christian household the Pascals had. He described Etienne 

Pascal as a good father and a superior Christian. Beurrier 

stated that Pascal never attended school where he could have 

been spoiled by debauchery. He also wrote that it was an 

honor to have known Madame Perier, and that he had heard 

confessions of her daughters who had been at Port-Royal. 57 

ssHazelton, 46. 

S6nSur La Mort de Pascal: Memoires du Pere Beurrier, .. 
in Pascal, Oeuvres Completes, 42-44. 

~"Mort, .. in Pascal, O.C., 45. 



Beurrier's biography depicted all of the Pascals as 

religious people. This reemphasizes the importance of 

religion to households of the seventeenth century. 
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The major controversy about Beurrier's text has to do 

with his comment on Pascal and his relations with Port

Royal. Beurrier wrote that Pascal had withdrawn from 

religious controversies during the last two years of his 

life because his view had changed on matters of grace and 

the authority of the Papacy.ss Beurrier implied that Pascal 

believed that the leaders of Port-Royal had gone too far on 

the issue of grace. Both Gilberte and Marguerite strongly 

challenged this. Marguerite, 1n her account, stated that 

Pascal believed that men whom he had once regarded as 

"pillars of truth" had weakened and failed in matters of 

truth. 59 Scholars believed that Pere Beurrier misunderstood 

Pascal. 60 What Pascal meant was that the leaders of Port

Royal had compromised too much in making concessions to 

authority. Beurrier admitted his mistake in a letter to 

Gilberte on June 12, 1671. 61 

ss"Mort," in Pascal, O.C., 43. 

S9"Memoire, " in Pascal, 0. C., 41. 

6DMortimer, 179. 

61Steinmann, 211. 
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Pascal separated himself from Church disputes. The 

reasons for his actions will never be entirely known. Port

Royal's compromise on signing the formulary, the death of 

Jacqueline, and his own rapidly failing health all probably 

influenced his withdrawal. Pere Beurrier simply wrote down 

what he remembered about his penitent during the last days 

of his life that was in line with the Church's ideas of a 

loyal Catholic. 

The biographies of Gilberte and Marguerite Perier 

displayed deep affection and attachment for Pascal. The 

works show the importance of creating a family image. While 

the major events in Pascal's life were included in the two 

accounts, certain details that might have tarnished the 

portrait of a devout Christian which his family wanted 

remembered, were omitted. Both saw significance in all 

stages of Pascal's life, including his early years. 

Gilberte gave examples of Pascal's extraordinary 

intelligence from his childhood. Marguerite described how 

Pascal was snatched from death when he was a baby. The 

accounts give signs in Pascal's youth of the important work 

he would accomplish as an adult. Pere Beurrier's biography 

proves the importance of Pascal to the Catholic Church. 

While the biographies were written very differently, 

Pascal's unique and strong personality dominated all three 

of the works. Pascal achieved significant accomplishments 
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~n all stages of his life. Much of what Pascal learned in 

his youth can be seen in his actions and works as an adult. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE FRUITION OF INFLUENCES 

IN THE ADULT PASCAL 

Emile Cailliet asserted that the Pensees are the 

"journals" of Pascal's life.l The Pensees explore many of 

the struggles that Pascal and others have experienced in 

their lives. Pascal had difficulty coming to terms with his 

own spirituality. Pascal's life experiences, education, and 

personal growth need to be kept in mind when reading the 

Pensees. 2 Although only notes for what was to be Pascal's 

apology for the Christian religion, the Pensees are still 

relevant for many people in their spiritual journeys. 

Pascal examined through introspection and observation 

the shortcomings found in himself and others. Pascal stated 

that a person's only goal in life was to accumulate wealth. 3 

He himself valued money during his life, but tried to get 

rid of his wealth at the end. He viewed ambition and luxury 

as "poisonous pleasures." 4 Pascal condemned his own 

ambition and intellectual pride in his pursuit of scientific 

lCailliet, 121. 

2Hazelton, 116. 

3pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 31. 

4Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 123. 
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and mathematical research. He condemned weaknesses that 

were present in himself. 
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According to Pascal, people grow up believing in 

illusions created in childhood and blame each other when 

pursuit of those illusions leads to failure. Pascal viewed 

education, sickness, and the senses as sources of false 

impressions and subsequent errors in life.s Pascal's own 

education and health certainly conditioned his views about 

the world and society. 

Pascal believed the goal of man was to be happy. 6 Men 

are trained from childhood to believe that they cannot be 

happy without their honor, wealth, friends, and their 

friends' wealth and honor. Flandrin stressed the importance. 

during the early modern period of kinship ties and 

relationships with neighbors and prominent citizens. 7 

Pascal asserted that these obligations actually made men 

unhappy. 8 

People put their own happiness above that of mankind. 9 

Pascal may have allowed his fear of loneliness to take 

spascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 45. 

6Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 65. 

7Flandrin, 48. 

spascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 67. 
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precedence over Jacqueline•s desire to enter Port-Royal. 

People search for happiness in amusement, but it only leads 

to sickness. 10 11 All great amusements are a danger to the 

life of the Christian, .. stated Pascal. 11 Pascal wrote that 

happiness is only in God.12 He tried in the final years of 

his life to receive all his joy from God. He wanted to lead 

all the libertines away from their worldly pursuits and turn 

all their energy to God. 

During his worldly period Pascal saw and to a certain 

extent took part in the society he condemned 1n his Pensees. 

Krailsheimer described Pascal•s analysis of the human 

condition as demonstrating 11 the frantic need to be busy, the 

hollowness of social conditions, ... the arbitrariness of 

law, ... the apparent pointlessness of so many lives, the real 

loneliness of so many more. 1113 The feeling of emptiness was 

very personal for Pascal. Gilberte stated that his worldly 

period was the most unhappy of Pascal•s life. 14 

9Pascal, Pascal•s Pensees, Stewart, 79-81. 

10Pascal, Pascal•s Pensees, Stewart, 159. 

11Pascal, Pascal•s Pensees, Stewart, 71. 

12Pascal, Pascal•s Pensees, Stewart, 159. 

13Krailsheimer, 78. 

14 11 Vie, 11 in Pascal, O.C., 10. 
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Pascal believed in the wretchedness of the human 

condition. He accepted the idea that people are born guilty 

and hostile to the love of God.1s Mankind suffers from 

self-love which creates an abyss in life.16 Pascal wanted 

to convince man of his insignificance. He sought to prove 

this by showing how people are limited in knowledge, 

stature, and life span.17 With his intelligence, Pascal was 

aware of the limits of what a person could learn in a 

lifetime. Throughout his life he had seen fortunes and 

status come and go, including his father's. At the point in 

his life when Pascal made his notes for his apology, his 

health was rapidly deteriorating. He was acutely aware of 

his own mortality. Pascal chipped away at aspects of life 

and society he believed deluded people into valuing 

themselves. There was nothing on earth that had infinite 

value. 

Once he convinced his readers of their low status, he 

did not leave them there. He proceeded to reveal in the 

same text something to console people in their 

wretchedness. 1s Pascal was personally aware that a void 

lSpascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 193. 

16Hazelton, 89. 

17Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 173 
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existed at the center of human nature. 19 His own Memorial 

displays the desperation he felt in his own life. Pascal 

found the meaning for his existence in the Christian 

religion. Pascal wrote that, "By one man all was lost, and 

the bond broken between God and us, and that by one man the 

bond had been restored. "2o He included himself among the 

masses. 

Only ~n God can there be infinity. However, once 

someone had turned to God, his or her work was not over. 

Pascal asserted that it was necessary to renounce all forms 

of pleasure and attachment to material things.21 All joy 

must come from God, and people must loathe whatever prevents 

them from loving God with all their strength. Self-love and 

concupiscence were the prime obstacles to loving God 

completely. 22 Pascal practiced this austerity and believed 

it was the duty of all truly pious people. Pascal preached 

humility before God, but he was convinced that the 

18From Etienne Perier•s introduction to the Port-Royal 
Edition of the Pensees in Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Turnell, 
81. 

19Hazelton, 82. 

2°Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 193. 

21cousin, 338. 

22Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 195. 



revelations he had were the correct ones for all 

Christianity. 

Not all writers and philosophers agreed with Pascal's 

observation of people and society. In the eighteenth 

century Voltaire described Pascal as a "sublime 

78 

misanthropist." He attacked Pascal's portrayal of people in 

the Pensees. Voltaire judged the world and its inhabitants 

less harshly than did Pascal. While Voltaire respected 

Pascal's genius and eloquence, he believed mankind was not 

nearly as lowly and evil as Pascal claimed. 23 Voltaire 

found benefit in passion and sensations. Passion is 

necessary to initiate actions and reason is needed to guide 

them. 24 Voltaire asserted that it was impossible for 

pleasure to come from spiritual introspection because all 

sensations and ideas come from without. 25 He challenged 

Pascal's view of the misery of mankind. Voltaire stated 

that all people converse about pleasurable topics, and he 

mentioned friends who were happy with their lives. 26 He 

23Voltaire, "Remarks on Pascal's Thoughts," chap. in 
The Works of Voltaire, vol. 21 trans. William F. Fleming 
(New York: E. R. DuMont, 1901), 212. 

24Voltaire, 217. 

2svol taire, 244. 

26Voltaire, 221, 245. 
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asserted that society cannot operate without self-love and 

self-interest. 27 In Voltaire's opinion amusements and 

diversions had their place in the world. Voltaire stated 

that Pascal would have probably changed many of his Pensees 

had he lived longer.2s However, it is doubtful that Pascal 

would have drastically altered his overall view of the 

world. 

The Pensees reveal much of Pascal's religiosity. They 

also reveal much about his personality. Pascal expounded on 

a variety of topics in his often random notes. His letters 

reveal him to have been strongly opposed to parents giving 

their children in marriage for status or financial benefit. 

Scholars agree that marriage decisions of the period were 

greatly influenced by social and economic considerations. 29 

Family ambition was often the reason for children's 

receiving attention. 30 Pascal also questioned parents 

forcing their will on their offspring for other life 

decisions. He wrote that children are given little choice 

in their profession because throughout their youth they hear 

27Voltaire, 226. 

2svoltaire, 212. 

29Hunt, 57; Mitterauer, 22. 

30Sommerville, 22. 
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one calling lauded and all others criticized. Custom 

dominates nature most of the time and prevents an individual 

from following his or her instinct. Pascal claimed the 

outcome could be either positive or negative.31 Voltaire 

responded to the issue of custom versus nature by stating 

that it was natural that custom should determine professions 

for the average person. Only in the actions of a genius is 

there what Voltaire called "self-impulse. "32 Perhaps 

Pascal's own genius kept him from comprehending the 

difficulty of going against family custom. However, Pascal 

himself did not venture seriously into religious thought 

away from science and math until death freed him from the 

rule of his father. This thought on custom may have been 

how he wished the situation could have been for him and 

others. 

Pascal encouraged Charlotte de Roannez, the sister of 

his close friend the Due de Roannez, to pursue a religious 

vocation if that was God's will in her life. Charlotte's 

family had an advantageous marr~age planned for her. Pascal 

supported Charlotte in her decision to take the veil. She 

entered Port-Royal, but on pressure from her family, was 

31Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 35. 

32Voltaire, 233. 



released from her vows after Pascal's death.33 While 

Pascal's beliefs on parental authority were influenced by 

Jansenism, they were his own. 

81 

Isaac Le Maistre de Saci, a theologian of Port-Royal, 

stated that Jesus was "submissive to his parents" while 

Pascal asserted that Jesus was "subject to his parents. "34 

Saci's view implied a more passive role of a child to a 

parent than Pascal's. 3s Pascal believed the calling of God 

the Father was higher than that of a person's father on 

earth. Ultimately, he would follow what he believed was 

God's calling in his life. 

Pascal did follow his father's plan for his life while 

his father was alive. Etienne had observed the writings of 

Montaigne in educating his son. For many years, Pascal's 

writings relied heavily on Montaigne for inspiration, 36 but 

in his Pensees, Pascal attacked Montaigne. In his rejection 

of the philosophy of Montaigne, Pascal condemned the 

philosopher's skepticism. Montaigne questioned the 

existence of miracles.37 Pascal wrote that Montaigne lacked 

33Cailliet, 116-117. 

34Cailliet, 136. 

Jscailliet, 13 6. 

36Mesnard, 8. 
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humility and caused indifference to salvation.3s His attack 

on Montaigne was part of his strike against intellectual 

conceit. Pascal was raised and taught to use and promote 

his intellectual gift. With his denunciation of the 

intellectual world, Pascal abandoned aspects of his 

education and what his father instilled 1n him. 

While Pascal was forever influenced by his own 

upbringing and his father's guidance, he held his own 

definite views on parent/child relationships, child-rearing 

and education. Jacqueline Pascal was in charge of the 

children of Port-Royal, and she consulted her brother on 

educational techniques. 39 Pascal created a program for 

teaching reading for the Petites Eccles at Port-Royal which 

his nephew Etienne Perier attended. 40 Scholars attribute 

the general grammar of Port-Royal to Pascal. Languages were 

taught at Port-Royal as Pascal's father had taught them at 

home.41 Pascal did not reject all that Etienne had taught 

him. 

37Coleman, 195. 

38Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 17, 365. 

39Cousin, 262. 

40Mortimer, 131. 

41Maland, 181. 
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Pascal and Jacqueline agreed on methods of child-rearing 

and education. Pascal stated, "Admiration ruins all from 

childhood." Children should not be praised with comments 

like "well done'' or "good child." Pascal wrote that the 

children of Port-Royal did not receive this type of praise 

and became indifferent to it.42 Pascal believed praise was 

not necessary for children to excel in learning. 

Jacqueline employed shame and controls within children 

rather than external threats to get them to behave. 43 

Cousin, who served as Minister of Public Instruction for 

France in 1840, viewed Jacqueline's rules as too strict and 

harsh for small children. 44 The educational system of Port-

Royal was a manifestation of many of the ideas and beliefs 

that Pascal presented in the Pensees. 

Even if the Port-Royal schools were too severe toward 

children it cannot be denied that the convent valued them, 

boys and girls alike. Hunt asserted that women were the 

object of negative feelings in the seventeenth century and 

42Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Stewart, 73. 

43Marvick, "Nature Versus Nurture," 277-78. 

44Cousin, 267; For more information about Victor Cousin 
and his influence on nineteenth century education in France 
see Walter Vance Brewer, Victor Cousin as Comparative 
Educator (New York: Columbia University, Teacher College 
Press, 1971), 33-102. 
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that caring for children was not held in high regard. 45 

However, the religious turmoil in Europe during this period 

has been emphasized as a reason for the growing awareness of 

children. 46 Port-Royal viewed children as the future of its 

movement, and these souls needed careful training and 

guidance. The attention the schools there gave to education 

was unmatched for the time. 47 

Were the Pascals' views on children and parent/child 

relationships held by others within the Jansenist movement? 

Angelique Arnauld felt abandoned by her parents because at 

age seven they placed her at Port-Royal for financial 

reasons.48 Cloistering of children against their wills 

could lead them to resent their parents. 49 Angelique had 

her revenge by reestablishing the Benedictine rule of 

enclosure and excluding her parents from Port-Royal when 

they came to visit.so When another nun questioned her 

45Hunt, 70, 102. 

46Sommerville, 89. 

47Marvick, "Nature Versus Nurture," 285. 

48Mortimer, 48. 

490zment, 14. 

soAlexander Sedgwick, Jansenism in Seventeenth-Century 
France: Voices in the Wilderness (Charlottesville: 
University Press of Virginia, 1977), 16; Marvick, "Nature 
versus Nurture," 289. 
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actions, she reportedly replied, "My parents did not consult 

me when they made me a nun. Why should I consult them when 

I wish to live like a nun?"s1 The absolutism of parental 

authority many family historians claimed existed was 

challenged by followers of Jansenism including the Pascals 

and the Arnaulds. 

Jean-Louis Flandrin speculated that Jansenism may have 

further influenced family relationships. He stated that 

Jansenism might have instilled moral independence in its 

faithful. This moral independence encouraged Jansenists to 

follow their conscience even if it meant disobeying a priest 

whom they thought might be guilty of moral laxity for 

encouraging procreation without thought as to how the 

offspring would be provided for. Flandrin cautioned that 

there are other explanations for the practice of birth 

control in France. There is, however, a possible 

correlation between Malthusianism and Jansenism. 52 Many 

Catholic reformers encouraged their followers in personal 

spirituality and life after death. 53 This may have 

SlSedgwick, 16. 

s2Flandrin, 239. 

53Marvick, "Nature Versus Nurture, " 289. 
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challenged the importance of family responsibilities during 

life on earth. 54 

The Pascals were not the only family who influenced 

Port-Royal. Any aspect of Jansenism examined must include 

the Arnauld family. The Arnaulds represented the largest 

single family associated with Port-Royal and Jansenism. 

Angelique Arnauld was the first of at least fifteen members 

to be affiliated with Port-Royal and Jansenism.ss Etienne 

Pascal was the first of the Pascal family to have an 

affiliation with the Arnaulds. Etienne had letters of 

introduction from his father to Antoine Arnauld, father of 

the followers of Port-Royal and member of the Paris bar. 56 

The Pascals belonged to the same social class as the 

Arnaulds. 57 Both families had a history of conflict with 

the crown. In 1594, Antoine Arnauld gave a speech against 

the Jesuits accus1ng them of being accomplices in the 

assassination of King Henri IV. 58 Etienne Pascal had his 

54Marvick, "Nature Versus Nurture," 289. 

ssMortimer, 4 7. 

56Cailliet, 22. 

s7Lefebvre, 28. 

ssMortimer, 48. 



own difficulties with the Jesuits. Their sons united to 

continue the battle. 
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Pascal frequently visited Port-Royal during 1655. He 

had a chance encounter with Antoine Arnauld the son (le 

grand Arnauld) who recruited Pascal for his battle with the 

Sorbonne. 59 Pascal and Arnauld along with Pierre Nicole 

worked in partnership to create the Provincial Letters. 

Pascal took up this battle with great speed and devotion. 

The ensuing letters exhibited the enthusiasm of a recent 

convert. 

The Provincial Letters were Pascal and Arnauld's attack 

on the attempt to expel Arnauld from the Sorbonne. Arnauld 

was to be condemned by and expelled from the Sorbonne 

because of his Jansenist writings and views. 60 Arnauld was 

expelled but the Provincials did much to further the cause 

of the Jansenists and hinder the Jesuits. The Provincials, 

by reexamining arguments relating to efficacious grace and 

repentance, provoked both church and state. 61 The 

Provincials are a "classic example of clandestine opposition 

to authority. "62 In one incident Pascal's brother-in-law 

59Broome, 108. 

60Sedgwick, 79. 

61Sedgwick, 82 . 



Perier was approached by a Jesuit who claimed he knew that 

Pascal was the author of the Provincials. The Jesuit left 

Perier's room without noticing copies of one of the 

Provincials on the bed or knowing that Pascal was in the 

other room. 63 With his family's help, Pascal managed to 

continue publishing his Provincials in secret. 

88 

Pascal had several goals for the Provincials. He wanted 

to lessen the damage of Arnauld's inevitable defeat ahead of 

time. 64 Secondly, he wanted to keep the Molinists, those 

Jesuits who believed that unless grace was unconditionally 

accepted it was not efficacious, from convincing the public 

to condemn a movement just because one of its members was 

condemned. 65 Pascal began with a defense of Arnauld, but 

quickly moved to an attack on the Jesuits and their 

casuistry. The casuists looked foolish at Pascal's hand. 66 

Voltaire wrote, "The finest comedies of Moliere have no more 

wit than the earlier Provincial Letters." However, Voltaire 

62Broome , 1 0 9 . 

63Steinmann, 111. 

64Broome, 109. 

65Sedgwick, 7; Broome, 109. 

66Steinmann, 119. 



stated that Pascal's attack on the Jesuits charged the 

entire order with the crimes of a small group. 67 
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Pascal was not afraid to be harsh and aggress1ve in his 

indictment of the Jesuits and casuistry. He believed that 

casuistry confined the area of sin and removed feelings of 

anguish and evil from people's consciences. 68 This was 

completely opposite to the Jansenists 1 who stressed guilt 

and sin in man's wretchedness. Pascal completely believed 

in the faith which he advocated.69 The Provincials were a 

medium for these beliefs. 70 

It is impossible to examine the tenets of Jansenism 

without noticing the similarities with Protestantism. 

Mesnard strongly disagreed with the linking of Jansenism and 

Protestantism because Jansenists still believed in the 

importance of the sacrements. 71 Every follower of Port

Royal and Jansenism denied any connection with Calvinism. 

Pascal responded to Arnauld's being called a "downright 

67Voltairel 153. 

68Steinmannl 126-27. 

69Krailsheimer I 69. 

7DBroome I 12 9 . 

71Mesnardl 193 . 
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Calvinist," writing that it was a hateful accusation. 72 

However, similarities can be found. 

The grandfather of Angelique Arnauld and le grand 

Arnauld was a Huguenot for a period, but he resumed 

Catholicism after the Saint Bartholomew's Day Massacre. 73 

Martin Pascal, grandfather of Blaise, practiced Calvinism 

for a time. 74 Protestantism had been strong in Rouen. 75 It 

was in Rouen that the Pascals first came into contact with 

the teachings of Saint-Cyran.76 The Pascal family may have 

owned a Genevan Bible which Pascal used in his studies and 

writing. 77 The ancestors of the leading families of Port-

Royal had a more than passing connection with French 

Calvinism. 

The Reformation had reawakened a desire for a more 

personal and active spiritual life. 78 Even after the 

Huguenots were crushed, religious discontent was not dead 1n 

72Pascal, Provincial Letters, ed. 0. W. Wight (Boston: 
Houghton, Mifflin & Co.), 395. 

73Lefebvre, 26-27; Mortimer, 48. 

74Cailliet, 21. 

75Soltau, 50. 

76Soltau, 54. 

77Cailliet, 90-94. 

7BSoltau, 20. 
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seventeenth-century France. Jansenists held views similar 

to the Protestants in relation to the Fall, predestination, 

and grace. 79 Abbe Bremond, a religious historian, saw 

similarities between John Wesley and Saint-Cyran, but viewed 

Wesley as greatly superior.so Soltau asserted that the 

members of Port-Royal were not nearly as brave as the first 

Methodists. 81 Jansenism never developed a definitive set of 

beliefs or a large following, and it ultimately lost its 

power. There are differences in the religious, social, and 

political climate of seventeenth-century France compared to 

Wesley's eighteenth-century England. But both men had a 

vision of how their religions needed change and reform. 

Evangelical Protestants displayed interesting 

similarities to Jansenists. Both Jansenism and Calvinism 

reinforced the Augustinian system. 82 Mesnard again disputes 

this Protestant connection. He argued that the Jansenists' 

view of grace did not deny the believer free will, and did 

not include predestination. 83 Philip Greven in his book on 

79Pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Turnell, 9. 

aosoltau, 34. 

81Abbe Bremond, Histoire du Sentiment religieux en 
France vol. 4 {Paris: A. Colin, 1916-1936), 213. 

B2Mortimer, 13 5. 

B3Mesnard, 71-72. 
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New England Protestants detailed family environments and 

child-rearing techniques. Both groups viewed an austere 

lifestyle as pleasing to God. Pascal tried never to receive 

any pleasure from his senses. Greven stated that 

evangelical Protestants believed that enjoying food could 

awaken lust and uncontrolled sensuality. 84 Gilberte Perier 

wrote of how her brother tried never to enjoy his food. 85 

The Jansenists followed the Protestants in placing 

importance on children and their education. Sommerville 

pointed out that a greater interest in children occurred as 

concern for their young souls grew. 86 Both groups used 

love, shame, and fear to mold the children into pious 

individuals. 87 Both groups believed the most effective 

disciplinary tool was a child's own conscience. 88 

Jansenists and evangelical Protestants taught their 

followers to repress their own wills and desires. This was 

thought to be necessary for complete obedience to the will 

of God. 

84Greven, 4 4 . 

ssPascal, Oeuvres Completes, 11. 

86Somrnervi1le, 88. 

87Greven, 21; Marvick, "Nature Verses Nurture," 277. 

88Greven, 50; Marvick, "Nature Verses Nurture," 278. 
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Philip Greven asserted that much hostility existed 

within these often repressed people.s9 This repressed 

hostility manifested itself in violent language directed 

toward individuals and doctrines that opposed the 

evangelicals. 90 Pascal attacked the Jesuits in his 

Provincials with ferocity. He pursued the Jesuits and their 

policies with personal hatred.91 His attack was extremely 

biased and at times unfair.92 Martin Turnell stated that 

the Provincials became more argumentative with each new 

letter, and Pascal displayed a hostile side to his 

personality to which he was disposed but which was not a 

side a Christian would wish to show. 93 Pascal held an 

intense dislike of Jesuits from childhood. They were a 

natural target. The Provincials may have been Pascal's 

opportunity to rid himself of suppressed emotions his 

lifestyle caused. 

One event over which Jansenists and evangelical 

Protestants expressed emotion was conversion. An event of 

89Greven, 121. 

9°Greven, 121, 12 4 . 

91Steinmann, 126. 

92Broome, 121. 

93pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Turnell, 17. 
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conversion was thought to be a sign from God. The sense of 

being reborn or converted was necessary for an evangelical 

of any denomination.94 Pascal had his own emotional rebirth 

when he wrote his Memorial. Late in the evening of November 

22, 1654, to early in the morning of the 23rd, Pascal had 

the feeling of being overcome by the spirit of God. 95 

Pascal believed in revelation as did any believer of the 

Protestant Reformation.96 His life was changed after that 

night. Prayer and study of the scripture governed Pascal's 

time after the Memorial.97 Pascal spent much of 1655 at 

Port-Royal, where he seems to have enjoyed personal peace 

and contentment. 98 Pascal carried the Memorial with him the 

rest of his life, and it was found sewn in his clothing 

after his death. 99 He was constantly reminded of his 

commitment to God. 

Pascal's name will forever be connected with Port-Royal 

and Jansenism. His exact association with the group is not 

94Greven, 62. 

95Soltau, 72. 

96Hazel ton, 123. 

97Chevalier, Pascal, 106-108. 

9BSoltau, 74. 

99Steirunann, 83 . 
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always clear. During the years 1654-55 Pascal's connection 

with Port-Royal was strongest. Pascal made frequent trips 

to Port-Royal in 1654 to consult Jacqueline and for 

solitude. 100 These visits led up to his final conversion. 

He continued to spend time at Port-Royal in 1655 and was 

involved in its schoo1.101 This was also the beginning of 

his alliance with Arnauld and Nicole. 

Pascal never became a solitaire at Port-Royal. The 

solitaires were men who lived near Port-Royal who retreated 

from the world to devote themselves to spiritual meditation. 

They were the ones who guided the other followers at the 

convent. 102 He is often described as simply a friend of 

Port-Royal. His writings made him one of Port-Royal's 

strongest supporters. 103 Pascal's Jansenist sympathies were 

present in all his writings; however, his relationship with 

Port-Royal and its leaders changed. 

The turning point came over the signing of a formulary 

issued by the church. The edict, issued in April 1661, 

called for the "unconditional acceptance" of the judgment 

1oocailliet, 66; Mesnard, 59. 

101soltau, 74-75. 

1o2Lefebvre, 57. 

103pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Turnell, 16. 
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against Arnauld and The Augustinus . 104 Pascal believed 

signing the formulary was a compromise of faith. Arnauld 

and Nicole encouraged the nuns of Port-Royal to sign, 

asserting that the small compromise might save the sect. 

Pascal was appalled that to preserve Port-Royal Arnauld and 

Nicole would consider compromising on faith. 105 Pascal's 

unwillingness to compromise contrasted with Arnauld's more 

accommodating stance.106 Many of the nuns, including 

Jacqueline, agonized over the decision. She gave in and 

signed the edict, but she died just thirteen weeks later. 107 

His sister's death had a great effect on Pascal, and he went 

on to defend what he and Jacqueline had believed was the 

truth. 108 Pascal pulled away from Port-Royal and its leaders 

Arnauld and Nicole . 109 

Thereafter, Pascal withdrew from public controversy. 

Abbe Beurrier wrote in his account of Pascal's death that 

Pascal believed Port-Royal had taken the question of grace 

104Krailsheimer, 10. 

1osMauriac, 245. 

106pascal, Pascal's Pensees, Turnell, 18. 

107Mortimer, 17 4. 

1ossteinmann, 196. 

109Mauriac, 222. 
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too far. 110 The Due de Roannez disagreed and asserted that 

Pascal meant that Port-Royal made too many concessions on 

the issue of grace to authority.lll Pascal's desire for the 

truth was unwavering. It is difficult to believe that 

Pascal would have changed his view on grace considering the 

strong stance he took in his writings. Mauriac wrote that 

it was Pascal's outward conduct that changed, not his view 

on efficacious grace.l12 

Pascal may have grown weary of the futility of religious 

controversy. His health was deteriorating and Jacqueline's 

death seemed in vain. Fortunat Strowski and Jacques 

Chevalier believed that Pascal had a non-Jansenist end. 

Chevalier asserted that Pascal's behavior and views on 

humanity prevented him from being a Jansenist. 113 Pascal 

wrote himself that he was not a member of Port-Royal. 114 

While Pascal's ties with Port-Royal and Jansenism were 

never clearly defined, he is forever associated with them. 

Port-Royal published the first edition of the Pensees in 

llOPascal, "Memoires du Pere Beurrier," Oeuvres 
Completes, 43. 

lllCailliet, 159. 

112Mauriac, 227. 

113Chevalier, 109. 

114pascal, Provine ial Letters, 42 0 .. 
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1670, but they were in a diluted form. Neither the Pensees 

nor the Provincial Letters were books of Jansenism. 

Pascal's personal beliefs motivated his actions and filled 

his work, and these beliefs have their roots in Pascal's 

upbringing. Jansenism was just one of many influences on 

his views and opinions. The careful education and guidance 

by his father, gave Pascal the tools to excel in 

mathematics, science and ultimately religion. His early 

exposures to religion and science were evident in his 

prejudices and preferences in later life. His sisters gave 

him constant support during illness and personal cr1ses. A 

better understanding of Pascal's early years and family 

relationships allows for a greater understanding of his 

accomplishments as an adult. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Peter Dear, 1n his biography of Marin Mersenne, wrote, 

.. No one can fail to exhibit in later life certain habits of 

thought once acquired through formal education and from 

exposure to the intellectual commonplaces of established 

academic culture ... 1 Pascal is no exception. Whether Pascal 

ultimately embraced or rejected what he learned in his 

youth, the knowledge he gained continually influenced him. 

Because of his remarkable mental abilities, Pascal was able 

to expand on and formulate new ideas from all he had 

absorbed. His religious, political and social views arose 

from his early environment. The roots of Pascal's 

austerity, his dislike for Jesuits, and his problem with 

affection can all be traced to his youth. 

As Pascal was educated inside the home, his family 

environment was the driving force behind his personality. 

The adult Pascal seemed to possess great confidence in his 

ability and the validity of his opinion. The constancy of 

family support contributed to his accomplishments in both 

science and religion. It 1s impossible to know whether the 

Pascal family was typical or exceptional for the seventeenth 

lDear, 223. 
99 
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century. They were probably both. The household had unique 

characteristics including the absence of a mother and the 

practice of home schooling. However, the household still 

followed many customs and practices common to patriarchies 

of the time. 

As father, Etienne Pascal made important decisions for 

the entire family. Stone asserted that a child's occupation 

and marriage were controlled by the father. 2 Hunt, as well 

as Mitterauer and Sieder, pointed to socio-economic reasons 

for marriage. 3 This seems to have held true in the Pascal 

family, at least as long as Etienne Pascal lived. Gilberte 

married a cousin closely tied to the family. Her husband, 

Florin Perier, was a lawyer from Clermont who served on her 

father's staff in Rouen. 4 Jacqueline obeyed her father and 

waited to enter Port-Royal until after his death. Pascal 

pursued the math and science in which his father had trained 

him. Etienne Pascal made decisions concerning his 

children's lives and expected them to obey his wishes. 

However, when their father died, the siblings were able to 

devote their time increasingly to religious matters. The 

death of a powerful parent often allows offspring the 

2Stone, 179-180. 

3Hunt, 57; Mitterauer, 122. 

4Mortimer, 68. 



101 

opportunity to pursue interests which had been discouraged 

by that parent. 

Family and school are two primary factors that 

contribute to the development of a young person. A child's 

self-esteem can be greatly influenced by his or her family 

and school situations. Aries believed that prior to the 

seventeenth century children were allowed to be around 

adults. He pointed to a withdrawal into family and 

education as the cause for the end to this practice. 5 The 

Pascal children still had this freedom during the 

seventeenth century that Aries identified in earlier times. 

Hunt argued that in seventeenth-century France children 

often received little respect from adults. 6 This seems not 

to have been the case with the Pascals. Pascal's 

intelligence was recognized by the learned community of 

Paris when he was still a boy. Jacqueline's poetry was 

praised by Corneille. She also received an audience with 

Richelieu to plead for her father after she performed in a 

play for him. The Pascal children did not attend school 

outside the home, but grew up around Etienne Pascal's 

learned friends. The humanist influence on the Pascal 

household may have also contributed to this liberty. 

sAries, 413. 

6Hunt, 26. 
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Ironically, as an adult, Pascal did not advocate this 

freedom in education. Pascal supported the Petites Eccles of 

Port-Royal whose students did not have as much liberty. 

Children were constantly monitored by their teachers, so any 

mistake or shortcoming could be discovered and corrected. 7 

Pascal did not possess the same confidence in children's 

judgment and abilities as his father. 

While all three children were personally educated by 

Etienne Pascal the most attention seemed to have been given 

to the only male child, Blaise. Mitteraurer and Sieder 

pointed out that the male heir was normally treated 

differently. The heir held a different status within the 

household and had more contact with the father. They also 

argued that the male child had more interaction with people 

outside the household. 8 Pascal was the one who went with 

his father to scientific gatherings and helped him with his 

work. Etienne Pascal loved all his children, but Blaise, 

his only son, held a special place in his life. 

This special affection by the father was reciprocated. 

Judging by his letters, Pascal was deeply attached to his 

father and his sisters. He wrote a letter to Gilberte on 

the death of their father to help ease her grief. His 

7Marvick, "Nature Versus Nurture," 279. 

8Mitteraurer, 99-101. 
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attachment to his younger sister Jacqueline was evident from 

his reaction to her entry into Port-Royal. In the last 

years of his life, he discouraged close bonds with friends 

and family; nevertheless the family bonds were with him 

until his death. 

Peter Laslett and, to a greater extent, Tamara Hareven 

pointed to the need for more investigation into contact 

between family members who did not live together. Hareven 

demanded a closer look into a family's contact with 

society's established institutions. The Pascals kept 1n 

touch through correspondence as well as visits with one 

another. They also had their share of interaction with 

church, state and society. 

The Pascal family came together whenever important 

events occurred. Religion contributed to the enduring 

connection between the family members. The entire family 

was affected by Jansenism. Blaise and Jacqueline introduced 

Gilberte and her family to the Jansenist teachings of Saint

Cyran. Gilberte came to Paris to be with her sister the 

night before Jacqueline entered Port-Royal. Jacqueline 

advised Pascal in his spiritual journey after she became a 

nun. Gilberte's husband helped Pascal secretly publish the 

Provincial Letters. Gilberte's children were educated at 

Port-Royal under the guidance of her siblings. Gilberte and 

her son supervised the first publication of the Pensees. 



104 

The spiritual connection of the Pascal family lasted several 

generations. 

However, religion was not the only bond within the 

family. Illness and death were common to all families of 

the seventeenth century. Beginning with the death of their 

mother in 1626, the Pascals dealt regularly with illness and 

death. Blaise almost died when he was a baby. Marguerite 

wrote of the desperation of Etienne and his wife when Blaise 

was ill as a child. 9 Jacqueline survived smallpox, and her 

father risked imprisonment for protesting against government 

fiscal policy to care for her. Jacqueline reciprocated when 

she nursed Gilberte's children when they were ill with 

smallpox. The argument that people did not become attached 

to children because of high infant mortality did not appear 

to hold true in the Pascal family. Linda Pollock found that 

diaries from the same period in North America and England 

showed parents' anxiety and sleepless nights of worry when 

children were sick. She concluded that parents found it 

difficult to exercise "Christian resignation" when a child 

was sick. 1 o Illness and death were not passed over lightly 

in the Pascal household. They displayed concern and grief 

during these difficult times. 

9 "Memoire," in Pascal, o.c., 36. 

lOPollock, 100, 128. 
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The Pascals, like many modern families, endured turmoil 

and conflict, both within the family and from the outside 

world. Conflict arose between father and children, between 

siblings and between the family and the Catholic Church. 

However, the problems never severed the family bonds. 

Blaise Pascal was a product of this family. By examining 

his familial relationships, a greater understanding is 

gained of the man, his work, and one more household of early 

modern Europe. 
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