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Translator’s Note on the Text





  




  God and Human Beings was first published in 1769. It was said to be written by Dr. Obern, who was completely fictitious, and translated from the English by Jacques Aimon. Now, this name may refer to a friend of Voltaire’s youth who died in 1731 or to Jean Aymon, the domestic prelate of Pope Alexander XI who became an apostate and relapsed heretic after having stolen some manuscripts from the Bibliothèque du Roi (The King’s Library, which became the Bibliothèque Nationale).




  But, whether it was because Voltaire was an author of “good standing” and wanted to represent the philosophy of the lower classes or because the work was scandalous and he wanted to escape the censors, or to align himself with English religious tolerance, in any case it was not at all uncommon at that time to write under a pseudonym. (We can recall that Candide was “translated from the German of Docteur Ralph” in 1759.) But this is Voltaire. In fact, it is basically drawn from Questions sur l’Encyclopédie (published between 1770–1772), the longest of any of his works.




  On its publication critics called God and Human Beings the work of the devil promoting atheism. It was condemned to be burned along with a number of d’Holbach’s works by the Parlement de Paris on August 18, 1770 because it was considered a sarcastic and bitter treatise hostile to the Christian religion, which it treated as the most contemptible and foolish production of the human species. Voltaire is surely guilty of the accusation of anti-Church, anti-Catholic sentiments, but he is far from being an atheist (see chapter 36, where he makes the atheist priest Jean Meslier pray to God on his deathbed—an invention of Voltaire). In fact, this is one of the works in which he combats atheism in support of his deism, and his readers should always keep this in mind: Yes, we want a religion, but a simple one, wise, august, less unworthy of God and made more for us; in a word, we want to serve “God and human beings” (chapter 44).




  The present translation is based on the text established by R. Mortier, The Complete Works of Voltaire, volume 69, Oxford, The Voltaire Foundation, 1994. Citations are translated from the text of Voltaire even where they differ from the original. References are given in brackets where they are lacking in the text.









   



  

     

  
Introduction





  




  S. T. Joshi




  François Marie Arouet (1694–1778), who adopted the pseudonym Voltaire early in his career, gained such celebrity, both during and after his lifetime, as a critic of religion that it is understandable why many would wish to see him as an outright atheist and freethinker. But, as the following work—translated into English for the first time since its publication in 1769—clearly indicates, Voltaire was anything but an atheist, although his searing anticlericalism, his disdain for “miracles” and theological disputation, and in particular his deep loathing of the cruelties practiced in religion’s name all contributed to the evolution of a viable atheist viewpoint.




  Voltaire’s personal history, as well as the political and social history of Europe during his time, contributed directly to the fervency of his anticlericalism. His early education at a school called Louis-le-Grand, where he came into contact with freethinkers, such as the young Denis Diderot and Claude Adrien Helvétius, led him to write a verse satire, “Le Vrai Dieu” (1715; “The True God”), mocking the notion of a god killing himself for the sake of sinners. This satirical tendency manifested itself in a great many subsequent works—plays, novels, and even sober works of history and philosophy—of which the most notable are La Pucelle (1755; usually translated as The Maid of Orleans), in which the hapless Joan of Arc perpetually fends off attacks on her virginity, and the imperishable Candide (1759), which, in its demolition of Leibniz’s argument that this is the “best of all possible worlds,” seriously called into question the notion of an omnipotent and benevolent god.




  For these and other works, Voltaire became an exile from his own country. He had already been forced to leave France in the years 1726–1729 because he had offended a nobleman who easily could have had him thrown into prison. Voltaire went to England, where he was struck with what he perceived to be both the religious toleration enshrined in the English constitution and the lively and vigorous antireligious thinking enunciated by such philosophers as Lord Bolingbroke and others. Voltaire was also affected by the science of Sir Isaac Newton, which established the universe as operating under fixed laws, and the philosophy of John Locke, whose sane empiricism put to shame the abstract Cartesianism of Descartes and others. It is, therefore, no accident that, when decades later Voltaire came to write God and Human Beings (Dieu et les hommes), he chose to pretend that it was written by an Englishman.




  The impassioned nature of this work and others in Voltaire’s output is a direct result of the political, intellectual, and social repression of absolutist France of his time. Voltaire did, of course, suffer personally under Louis XV and Louis XVI, but he saw his own persecution as symptomatic of the evils of the union of religion and politics in a monarch who was little better than a dictator. His Lettres philosophiques (1734; a translation of the work he had written in English as Letters concerning the English Nation, 1733) was publicly burned; Louis XV, offended that Voltaire would desert France to spend time with his hated rival, Frederick the Great of Prussia, during the period 1750–1755, forbade him to reenter France; and La Pucelle, pungently satirizing one of the icons of French history, did not help Voltaire in returning to the king’s good graces. By 1758 Voltaire, after a few years spent in Geneva, had chosen to settle in Ferney, on the French side of the border between France and Switzerland. It was sufficiently far from Paris that he need not fear persecution by the king, but sufficiently close that French intellectuals—and, indeed, writers and thinkers throughout Europe—could make pilgrimages there to pay homage to one of the word’s most influential philosophers.




  God and Human Beings was the culminating work of a decade that saw some of Voltaire’s most celebrated philosophical works: the Dictionnaire philosophique (1764; Philosophical Dictionary); the Philosophe de l’histoire (1765; The Philosophy of History); Questions sur les miracles (1767; Questions on Miracles); and Examen important de milord Bolingbroke (1767; Lord Bolingbroke’s Important Examination), itself a work purportedly written by Bolingbroke and another ferocious attack on Christian theology. It is no accident that God and Human Beings was condemned as the work of an impious atheist.




  But, in fact, Voltaire was not an atheist, but a deist. It would seem that he could not conceive how the universe came into being without a creator. Even Newton, who established the laws of nature, accepted the deist metaphor of God as a clockmaker who began the mechanism and then (rather like the gods as envisioned by Epicurus, who exist in the spaces between the stars but have no involvement in human affairs) let the universe operate of its own accord. It is not surprising that Voltaire was stumped by the argument from design; as he wrote in the entry “God, Gods” in the Philosophical Dictionary: “Every construction which displays means and an end announces an artisan; therefore this universe, composed of mechanisms, of means, each of which has its end, reveals a very powerful, very intelligent creator.” The atheists of the day did not really have a satisfactory explanation of this problem themselves, and it required Darwin’s theory of evolution to overthrow the argument from design, at least as far as the development of life on this planet was concerned.




  Voltaire was also concerned about the basis of morality. Indeed, he saw (true) religion as essentially concerned with morality; as he writes in God and Human Beings: “Religion surely consists in virtue and not in the impertinent frivolities of theology.” Well and good; but why can’t virtue be self-generated, rather than dependent on a god? In this treatise Voltaire merely states, “Morality comes from God; it is uniform everywhere.” Atheists would dispute both halves of that utterance; indeed, the widely varying moralities practiced by different cultures and different religions is one of the chief anthropological arguments that atheists have brought against the notion of a god who dictates morality to human beings. In God and Human Beings Voltaire does not elaborate on this point, but in other works he does. A dialogue titled “The Sage and the Atheist” displays a “sage” convincing an atheist with surprising ease that the existence of a conscience proves the existence of a god who is the source of all morality (“God, in thus speaking to your heart, has commanded you to abstain from crime”). It is for this reason that, in God and Human Beings and elsewhere, Voltaire systematically criticizes atheists as threats to morality and, hence, social cohesion.




  In spite of the questionable deist assumptions Voltaire made throughout his career, God and Human Beings is nonetheless a vibrant and pioneering work. It is nothing less than an exercise in comparative religion—indeed, a compressed history of the Christian religion extending back to its Jewish roots and beyond. Voltaire had already broached this issue in The Philosophy of History, but he substantially expands upon it here. When, in speaking of Jewish history, Voltaire declares, “I will examine this history like the history of Livy or Herodotus,” he is anticipating the “higher criticism” of the nineteenth century regarding the Scriptures (both the Old and the New Testaments) as historical works subject to critical scrutiny just like any other ancient work that has come down to us; the superstitious reverence with which the Bible was held by its partisans—a reverence that censured as blasphemous any analysis even of its purported statements of fact, let alone its dogmatic assertions about the existence and nature of deity—was something Voltaire, as a philosopher of history, could not countenance. In his frank and at times satirical discussion of Jewish history, Voltaire not merely denies that the Pentateuch was written by Moses but doubts the very existence of Moses. He keenly draws upon the history of other ancient nations—the Greeks, the Indians, the Assyrians—to show that much of the “history” of the ancient Israelites might have been borrowed from the history or legends of other lands.




  When it comes to Jesus, however, Voltaire adopts a tone of studied respect. It is plain that he has considerable admiration for the person and the morals of Jesus himself—at least as he understood them. Although he is forthright in stating that the story of Jesus must also be scrutinized like any other historical account, he resists the temptation—already evident among freethinkers of the period—to doubt Jesus’ very existence. While acknowledging the manifest errors and contradictions in the Gospels regarding certain phases of Jesus’ life, and while noting that Jesus is not even mentioned in contemporaneous texts by other nations (especially the Romans), the farthest that Voltaire will go is to say that Jesus did indeed exist but was merely “hidden”: he was such an obscure figure that the Romans and others simply did not take notice of him.




  It is not entirely clear why Voltaire is so intent on absolving Jesus of the subsequent horrors of Christianity, to the point of declaring pungently that “Jesus was not a Christian.” Voltaire wants to see Jesus as an example and forerunner of the kind of religious toleration that he saw in England and that he strove to make universal. At the same time, Voltaire is clear on the notion that Jesus was in no way a divine figure: he shrewdly notes that it is only in the Gospel of John that Jesus’ divinity is put forward, and elsewhere he points out that many of the more absurd and paradoxical features of Christian theology—such as the doctrine of the Trinity, which Voltaire cannot lampoon frequently enough—very likely came from Neoplatonism.




  Voltaire reserves his most vitriolic attacks for the long and bloody history of the Christian church, especially during those centuries when it controlled the reins of government throughout Europe. The remarkable chapter 42 of God and Human Beings, in which Voltaire presents a very conservative summary of the number of human beings—mostly purported “heretics”—who have been killed by the church is a tour de force of bland satire. The total number—nearly 10 million—is, as Voltaire plainly states, probably a low-ball figure (and it is not clear that he has counted the hundreds of thousands of suspected “witches” killed in both the Catholic and Protestant countries, unless some of these are included in the 200,000 that he declares were executed by the Inquisition). This issue—the ability of a church to enforce its dogmas by the use of secular power—was perhaps the one that fired Voltaire’s righteous indignation more than any other. Let us recall that it was earlier in the decade of the 1760s that the celebrated case of Jean Calas—the Protestant who, accused of murdering his son because the latter had converted to Roman Catholicism, was tortured and put to death by the state—led to the writing of the Traité sur la tolérance (1763; Treatise on Toleration), in which Voltaire’s plea for religious toleration and freedom of thought found its most impassioned expression.




  What Voltaire sought to do, both in God and Human Beings and in his other writings, was to present a religion shorn of dogma and doctrinal disputation over meaningless and insignificant issues, and especially a religion that refused to suppress free inquiry and persecute its opponents. The kind of religion Voltaire advocates at the end of this treatise—“simple, august, less unworthy of God and made more for us”—is perhaps not far from the agnosticism that many people practice today. If Voltaire could have overcome his prejudice against atheists as a band of libertines who practiced no morals at all because they refused to fear postmortem punishment, then he might have fallen into the atheist camp himself. As it is, Voltaire’s searching criticism of Christianity—both on the basis of its flawed dogmas and, especially, on the basis of its pernicious misuse of secular authority for centuries—remains as vital and as timely as ever, and serves as an eternally relevant warning that the battle against religious oppression must never be abandoned.









  



  Chapter 1




  



  Our Crimes and Stupidities




  




  In general men are stupid, ungrateful, jealous, greedy for other people’s goods, abusive of their superiority when strong, and deceitful when weak.




  Women, born with more delicate and less hardy organs than men, are normally more cunning and less barbaric. This is so true that among a thousand criminals who are put to death, you will hardly find three or four women. It is also true that you will encounter some hardy women as cruel as men, but this is very rare.




  Power is usually in the hands of men in the state and families only because they have a stronger fist, a steadier mind, and a harder heart. From all this, moralists of every age have concluded that the human species is not worth much, and in this they are not very far from the truth.




  It’s not that men are irresistibly carried away by their nature to do the evil they always do. If this fatal opinion were true, the earth would have lost its inhabitants a long time ago. It is a contradiction in terms to say that the human race is compelled to destroy itself and yet continues to exist.




  I believe that of a hundred young women with old husbands, there are at least ninety-nine who sincerely want them dead, but you will hardly find one who wants to take it upon herself to poison the man for whom she would like to veil herself in black. Patricides and fratricides are common nowhere. What, then, is the extent and limit of our crimes? It is the degree of violence in our passions, the degree of our power and reason.




  We have intermittent fevers, continual fevers that get worse and delirium, but very rarely rage. There are people who are healthy. Our intermittent fevers are the wars with neighboring people. Our delirium is the murder that anger or vengeance incites us to commit against our fellow citizens. When we murder our loved ones or make them unhappier than if we had killed them, when the fanatic hypocrites light the fires of the stake, that is rage. I will not go into detail here about other sicknesses, that is to say, lesser, innumerable crimes that afflict society.




  Why have we waged war for so long and why have we committed this crime without any remorse? We wage war solely to harvest the wheat that others have sown, to take their sheep, horses, cattle, and furniture. That is to what everything is reduced because that is the sole principle of all riches. It is ridiculous to think that Romulus celebrated games in a miserable little village between three bare mountains and that he invited to these games three hundred girls from the area to snatch them away. But it is certain enough that he and his partners took the animals and plows of the Sabines.




  Charlemagne waged war for thirty years on the poor Saxons for a tribute of five hundred cows. I don’t deny that during the course of these thefts, Romulus and his senators, Charlemagne and his dozen peers raped many girls, and perhaps by mutual consent, but it is clear that the real objective of war was to have the cows, hay, and so on—in a word, to steal.




  Even today a hero has a half guinea a day to enter with the subordinate heroes and their four or five sous into the country of another august sovereign in the name of his august master and start ordering all the farmers to supply cattle, sheep, hay, straw, wheat, wine, wood, linens, blankets, and the like. I read the other day in a little chronological history of our neighbor France, written by a magistrate, these remarkable words: “Great forage on the 11th of October 1709 where the Count of Broglie defeated the Prince of Lobkowitz,” that is, on the tenth of October he killed five or six hundred Germans who were defending their hay. Afterward the French, already defeated at Malplaquet, lost the city of Mons. Well, this forage was without a doubt an exploit worthy of eternal remembrance! But this destitution shows us that basically in all the wars from Troy until today it’s only been about stealing.




  This is so unfortunately true that the name of thief and soldier were once synonymous in all nations. Look at the Miles of Plautus: “latrocinatus annos decem mercedem accipio” (“I was a thief for ten years and got paid”). “King Seleucus commissioned me to muster thieves for him” [2 Macc. 3:7]. See the Old Testament: “Jephthah, son of Gilead and a prostitute hired brigands” [Judg. 1:11]; “Abimelech mustered a gang of brigands” [Judg. 9:4]; “David gathered four hundred desperately lawless thieves” [1 Sam. 22:2]; and so on.




  When the chief of the Malandrins, the brigands, had killed and stolen enough, he enslaved the hapless victims who were still alive. They became serfs or subjects, which in nine-tenths of the earth is pretty much the same thing. Genseric usurped the title of king. He soon became a sacred man and took our goods, our women, and our lives, by divine right, if we let him.




  Add to all these public thefts the innumerable secret thefts that have ruined families, the calumnies, the ingratitude, the insolence of the strong and the deceit of the weak, and you will conclude that the human race has almost never lived except in misfortune and in fear worse than misfortune itself.




  I said that all the horrors that follow upon war were committed without the least remorse. Nothing is truer. No one is ashamed of what they do in a group. Each is encouraged by the example of others; he who massacres and pillages the most has the glory. A soldier, when taking Bergen-op-Zoom, cried out, “I’m bored of killing, I’m going to rape,” and everyone clapped their hands.




  Remorse, on the other hand, is for him who, not heartened by his companions, limits himself to killing and stealing in secret. He is horrified by it until habit hardens him as much as the others who abandon themselves to crime on a regular basis and on the front lines.









  



  Chapter 2




  



  Remedy Approved by the Body of Doctors against the Above Sicknesses




  




  The nations that are called civilized because they are mean and vicious in cities instead of in the country or caves find no more powerful antidote against what devours most hearts than recourse to God, the rewarder and revenger.




  Though city magistrates made laws against theft and adultery, they themselves were robbed in their homes while they were promulgating their laws in public; and their wives took this time to mock them with their lovers.
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