Candide, by Voltaire

Voltaire’s Candide tells the tale of the woes that befall a naïve young man named Candide. The novel’s subtitle, “Optimism,” reflects the fact that Candide is brought up to believe that his world is the best of all possible worlds. (Many people liked to believe this during the Enlightenment.) Candide and his beloved, Cunegonde, suffer a series of disasters, which Voltaire narrates with verve and wit. Yet the humor never obscures Voltaire’s deeper messages: Optimism is foolish in a world where people’s lives are all too often shaped by cruel social forces, and humankind and its social institutions stand in need of reform.

Satire

Satire is a kind of writing that ridicules human weakness, vice, or folly in order to bring about social reform.  Satires often try to persuade the reader to do or believe something by showing the opposing view as absurd, vicious, or inhumane. Expert satirists use a variety of tools to undermine their opponents’ beliefs. As you read the excerpts from Candide, look for five techniques in particular: outrageous exaggerations, deadpan understatements, warped logic (absurdities dressed up as common sense), improbable situations, and ridiculous names.

In the tumultuous social climate of eighteenth-century Europe, writers, scientists, and philosophers questioned accepted truths in ways they never had before. Yet direct challenges to authority can be dangerous. Thus satire, with its indirect criticism and deflating humor, became for many the weapon of choice. In Candide, Voltaire satirizes the calamities that befall Candide, an innocent who has been schooled by the repellent Doctor Pangloss to believe that everything happens for the best. In the first two chapters, Voltaire holds up for ridicule the castle and the army — two of the most important social institutions of eighteenth-century Europe. He also targets the theories of the German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz, who believed that a rational God made a rational world in which everything, including evil, has a place and a purpose. Voltaire’s Doctor Pangloss directly echoes Leibniz every time he proclaims, “In this best of all possible worlds... all is for the best.”

from Candide

Voltaire

translated by Richard Aldington

Chapter I

How Candide was brought up in a noble castle and how he was expelled from

the same

In the castle of Baron Thunder-ten-tronckh in Westphalia there lived a youth, endowed by Nature with the most gentle character. His face was the expression of his soul. His judgment was quite honest and he was extremely simple-minded; and this was the reason, I think, that he was named Candide. Old servants in the house suspected that he was the son of the Baron’s sister and a decent honest gentleman of the neighborhood, whom this young lady would never marry because he could only prove seventy-one quarterings, and the rest of his genealogical tree was lost, owing to the injuries of time. The Baron was one of the most powerful lords in Westphalia, for his castle possessed a door and windows. His Great Hall was even decorated with a piece of tapestry. The dogs in his stableyards formed a pack of hounds when necessary; his grooms were his huntsmen; the village curate was his Grand Almoner. They all called him “My Lord,” and laughed heartily at his stories. The Baroness weighed about three hundred and fifty pounds, was therefore greatly respected, and did the honors of the house with a dignity which rendered her still more respectable. Her daughter Cunegonde, aged seventeen, was rosy-cheeked, fresh, plump, and tempting. The Baron’s son appeared in every respect worthy of his father. The tutor Pangloss was the oracle of the house, and little Candide followed his lessons with all the candor of his age and character. Pangloss taught metaphysico-theologo-cosmolonigology. He proved admirably that there is no effect without a cause and that in this best of all possible worlds, My Lord the Baron’s castle was the best of castles and his wife the best of all possible Baronesses. “’Tis demonstrated,” said he, “that things cannot be otherwise; for, since everything is made for an end, everything is necessarily for the best end. Observe that noses were made to wear spectacles; and so we have spectacles. Legs were visibly instituted to be breeched, and we have breeches. 

Stones were formed to be quarried and to build castles; and My Lord has a very noble castle; the greatest Baron in the province should have the best house; and as pigs were made to be eaten, we eat pork all the year round; consequently, those who have asserted that all is well talk nonsense; they ought to have said that all is for the best.” Candide listened attentively and believed innocently; for he thought Mademoiselle Cunegonde extremely beautiful, although he was never bold enough to tell her so. He decided that after the happiness of being born Baron of Thunder-ten-tronckh, the second degree of happiness was to be Mademoiselle Cunegonde; the third, to see her every day; and the fourth to listen to Doctor Pangloss, the greatest philosopher of the province and therefore of the whole world. One day when Cunegonde was walking near the castle, in a little wood which was called The Park, she observed Doctor Pangloss in the bushes, giving a lesson in experimental physics to her mother’s waiting-maid, a very pretty and docile brunette. Mademoiselle Cunegonde had a great inclination for science and watched breathlessly the reiterated experiments she witnessed; she observed clearly the Doctor’s sufficient reason, the effects and the causes, and returned home very much excited, pensive, filled with the desire of learning, reflecting that she might be the sufficient reason of young Candide and that he might be hers. On her way back to the castle she met Candide and blushed; Candide also blushed. She bade him good morning in a hesitating voice; Candide replied without knowing what he was saying. Next day, when they left the table after dinner, Cunegonde and Candide found themselves behind a screen; Cunegonde dropped her handkerchief, Candide picked it up; she innocently held his hand; the young man innocently kissed the young lady’s hand with remarkable vivacity, tenderness, and grace; their lips met, their eyes sparkled, their knees trembled, their hands wandered. Baron Thunder-ten-tronckh passed near the screen, and, observing this cause and effect, expelled Candide from the castle by kicking him in the backside frequently and hard. Cunegonde swooned; when she recovered her senses, the Baroness slapped her in the face; and all was in consternation in the noblest and most agreeable of all possible castles.

Chapter II

What happened to Candide among the Bulgarians

Candide, expelled from the earthly paradise, wandered for a long time without knowing where he was going, turning up his eyes to Heaven, gazing back frequently at the noblest of castles which held the most beautiful of young Baronesses; he lay down to sleep supperless between two furrows in the open fields: It snowed heavily in large flakes. The next morning the shivering Candide, penniless, dying of cold and exhaustion, dragged himself toward the neighboring town, which was called Waldberghoff-trarbk-dikdorff. He halted sadly at the door of an inn. Two men dressed in blue noticed him. “Comrade,” said one, “there’s a well-built young man of the right height.” They went up to Candide and very civilly invited him to dinner. “Gentlemen,” said Candide with charming modesty, “you do me a great honor, but I have no money to pay

my share.” “Ah, sir,” said one of the men in blue, “persons of your figure and merit never pay anything; are you not five feet five tall?” “Yes, gentlemen,” said he, bowing, “that is my height.” “Ah, sir, come to table; we will not only pay your expenses, we will never allow a man like you to be short of money; men were only made to help each other.” “You are in the right,” said Candide, “that is what Doctor Pangloss was always telling me, and I see that everything is for the best.” They begged him to accept a few crowns, he took them and wished to give them an IOU, they refused to take it, and all sat down to table. “Do you not love tenderly...” “Oh, yes,” said he. “I love Mademoiselle Cunegonde tenderly.” “No,” said one of the gentlemen. “We were asking if you do not tenderly love the King of the Bulgarians.” “Not a bit,” said he, “for I have

never seen him.” “What! He is the most charming of kings, and you must drink his health.” “Oh, gladly, gentlemen.” And he drank. 

“That is sufficient,” he was told. “You are now the support, the aid, the defender, the hero of the Bulgarians, your fortune is made, and your glory assured.” They immediately put irons on his legs and took him to a regiment. He was made to turn to the right and left, to raise the ramrod and return the ramrod, to take aim, to fire, to march double time, and he was given thirty strokes with a stick; the next day he drilled not quite so badly, and received only twenty strokes; the day after, he only had ten and was looked on as a prodigy by his comrades. Candide was completely mystified and could not make out how he was a hero. One fine spring day he thought he would take a walk, going straight ahead, in the belief that to use his legs as he pleased was a privilege of the human species as well as of animals. He had not gone two leagues when four other heroes, each six feet tall, fell upon him, bound him, and dragged him back to a cell. He was asked by his judges whether he would rather be thrashed thirty-six times by the whole regiment or receive a dozen lead bullets at once in his brain. Although he protested that men’s wills are free and that he wanted neither one nor the other, he had to make a choice; by virtue of that gift of God which is called liberty, he determined to run the gauntlet thirty-six times and actually did so twice. There were two thousand men in the regiment. That made four thousand strokes which laid bare the muscles and nerves from his neck to his backside. As they were about to proceed to a third turn, Candide, utterly exhausted, begged as a favor that they would be so kind as to smash his head; he obtained this favor; they bound his eyes and he was made to kneel down. At that moment the King of the Bulgarians came by and inquired the victim’s crime, and as this King was possessed of a vast genius, he perceived from what he learned about Candide that he was a young metaphysician very ignorant in worldly matters, and therefore pardoned him with a clemency which will be praised in all newspapers and all ages. An honest surgeon healed Candide in three weeks with the ointments recommended by Dioscorides. He had already regained a little skin and could walk when the King of the Bulgarians went to war with the King of the Abares.

Answer the following questions in complete sentences in your comp. book:  

1. Who is Candide and what do we know of his background and character? (Where did his name come from?)

2. What is Doctor Pangloss’s philosophy?

3. Why is Candide expelled from the Baron’s castle?

4. How does Candide become a soldier in the Bulgarian army?

5. Why is Candide sentenced to run the gauntlet?

6. Satire relies on many techniques usually associated with comedy. Five such techniques are exaggeration, understatement, warped logic, improbable situations, and ridiculous names. In your comp. book,  draw a chart like the one below and list as many examples of each technique as you can find in this excerpt from Candide. Your list should be very long!

	Exaggeration


	

	Understatement


	

	Warped Logic


	

	Improbable Situations


	

	Ridiculous Names


	


7. How does Voltaire use exaggeration in Chapter II to satirize disciplinary practices in the Prussian Army? What point do you think he is trying to make?

8. As Chapter II illustrates, Candide suffers every time he exercises what he believes to be his free will.  According to Voltaire, what forces get in the way of a person’s exercise of free will?

