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Abstract This article, based on Michel Foucault’s epistemological framework,
investigates the challenges of translating the fragmentary and aphoristic writing
style in Pascal’s Pensées. It argues that translating classical philosophical texts
is not merely a linguistic operation but a conceptual act that requires
reconstructing the epistemic foundations embedded in the source discourse.
Employing a qualitative and interpretive method, three fragments (nos. 218,
173, and 151) are analyzed in terms of lexical equivalence, interpretability, and
conceptual transfer. The findings reveal that epistemological tensions-such as
the conflict between science and theology, the critique of superstition, and the
pedagogy of praise-pose structural obstacles to translation. To address these
challenges, the study proposes strategies including conceptual annotation, re-
creation of ironic tone, and historical contextualization. Ultimately, the
translator is redefined as an epistemological actor who must navigate epistemic
ruptures and discursive complexities to produce a responsible and critically
informed translation.
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1. Introduction

ranslating classical philosophical texts, especially those composed

during major epistemic shifts, poses a unique set of challenges that go

beyond linguistic transfer. This article focuses on Blaise Pascal’s
Pensées, a collection of fragmentary writings produced in seventeenth-
century France, a period marked by the collision of theological authority and
emerging scientific rationality. Through a close examination of three selected
fragments (no. 218, 173, and 151), this study explores how epistemic ruptures
between the classical episteme and contemporary thought complicate the task
of philosophical translation into Persian.

Drawing upon Michel Foucault’s archaeological framework, we
conceptualize the episteme as a historically situated, largely unconscious
matrix of knowledge that governs what can be thought and said in any given
epoch. From this standpoint, Pascal’s aphorisms emerge not merely as
stylistic choices but as products of an epistemic order wherein truth is
entangled with metaphysical, theological, and moral hierarchies. This study
argues that translating such texts requires more than lexical equivalence; it
demands an epistemological attentiveness that engages with the source
culture’s assumptions about knowledge, language, and subjectivity.

2. Method

Methodologically, this research adopts a qualitative interpretive approach,
anchored in close reading, comparative translation analysis, and theoretical
synthesis. Three Persian translations are examined, each representing a
different translational ethos: one domesticating, one selective and partial, and
one foreignizing and philologically rigorous. The fragments were selected
based on their thematic richness, epistemic density, and recurrent
mistranslations in Persian reception. Analytical criteria include lexical
fidelity (e.g., how opinion, gloire, and cachot are rendered), conceptual
transfer (the visibility of theological or epistemological stakes), and
discursive tone (e.g., irony, critique, ambiguity).

Findings are based on close textual alignment between the French source
and Persian target texts, supported by back-translation into English to assess
semantic drift. Secondary theoretical sources (Foucault, Berman, Venuti,
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Gadamer, Derrida) guide the interpretive analysis. Reflexivity is maintained
through memo-writing and peer debriefing to minimize the researchers’
unconscious bias and ensure theoretical consistency.

3. Results

Findings indicate that epistemic ruptures manifest at three interconnected
levels:
1) Lexical ruptures, where key terms lose their historical valence
when modernized (e.g., gloire rendered as “glory” without its ironic
or disciplinary implications);
2) Conceptual gaps, where the theological stakes of metaphysical
inquiry or Pascal’s critique of superstition are flattened or
misrepresented;
3) Discursive dissonance, where the fragmentary and ironic tone is
diluted through syntactic smoothing or explanatory overreach.
In fragment 218, Pascal downplays Copernican astronomy in favor of
existential questions regarding the soul’s immortality. When Copernicus’s
opinion (opinion de Copernic) is translated into Persian without annotation,
the word opinion risks sounding neutral or even authoritative, thus reversing
Pascal’s intended irony. Similarly, cachot (dungeon), a metaphor for the
soul’s imprisonment in ignorance, iS often translated without recognizing its
metaphysical weight, diminishing its impact as an existential trope.

In fragment 173, which critiques astrological superstition through
statistical irony, the delicate balance between humor and rationality is lost
when the adverbs indicating probability (souvent) are mistranslated or
softened. Moreover, references to “rare celestial events” (rencontres du ciel
rares) are often read through a modern astronomical lens, thereby erasing the
satirical jab at early-modern fatalism.

Fragment 151 exemplifies the interplay between discourse, education, and
subject-formation. Here, Pascal critiques the pedagogy of glory by showing
how praise from early childhood fosters vanity and social competition. The
term gloire is frequently mistranslated as a positive attribute in Persian
(shokuh), concealing its function as a Foucauldian dispositif of power. The
opposing model offered by the Port-Royal school, emphasizing humility over
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recognition, goes unnoted in translations that fail to contextualize
nonchalance as a form of resistance to social conditioning.

4. Discussion and conclusion

The findings corroborate the article’s central thesis: successful translation of
classical philosophy hinges on negotiating, not erasing-epistemic ruptures.
Each key distortion traced back either to (a) lexical choices that neutralized
seventeenth-century polemical valences, (b) syntactic smoothing that
obscured rhetorical irony, or (c) paratextual omissions that left readers
without historical scaffolding.

The article proposes a multi-pronged solution grounded in theoretical
pluralism. It draws on Berman’s ethics of foreignness to argue for the
retention of strangeness at the lexical level, while Gadamer’s “fusion of
horizons” encourages dialogical strategies that render the text interpretable
without homogenizing it. Venuti’s call for strategic foreignization is balanced
by Derrida’s insights into the inherent incompleteness and violence of any
translation. Together, these perspectives suggest that translation is not an act
of mirroring but of negotiation, one that must remain faithful to both the
alterity of the past and the intelligibility required by the present.

Practically, the study recommends the following:
A) Use of conceptual footnotes to elucidate key terms and epistemic
contexts, particularly when historical concepts lack exact modern
equivalents;
B) Retention of certain foreign terms (e.g., gloire, cachot) where no
Persian term captures the semantic range, combined with glossary
entries;
C) Preservation of fragment structure and numbering, to reflect the
non-linear nature of Pascal’s thought and resist the temptation to over-
systematize;
D) Sensitive handling of irony and critique, ensuring that shifts in tone
are marked, whether through punctuation, brief metacommentary, or
layout.
In conclusion, the translator of Pensées must be seen not merely as a linguistic
mediator, but as an epistemological agent working across regimes of truth.
This role involves making visible the very difficulties of translation as part of
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the interpretive act. Rather than seeking fluency at all costs, the translator
should aim to make the reader feel the tensions, hesitations, and ruptures that
Pascal himself inscribed in both form and content. Translation, in this light,
is not the smoothing of thought, but the staging of a conversation across
history.
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1, epistemic ruptures
2, fusion of horizons
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“Cachot. — Je trouve bon qu'on n'approfondisse pas l'opinion de

Copernic: mais ceci...! Il importe a toute la vie de savoir si I'ame est
mortelle ou immortelle.” (Pascal, 2015)
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1, Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la prison
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“lls disent que les éclipses présagent malheur, parce que les

malheurs sont ordinaires, de sorte qu'il arrive si souvent du mal,
qu'ils devinent souvent; au lieu que s'ils disaient qu'elles
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présagent bonheur, ils mentiraient souvent. Ils ne donnent le
bonheur qu'a des rencontres du ciel rares; ainsi ils manguent peu
souvent a deviner." (Pascal, 2015)
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“La gloire. — L'admiration gate tout dés I’enfance: Oh! que cela

est bien dit! oh! qu'il a bien fait! qu'il est sage! etc. Les enfants

de Port-Royal, auxquels on ne donne point cet aiguillon d'envie
et de gloire, tombent dans la nonchalance”. (Pascal, 2015)
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1. Discourse on the Method
2, Die Monadologie

3, René Descartes

4, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz
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