

[image: images]




[image: images]




Foreword


MARINE GANOFSKY



Voltaire’s tale Candide tells the story of the epic journey that is human life. We follow its hero as he loses the comforting illusions of youth and evolves from innocence to experience; we progress alongside him in his search for answers to the riddle of evil in a supposedly God-created universe and, like Candide in his adventures, we are driven forward in the text by the hope that, at the end of the road, we may have discovered how to be happy in a world where it can no longer be said that ‘everything is for the best’.


Candide was an immediate hit across Europe when it first came out in 1759. Since then, it has been unremittingly reprinted, translated, reinvented, read, studied and enjoyed. In France and abroad, Voltaire’s Candide is regarded as the epitome of the nation’s ideal of liberty, and is much lauded for the elegance of its language and its subversive wit. This philosophical tale explores grave subjects in a light tone. It denounces the ubiquity of evil yet does so with a grace that makes reading it all the more agreeable, and evil all the more absurd. It is little wonder that Candide should have inspired artists and thinkers alike well beyond France and the confines of the eighteenth century. Leonard Bernstein made it into an opera (Candide, 1956), which was staged again in 2006 to denounce the war-mongering politics of Blair and Bush in Iraq. In American Candide (2016), Mahendra Singh reworked Voltaire’s early modern story to satirize our own twenty-first-century’s farcical politics and social media madness. Candide’s woes, his doubts and hopes, are as timeless as they are universal. Written 250 years ago, his story still speaks to us today. It is a philosophical tale about the all-too-human quest for meaning and happiness.


The notoriety-hungry Voltaire would be thrilled to see himself brandished as the symbol of France’s spirit of intellectual rebellion. But he would surely be surprised to discover that nowadays his name is most often associated with Candide, a tale he dismissed (tongue-in-cheek) as a silly little story. Had it not been so brilliant, it could have been lost amid the enormous variety and volume of Voltaire’s writings. His correspondence and works span the best part of the eighteenth century. Born in 1694, he was a contemporary of the ageing Sun King, of the Regent Philippe d’Orléans, of Louis XV and his mistress the Marquise de Pompadour, and even of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. He died in 1778, only a few years before the Revolution of 1789 that put an end to the Old Regime and guillotined its monarch. Graceful and witty poems first won the young François-Marie Arouet (as Voltaire was known then) the admiration of Paris’ aristocratic libertine circles. This encouraged him to reject both a career in law and his father’s name, choosing for himself the grander moniker ‘Voltaire’. He then became famous for his classical tragedies. However, after writing some too-satirical poems and following a dispute with a noble, it became wiser for the sparkling author to make himself scarce from Paris for a while.


Voltaire found refuge in enlightened England where he discovered religious tolerance and freedom of the press, the empiricism of Locke and a parliamentary monarchy (France was governed by royal absolutism), Defoe’s Gulliver’s Travels and Newtonian physics. He had arrived in England a free-thinking writer; he returned to France a virulent philosopher. From then on, he would write history, poems, pamphlets, philosophical essays and tales (among them Candide) with the singular objective of defending the inalienable human right to happiness. Yet to embrace this right, Voltaire reasoned, one must first be free from the oppression of earthly powers (Church and State) and from the limitations of obscurantism (prejudices and superstitions). Voltaire was thus truly and completely a man of the Enlightenment taking place in the eighteenth century across Europe. Like other French philosophes such as Diderot, Montesquieu or Rousseau, Voltaire was encouraging men and women to dare to think for themselves without the guidance of traditions, religions or ready-made systems of thought, and without the comfort of chimeras.


His tales (‘contes’ in French) are animated by that audacious intellectual emancipation of the Enlightenment. He summons up the marvellous universe of fairy tales and of Arabian Nights (translated into French in 1704–17) the better to free his reflections on politics, sciences, theology, humanity, etc. from the constraints of realism and censorship. In Micromégas (1752), for example, Voltaire challenges the traditional scientific and theological explanations of the cosmos. In Zadig (1747), he ridicules the human pretension to understand the causes and effects operating in human destinies. Finally, in Candide, Voltaire denounces – among other things – religious persecution, philosophical systems, absolutism, aristocratic pretentions, greed, cruelty, slavery, warfare and superstitions. The light, matter-of-fact tone and the fast rhythm of exotic fairy tales is ideally suited to Voltaire’s designs as a philosopher. By writing of disasters or existential anguishes without pathos or lengthy discourse, he shocks his readers into noticing the scandalous absurdity of what his characters witness as they travel the universe.


Voltaire’s Candide begins like a fairy tale. There is a young hero with a noble soul (Candide) and a castle that is ‘the most magnificent of all castles’ in the ‘best of all possible worlds’, according to Candide’s tutor, Master Pangloss, whose Optimistic system of thought operates a quasi-magic spell on his pupils. Yet this is no ordinary fairy tale: the first pages are heavy with irony and the reader immediately predicts that Candide will see through the illusions of Pangloss’ theories. Although he is presented as ‘entirely ignorant of the world’ (Chapter 2), we understand that he will not remain ignorant for long since, as we are told, ‘he had a solid judgement joined to the most unaffected simplicity; and hence, I presume, he had his name of Candide’ (Chapter 1). The name Candide reprises an expression from Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) that describes the ideal learner’s mind as a tabula rasa, free from prejudices and ready-made ideas. And in a true Lockean (that is, empiricist) way, it is through experience alone that knowledge will be acquired and mistakes corrected in Candide. So, it is only when Candide is kicked out from the Edenic illusions of childhood for having kissed the Baron’s daughter Cunegund that his real education can begin.


This expulsion prompts a difficult yet enlightening journey across half the world: Candide travels from Westphalia to Prussia to Holland to Portugal, then across the Atlantic to South America, where he discovers, among other lands, El Dorado. After this happy pause, he crosses the Atlantic again towards Paris, then English shores, Venice and, finally, Turkey. Candide is, in effect, a travelogue, yet, uncharacteristically for that genre, our wandering protagonist is not driven forward by curiosity but by necessity. He escapes from one place to the next in order to save his life and/or be reunited with his paramour, the wise, kind and beautiful Cunegund, who also finds herself forced to flee after her castle is besieged by enemies. Not only is her character a narrative device to drive Candide halfway across the globe, Cunegund also symbolizes the real object of her lover’s quest, be it happiness or life’s meaning. Indeed, what is truly at stake in the travels narrated here is the wisdom that Candide gradually acquires through every place he visits and every character he meets.


His first instructor, Master Pangloss, embodies a dogmatic Optimism based on Leibniz’s theories. He quickly loses one eye and one ear in a comical concretization of his being blind and deaf to anything that might challenge his belief in the world’s perfection. In Holland, Candide meets the Anabaptist James who drowns while rescuing others in a tempest and therefore stands (tragically) both for pure human goodness and for the absence of cosmic justice. In Portugal, Candide is saved by the care and wisdom of the Old Woman; although she has suffered more than any other character, she repeatedly rouses them from their desolation by recommending courage and action. In South America, he befriends the former slave Cacambo, a trustworthy man with a solid mind, and meets a wise deist in El Dorado who could well be Voltaire’s avatar in the tale. Our protagonist then sails back to the Old World with the Manichean Martin who believes, contrary to Pangloss, that the world is ruled by evil and that there is no escaping misery in this life. In Venice, Candide has an interesting discussion with the rich Pococurante who proves that wealth does not necessarily grant happiness, but in Turkey he eventually meets a dervish and an old farmer who hint at what does; namely, being free and finding contentment in activity rather than in idle thought, focusing on the here and now rather than on vain desires.


There are three stages to Candide’s intellectual journey: the first ten chapters are set in Europe and consist of the crushing of his illusion that all is for the best in the world. The next ten chapters take place in South America, confirm that both good and evil can be found across the globe, and depict Candide finding a voice and agency of his own, free from Pangloss’ systematic, simplistic vision of life. This section climaxes in El Dorado, where Candide does discover the best of all possible worlds but nevertheless decides to leave, in search for more: ‘A fondness for roving, for making a figure in their own country, and for boasting of what they had seen in their travels, was so strong in our two wanderers that they resolved to be no longer happy’ (Chapter 18). The final ten chapters relate Candide’s return to the Old World and his search for a place and a way to be happy now that he is free from his former illusions.


There are autobiographical elements at work in Candide. Like his hero in the final chapter of the tale, Voltaire too had lost his illusions by the time he reached his sixties. His hope that despots could be enlightened was crushed when his former friend Frederick the Great of Prussia turned out to be a war-mongering tyrant like all others; his protectress, partner, colleague and lover Émilie du Châtelet died suddenly in 1749; and in 1755, the Lisbon earthquake that killed tens of thousands of inhabitants in a matter of minutes left him unable to find comfort in the Optimist’s motto that all is for the best in the best of all possible worlds. Each chapter of Candide can be read as a satire of an issue contemporary to Voltaire: the description of Thunder-Ten-Tronck mocks Frederick the Great’s Prussia; Candide’s arrival in a war zone denounces the stupidity and cruelty of the Seven Years War (1756–63) that was devastating Europe; in Lisbon, Candide experiences the Great Earthquake of 1755 and the horrors of the Catholic Inquisition; in the New World, bestiality and cannibalism mock the alleged innocence of Nature according to Rousseau, Voltaire’s nemesis; El Dorado functions as an Enlightenment utopia where peace, justice, secularism and tolerance foster economic prosperity and happiness; Surinam offers a severe diatribe against slavery; the chapters set in France lampoon the nation’s decadent mores; Candide’s rapid contact with England expresses Voltaire’s dismay at the barbaric execution of Admiral Byng in 1757 for failing to do his utmost to engage the enemy, whilst the chapters in Venice refer to the Republic’s function in Europe as a relief-valve for those hungry for liberty and fun. Still, Candide does not need to be deciphered to be appreciated or, even, understood. Voltaire may wink to his contemporary readers in passing, but the soul of Candide lies in the timeless questions it raises: Why is there evil on earth? And how can one be happy in such a world?


From the Edenic garden of Thunder-Ten-Tronck to the garden of earthly delights on the Bosphorus, the misadventures of Candide are also those of Optimism. Each new step in his journey further challenges his old Master’s explanations that everything on earth is perfect: ‘“O Pangloss!” cried out Candide, “such horrid doings never entered thy imagination. Here is an end of the matter; I find myself, after all, obliged to renounce thy Optimism”’ (Chapter 19). However, through Optimism, Voltaire denounces not just the system of Leibniz – who, in his Theodicy: Essays on the Goodness of God, the Freedom of Man, and the Origin of Evil (1710), argued that everything happens for a good reason since everything is for the best; he denounces in fact all ready-made systems of thought (be they philosophical, religious, ethical or social) as equally ridiculous and dangerous. Not only are such systems unfit for the complex reality they seek to explain; worse, they justify evil. For the inquisitors, tsunamis and earthquakes are well-deserved punishments for human sins; for the Optimist Pangloss, they are ‘a thing unavoidable, a necessary ingredient in the best of worlds’ (Chapter 4). The Manichean Martin is no better as he firmly believes that evil rules the world and that, therefore, injustice, wars, diseases, natural disasters, etc. should neither surprise nor revolt us. For Voltaire, such explanations are as scandalously absurd as the calamities they justify.


Candide is about refusing such shortcuts, easy or comforting as they may be. Protagonist and reader alike learn that there is no metaphysical explanation within our reach to rationalize the woes of innocents and the triumphs of the wicked. At the very end of our hero’s journey, a dervish (who echoes Voltaire’s deism) confirms what Candide had intuited since the beginning of his travels: it is both fruitless and unwise to spend one’s life searching for answers inaccessible to humans:




‘Why do you trouble your head about it?’ said the dervish. ‘Is it any business of yours?’ ‘But, my Reverend Father,’ said Candide, ‘there is a horrible deal of evil on the earth.’ ‘What signifies it,’ said the dervish, ‘whether there is evil or good? When his Highness sends a ship to Egypt, does he trouble his head whether the rats in the vessel are at their ease or not?’ ‘What must then be done?’ said Pangloss. ‘Be silent,’ answered the dervish. (Chapter 30)





There is a God, believes Voltaire, like the dervish, but He is indifferent to His creation. Furthermore, His designs are beyond our comprehension. When Pangloss interrogates him further, the dervish slams the door in the friends’ faces in a clever mise en abyme of the author, who also keeps silent by refusing to give his readers any further explanation about God or human destiny. Candide then wisely accepts that despite all his travels, experiences and encounters, ‘he was sure of nothing’ (Chapter 30). There is wisdom in this ignorance. It is no longer the naivety of the beginning, nor is it the blindness of Pangloss: it is the method of the sceptic who knows that he does not know everything. Candide has travelled far and wide to become, like Voltaire, the best of all possible thinkers: a philosophe ignorant.


However, while Voltaire denounces the danger of ready-made belief systems and the uselessness of metaphysics, he does defend the urgent need for philosophy, provided that it serve a concrete function in society, remain critical and aim at happiness. Indeed, the other big question of Candide is: ‘How to be happy in this imperfect world?’ To this, Voltaire has a clear answer. First and foremost, one needs to be free. This is the political lesson of Candide: nobody can be happy on lands devastated by famine, disease, intolerance, injustice, ignorance or violence, hence the crying need for some enlightenment. Second, one must fend off humanity’s ‘three great evils, idleness, vice, and want’ (Chapter 30) through activity. From industry to storytelling, from relishing life’s little pleasures to taking care of one’s garden, activity is here to distract us from our melancholy musings on life and death. Last but not least, one should not lose sight of Hope, the driver of humanity, according to Voltaire.


The idea that everything is for the best is confuted in Candide, but not the firm belief that everything can be better. After all they have endured, Candide and his friends stand undefeated, able to recreate El Dorado in a small farm and to believe in a promising future, as hinted by the enigmatic final line of the tale: ‘let us take care of our garden’. Voltaire’s Candide may have stressed that man-made and natural evil plague the world everywhere; that God is indifferent to our woes; that thinking about our human condition brings no answer, only angst; yet, with Candide, Voltaire has also highlighted the natural goodness of certain individuals and the power of reason to defeat or withstand evil, whilst presenting concrete ways to find happiness in an oft-unhappy world. Voltaire’s confidence in humanity that emerges from Candide explains why this little tale has been celebrated not just as a masterpiece of the Enlightenment, but also as an enlightening read for our sometimes dark, modern age.




CHAPTER 1


How Candide was brought up in a magnificent castle, and how he was driven from thence


In the country of Westphalia, in the castle of the most noble Baron of Thunder-ten-tronckh, lived a youth whom nature had endowed with a most sweet disposition. His face was the true index of his mind. He had a solid judgement joined to the most unaffected simplicity; and hence, I presume, he had his name of Candide. The old servants of the house suspected him to have been the son of the Baron’s sister, by a mighty good sort of a gentleman of the neighbourhood, whom that young lady refused to marry, because he could produce no more than threescore and eleven quarterings in his arms; the rest of the genealogical tree belonging to the family having been lost through the injuries of time.


The Baron was one of the most powerful lords in Westphalia; for his castle had not only a gate, but even windows; and his great hall was hung with tapestry. He used to hunt with his mastiffs and spaniels instead of greyhounds; his groom served him for huntsman; and the parson of the parish officiated as grand almoner. He was called ‘My Lord’ by all his people, and he never told a story but every one laughed at it.


My lady Baroness weighed three hundred and fifty pounds, consequently was a person of no small consideration; and then she did the honours of the house with a dignity that commanded universal respect. Her daughter Cunegund was about seventeen years of age, fresh coloured, comely, plump, and desirable. The Baron’s son seemed to be a youth in every respect worthy of his father. Pangloss the preceptor was the oracle of the family, and little Candide listened to his instructions with all the simplicity natural to his age and disposition.
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