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"Tout le malheur des hommes vient d'une seule chose, qui est ne savoir pas demeurer en repos, dans une 
chambre." 
Blaise Pascal, "Pensées" 

 

 

 



 

I. Imagine a world in which Europe hasn't a clue as to the direction in which it will develop. A 
world in which professors tell us that Islam is a religion to be respected, as good for Muslims 
as Christianity is for Christians. A world in which a baldhead with a beard is just as 
acceptable as a longhaired head with a clean-shaven chin. A world in which new technologies 
announce themselves and evoke dimensions yet to be thought of. A world in which the 
consequences of these developments for the constellation of states, taxes and moralities can 



only be second-guessed. A world in which scientific data are as good as dogmatic teachings 
or the opinions in the streets. Man looks into the abyss of civilisation. 

That world existed back at the beginning of the 17th century. It is the world of Blaise Pascal 
and his contemporaries. Imagine the horror generated by Montaigne a few decades before: 
Que sais je? What do I know? Nothing! This is more terrifying than an incessant stream of 
disinformation on TV, in magazines, or on Internet. And the blue sky, no longer a divine roof 
over their heads. Nothing but an optical illusion, evaporating, and disclosing a vertigo of 
universes, less tangible than cyberspace. A hideous array of maybes opens. At first, Pascal 
swings with the changing moods, modes and models of the avantgardes avant la lettre in 
mundane Paris. God knows what he swallowed, snorted or smoked, but one night he had a 
close encounter of the third kind and consequently became a zealous apologist for the 
Christianity he unwittingly had helped to undermine as a mathematician, physicist, 
philosopher and as a living being. 

Pensée-writer Pascal sidestepped the challenge of Essay-writer Montaigne. 

II. There are Essays and there are Pensées. The Essayist loosens his grip on the phenomena 
once apprehended. Together, the Essayist and the unleashed phenomena hurl themselves 
downhill towards the same hideous abyss from which the Pensée-writer shies away. En route 
some apprehensions evaporate, others come together or pick up new material or cause an 
avalanche. The Essayist might be snowed under or appear as the Horrible Snowman. In both 
cases we can only follow his traces and find the spot where his Essay threatened to turn 
Pensée. 

III. In the first chapter of Genesis, God created heaven and earth, the elements, the flora, 
fauna and man. Nomen est omen, so he provided all his creations with names and meaning, 
and he saw that it was good. The seventh day he created reflective silence, and saw that it 
wasn't all that good. Here we enter the second chapter, and God tries it all over again. This 
time in the garden of virtues, in the reality of virtuality. Upon the end of the chapter he leads 
all animals on land and all birds in the sky to man, in order to see how man would name them: 
"Because, as man would name each living being, thus it would be said to be." And man 
indicated and said: "Parasite wasps, desert rat, dung beetle." And: "Milking cow, 
draughthorse, honeybee." 

In the following chapter, of which I fail to understand the plot, God eventually dissolves the 
distinction between his first — real — world and his second — virtual — world. He retired 
into the heavens and said: "Après moi le deluge." And so it came to pass - within two 
chapters! Man was made to build an ark to clearly defined specifications. Then, man 
embarked with his parasite wasp, desert rat, dung beetle, milking cow, draughthorse and 
honeybee - two of each. 

By closely reading the Pensée Genesis, we know about the specific identity of the things 
surrounding man before he attempted to build the tower of Babel. 

IV. Il y a une table, es gibt ein Bett, there is a chair. Not in the ark, there wasn't. Or maybe 
there was, Genesis doesn't show a record on that subject. (God named heaven and earth, the 
elements, the flora and man. Man named the animals on the land and the birds in the sky). The 
objects, apparently, had to speak for themselves. However, in the aftermath of Babel they got 
caught in the web of forty times forty syntaxes, and their voices have never been heard again. 
Of what Id are the entities table, bed and chair? What is their specific identity and how are 



they in the world? Il y a, yes, but what he or it has the table; es gibt, okay, but what 'it' gives 
the bed; there is, sure, but what is the undifferentiated space articulated by the chair? Neither 
the French, nor the German, nor the English answer these questions as the objects themselves 
might. In order to find means to make the objects talk again, we have to loosen our grip: 
l'entendement, der Begriff, the apprehension. 

When God threw the Book at man, the third time, he did so with chapter 11, foreclosing the 
free flow of speech, of essay. We might have to backtrack. We might even have to regress 
beyond the first time, when he tried to cover up discrepancies in this bookkeeping; we might 
have to re-install the distinction between the real and the virtual. 

V. Whether God really exists or not, cannot be determined by reason. There is this fifty-fifty 
chance. Belief might win you eternal bliss … if God exists. If he doesn't, you haven't lost 
anything. Like you wouldn't if you did believe but he didn't exist. On the other hand, if he 
does exist, and you didn't believe, you have lost. Forever. 

This reasoning, known as Pascal's Wager, is characteristic of the Pensée-writer at large. Some 
250 years ago Blaise Pascal bet man's spiritual welfare on the assumptions of Christianity. 
Some 5 years ago Alain Finkielkraut waged man's salvation on the assumptions of Culture. 
Both scholars of their times, they could not but discover unmarked slopes, yet condemned 
man to langlaufen. God, Pascal, Finkielkraut and all the other Pensée-writers, became zealous 
apologists for the preconceived ideas they once unwittingly had endangered by their essayistic 
nature. Somewhere between the rise and fall of the Pensée, somewhere between God's 
Genesis and Finkielkraut's Defaite, Pascal knew: "Les extrèmes se touchent." 

VI. My name is Room, but I don't know what that means. I have roommates: a chair, a table 
and a bed. I don't know what that means, and neither do they. I've just told you five stories; I 
can only hope that I related them accurately. There are plenty more where they come from. 
Each and every fiber of ours is drenched in stories. For many a millennium have we heard 
them, but we don't know what they mean. So much we have gathered - we are the only 
remains of a huge floating device. It must have been critical times, back then, because we 
were hardly addressed or used. That all changed over the ages. When we get yet another 
visitor, sometimes we recognize the way he puts us to use. That becomes part of our identity, 
but we don't know what that means, unless that visitor is present. We like that. We like to tell 
our visitor what he made of us. If he stays long enough, we warm to the visitor, as long as he 
uses us. Otherwise we become ill tempered, but we don't know what that means. We have a 
question for you. A lot of visitors lament their existence and/or their identity. We hear them 
say: "If God had only created a room, nothing but a room, and allowed visitors to peep in and 
say 'Show me your furniture and I'll tell you what you are." What does that mean? 

  


