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oltaire was the most renowned and
probably the most influential of the French
philosophes. His biting, satirical novel Candide
(1759} is still widely assigned ir college conrses,
and his witty yet serions Thilosophical Dictionary
remains a source of pleasure and stimulation. The
Dictionary consists of a series of essays on fopics
ranging from Adamn to Zoroaster, from certainty o
circumcision. The following passage is taken from
the essay on religion.

Voltaire began writing the Philosophical
Dictionary in 1752, at the age of fifty-eight, after
arriving at the Prussian court in Berlin. Frederick
the Grear applauded Voltaire’s efforts, but Voltaire
put the project aside after leaving Berlin, and the
Jirst of several revised editions was published
anonymousky in 1764. It was an immediate,
controversial success. Snapped up by an
“enlightened” public, it was denounced by religious
leaders as a threat to the Christian conununity and
was burned in Geneva and Paris.

I meditared fast night; I was absorbed in the
contemplation of nature; 1 admired the
immensity, the course, the harmony of those
infinite globes which the vulgar do not know how
to admire.

I admired still more the intelligence which
directs these vast forces. I said to myself: “One
must be blind not to be dazzled by this spectacle;
one must be stupid not to recognize its author;
one must be mad not to worship the Supreme
Being. What tribute of worship should I render
Him? Should not this tibute be the same in the
whole of space, since it is the same Supreme
Power which reigns equally in all space?

“Should not a thinking being who dwells on a
star in the Milly Way offer Him the same homage

as a thinking being on this litde globe of ours?
Light is the same for the star Sirius as for us;
moral philosophy must also be the same. ifa
feeling, thinking animal on Sirius is bom of a
tender father and mother who have been occupied
with his happiness, he owes them as much love
and care as we owe, to our parents. If someone in
the Milky Way sees a needy cripple, and if he can
aid him and does not do so, then he is guilty
toward all the globes.

“Everywherce the heart has the same duoties: on
the steps of the throne of God, if He has a throne;
and in the depths of the abyss, if there is an abyss.”

I was deep in these ideas when one of those
genii who fill the spaces betvwreen the worlds came
down to me. I recognized the same aerial crearare
who had appeared to me on another occasion to
teach me that the judgments of God are different
from our own, and how a good action is
preferable to a controversy.

The genie wansported me into a desert all
covered with piles of bones. . . . He began with
the first pile. “These,” he said, “are the twenty-
three thousand Jews who danced before a calf,
together with the swenty-four thousand who
were killed while fornicating with Midianitish
women. The number of those massacred for such
errors and offentces amounts to nearly three
hundred thousand.

“In the othér piles are the bones of the Chris-
dans staughtered by each other because of
metaphysical disputes. They are divided into
several heaps of four centuries each. One heap
would have mounted right to the sky; they had wo
be divided.”

“What!™ I cried, “brothers have treated their
brothers like this, and I have the misfortine to be
of this brotherhood!” .

“Here,” said the spirit, “are the vwelve million
native Americans killed in their own land because
they had not been baptized.”




: @emﬂgn fora unmn man, a mmmﬁ to vn in

: sate? T have just seen one who was treated in a

" ety hatefol way, but there is no' comparison

| betieen his torture and yours. Wicked priests and
 wicked judges. moaomn& him; is it by prests and

* - padges that you were so. ciniclly assassinated?”

With gréat courtesy he answered, “Yes.”

“and who werg these monsters?™

“They were hypoecrites.”

“Ah! that says everything; I nnderstand by that
one word. that they would: have:condemmned you:
to-ihe cruelest punishment. Had you then proved:
to.them,-as-Socrates. did, that the Moon was not a
goddess, and that Mercury. was not a god?”

“No, it was not a-question-of planess.. My
noggqnnm did not even. know what a planet was;
they were all arrant ignoranmuses. Their
superstitions were quite different from those of
the Greeks.”

“Then you wanted 1o teach them a new
religion?

“Not at all; I rold them simply: “Love God with
all your heart and your neighbor as yourself, for
that is the whole of mankind’s duty.” Judge
wﬂcﬁdn%% this precept is not as old as the
nniverse; judge vourself if I brought them a
new religion.”

“Baut did you say nothing, do nothing that
could serve them as a pretex?”

“To the wicked everything serves as pretext.

“Did you not say once that vou were come not
to bring peace, but a sword:™ .

“It was a scribe’s error; I told them thar I
brought peace and not a sword. I never wrote
anything; what I said can have been changed
without evil intention.”

“You did oot then contribute in any way by
your teaching, cither badly reported or badly
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An impish Voltaire, by the French sculptor
Houdon. {Caurtesy of Board of Trustees of the
Victoric & Albert Museum)

interpreted, to those frightfid pies of bones which
1 saw on my way to consult with yous”

“I have only looked with horror upon those who
have made themsclves guilty of all these murders.”

.. . [Finally] I asked him to tell me in what true
religion consisted.

“Have I not already wold you? Love God and
your neighbor as yourself.”

“I4 it necessary £or me to take sides eitherfor the
Greek Orthodox Church or the Roinan. Catholic?”

“When I was in the world I nevér aiade any
difference. @ﬁ%ﬂnﬁ H#n Jesw and: the Samaritain.”

“Well, if that is so, 1 takeyouw for my only
master.” Then he made a sign with his head that
filled me with peace. The vision disappeared, and
I was left with a clear conscicnce.

Mﬁmmmowm for Analysis

1. Why did Voluaire believe i a Supreme Beingy?
Does this passage reflect the influence of Isaac
Newton’s scientific system? I so;: Eoév .

2. Was Voltaire tryinig to entertain or mnmnF or-do
both? Was he effective? Why or why not?

3. If Voltaire was trying to convey serious ideas
about religion and morality, what were those
ideas? What was he attacling?

4. If a person today thought and wrote like
Voltaire, would that person be called a
defender or a destroyer of Christianity? Why?

Sourcer F. M. Arouet de Volmire, Oeuvres complétes, vol. 8,
trans. {. McKay (Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1875). pp. 188-190.




