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p.4 [10] The basis of all lies in the wretchedness of human existence. Realizing this they have
taken to diversion.

p.6 [24] Man’s condition. Inconstancy, boredom, anxiety.

p. 8 [36] Anyone who does not see the vanity of the world is very vain himself. So who does not
see it apart, apart from young people whose lives are all noise, diversions, and thoughts for the
future?

But take away their diversions and you will see them bored to extinction. Then they feel
their nullity without recognizing it, for nothing could be more wretched than to be intolerably
depressed as soon as one is reduced to introspection with no means of diversion.

p.8 [39] Men spend their time chasing a ball or a hare; it is the very sport of kings.

pp.13-14 [47] We never keep to the present. We recall the past; we anticipate the future as if we
found it too slow in coming and were trying to hurry it up, or we recall the past as if to stay its
too rapid flight. We are so unwise that we wander about in times that do not belong to us, and do
not think of the only one that does; so vain that we dream of times that are not and blindly flee
the only one that is. The fact that the present usually hurts, We thrust it out of sight because it
distresses us, and if we find it enjoyable, we are sorry to see it slip away. We try to give it the
support of the future, and think of how we are going to arrange things over which we have no
control for a time we can never be sure of reaching.

Let each of us examine his thoughts; he will find them wholly concerned with the past or
the future. We almost never think of the present, and if we do think of it, it is only to see what
light it throws on our plans for the future. The present is never our end. The past and the present
are our means, the future alone our end. Thus we never actually live, but hope to live, and since
we are always planning how to be happy, it is inevitable that we should never be so.

[48] The mind of this supreme judge of the world is not so independent as to be impervious to
whatever din may be going on near by. It does not take a cannon’s roar to arrest his thoughts; the
noise of the weathercock or a pulley will do. Do not be surprised if his reasoning is not too sound
at the moment, there is a fly buzzing round his ears; that is enough to render him incapable of
giving good advice. If you want him to be able to find the truth, drive away the creature that is
paralysing his reason and disturbing the mighty intelligence that rules over cities and kingdoms.

What an absurd god he is! Most ridiculous hero!



p.19 [68] When I consider the brief span of my life absorbed into the eternity which comes
before and after – as the remembrance of a guest that tarrieth but a day – the small space I
occupy and which I see swallowed up in the infinite immensity of spaces of which I know
nothing and which know nothing of me, I take flight and am amazed to see myself here rather
than there: there is no reason for me to be here rather than there, now rather than then. Who put
me here? By whose command and act were this time and place allotted to me?

p.19 [70] Contradictions. Pride counterbalances all these miseries; man either hides or displays
them, and glories in his awareness of them.

p.19 [72] One must know oneself. Even if that does not help in finding truth, at least it helps in
running one’s life, and nothing is more proper.

p.21 [77] Pride. Curiosity is only vanity. We usually only want to know something so that we
can talk about it.; in other words, we would never travel by sea if it meant never talking about it ,
and for the sheer pleasure of seeing things we could never hope to describe to others.

p.21 [79] How tiresome it is to give up pursuits to which we have become attached. A man
enjoying a happy home-life has only to see a woman who attracts him, or spend five or six
pleasant days gambling, and he will be very sorry to go back to what he was doing before. It
happens every day.

p.29 [113] Thinking reed. It is not in space that I must seek my human dignity, but in the
ordering of my thought. It will do me no good to own land. Through space the universe grasps
me and swallows me up like a speck; through thought I grasp it.

p.37 [132] Diversion. If man were happy, the less he were diverted the happier he would be, like
the saints and God. Yes: but is a man not happy who can find delight in diversion?

No: because it comes from somewhere else, from outside; so he is dependent, and always
liable to be distrubed by a thousand and one accidents, which inevitably cause distress.

[133] Diversion. Being unable to cure death, wretchedness and ignorance, men have decided, in
order to be happy, not to think about such things.

[134] Despite these afflictions man wants to be happy, only wants to be happy, and cannot help
wanting to be happy.

But how shall he go about it? The best thing would be to make himself immortal, but as
he cannot do that, he had decided to stop himself thinking about it.



p.66 [200] Man is only a reed, the weakest in nature, nut he is a thinking reed. There is no need
for the whole universe to take up arms to crush him: a vapour, a drop of water is enough to kill
him. Not even if the universe were to crush him, man would still be nobler than his slayer,
because he knows that he is dying and the advantage the universe has over him. The universe
knows none of this.

Thus all our dignity consists in thought. It is on thought that we must depend for our
recovery, not on space and time, which we could never fill. Let us then strive to think well; that
is the basic principle of morality.

pp.137-141 [136] Diversion. Sometimes, when I set to thinking about the various activities of
men, the dangers and troubles which they face at Court, or in war, giving rise to so many quarrels
and passions, daring and often wicked enterprises and so on, I have often said that the sole cause
of man’s unhappiness is that he does not know how to stay quietly in his room. A man wealthy
enough for life’s needs would never leave home to go to sea or besiege some fortress if he knew
how to stay at home and enjoy it. Men would never spend too much on a commission in the army
if they could bear living in town all their lives, and they only seek after the company and
diversion of gambling because they do not enjoy staying at home.

But after closer thought, looking for the particular reasons for all your unhappiness now
that I knew its general cause, I found one very cogent reason in the natural unhappiness of our
feeble moral condition, so wretched that nothing can console us when we really think about it.

Imagine any situation you like, add up all the blessing with which you could be endowed,
to be king is still the finest thing in all the world; yet if you imagine one with all the advantages
of his rank, but no means of diversion, left to ponder and reflect on what he is, this limp felicity
will not keep him going; he is bound to start thinking of all the threats facing him, of possible
revolts, finally of inescapable death and disease, with the result that if he is deprived of so-called
diversion he is unhappy, indeed more unhappy than the humblest of his subjects who can enjoy
sport and diversion.

The only good thing for men therefore is to be diverted from thinking of what they are,
either by some occupation which takes their mind off it, or by some novel and agreeable passion
which keeps them busy, like gambling, hunting, some absorbing show, in short by what is called
diversion. That is why gaming and feminine society, war and high office, are so popular. It is not
that they really bring happiness, nor that anyone imagines that true bliss comes from possessing
the money to be won at gaming or the hare that is hunted: no one would take it as a gift. What
people want is not the easy peaceful life that allows us to think of our unhappy condition, nor the
dangers of war, nor the burdens of office, but the agitation that takes our mind off it and diverts
us. That is why we prefer the hunt to the capture.

That is why men are so fond of hustle and bustle; that is why prison is such a fearful
punishment; that is why the pleasures of solitude are so incomprehensible. That, in fact, is the
main joy of being a king, because people are continually trying to divert him and procure him
every kind of pleasure. A king is surrounded by people whose only thought is to diver him and



stop him thinking about himself, because, king though he is, he becomes unhappy as soon as he
thinks about himself.

That is all that men have been able to devise for attaining happiness; those who
philosophize about it, holding that people are quite unreasonable to spend all day chasing a hare
that they would not have wanted to buy, have little knowledge of our nature. The hare itself
would not save us from thinking about death and the miseries distracting us, but hunting it does
so. Thus when Pyrrhus was advised to take the rest towards which he was so strenuously
striving, he found it very hard to do so.

Telling a man to rest is the same as telling him to live happily. It means advising him to
enjoy a completely happy state which he can contemplate at leisure without cause for distress. It
means not understanding nature.

Thus men who are naturally conscious of what they are shun nothing so much as rest;
they would do nothing to be disturbed.

It is wrong then to blame them; they are not wrong to want excitement – if they only
wanted it for the sake of diversion. The trouble is that they want it as though, once they had the
things they seek, they could not fail to be truly happy. That is what justifies calling their search a
vain one. All this shows that neither the critics nor the criticized understand man’s real nature.

When men are reproached for pursuing so eagerly something that could never satisfy
them, their proper answer, if they really thought about it, out to be that they simply want a
violent and vigorous occupation to take their mind off themselves, and that is why they choose
some attractive object to entice them in ardent pursuit. Their opponents could find no answer to
that,

(Vanity, pleasure of showing off. Dancing, you must think where to put your feet.)
but they do not answer like that because they do not know themselves. They do not know

that all they want is the hunt and not the capture. The nobleman sincerely believes that hunting is
a great sport, the sport of kings, but his huntsman does not feel like that. They imagine that if
they secured a certain appointment they would enjoy resting afterwards, and they do not realize
the insatiable nature of cupidity. They think they genuinely want rest when all  they really want
is activity.

They have a secret instinct driving them to seek external diversion and occupation, and
this is the result of their constant sense of wretchedness. They have another secret instinct, left
over from the greatness of our original nature, telling them that the only true happiness lies in
rest and not in excitement. These two contrary instincts give rise to a confused plan buried out of
sight in the depths of their soul, which leads them to seek rest by way of activity and always to
imagine that the satisfaction they miss will come to them once they overcome certain obvious
difficulties and can open the door to welcome rest.

All our life passes in this way: we seek rest by struggling against obstacles, and once they
are overcome, rest proves intolerable because of the boredom it produces. We must get aways
from it and crave excitement.



We think either of present or of threatened miseries, and even if we felt quite safe on
every side, boredom on its own account would not fail to emerge from the depths of our hearts,
where it is naturally rooted, and poison our whole mind.

Man is so unhappy that he would be bored even if he had no cause for boredom, by the
very nature of his temperament, and he is so vain that, though he has a thousand and one basic
reasons for being bored, the slightest thing, like pushing a ball with a billiard cue, will be enough
to divert him.

‘But,’ you will say, ‘what is his object in all this?; just so that he can boast tomorrow to
his friends that he played better than someone else. Likewise others sweat away in their studies
to prove to scholars that they have solved some hitherto insoluble problem in algebra. Many
others again, just as foolishly in my view, risk the greatest dangers so that they can boast
afterwards of having captured some stronghold. Then there are others who exhaust themselves
observing all these things, not in order to become wise, but just to show they know them, and
these are the biggest fools of the lot, because they know what they are doing, while it is
conceivable that the rest would stop being foolish if they knew too.

A given man lives a life free from boredom by gambling a small sum every day. Give
him every morning the money he might win that day, but on condition that he does not gamble,
and you will make him unhappy. It might be argued that what he wants is the entertainment of
gaming and not the winnings. Make him play then for nothing; his interest will not be fired and
he will become bored, so it is not just entertainment he wants. A half-hearted entertainment
without excitement will bore him. He must have excitement, he must delude himself into
imagining that he must be happy to win what he would not want as a gift if it meant giving up
gambling. He must create some target for his passions and then arouse his desire, anger, fear, for
this object he has created, just like children taking flight ok at a face they have daubed
themselves.

That is why this man, who lost his only son a few months ago and was so troubled and
oppressed this morning by lawsuits and quarrels, is not thinking about it anymore. Do not be
surprised he is concentrating all this attention on which way the boar will go that his dogs have
been so hotly pursuing for the past six hours. That is all he needs. However sad a man may be, if
you can persuade him to take up some diversion he will be happy while it lasts, and however
happy a man may be, if he lacks diversion and has no absorbing passion or entertainment to keep
boredom away, he will soon be depressed and unhappy. Without diversion there is no joy; with
diversion there is no sadness. That is what constitutes the happiness of a person of rank, for they
have a number of people to divert them and the ability to keep themselves in this state.

Make no mistake about it. What else does it mean to be Superintendent, Chancellor,
Chief Justice, but to enjoy a position in which a great number of people come every morning
from all parts and do not leave them a single hour of the day to think about themselves? When
they are in disgrace and sent off to their country houses, where they lack neither wealth nor
servants to meet their needs, they infallibly become miserable and dejected because no one stops
them thinking about themselves.


