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A Question of Reality: An Analysis of Rasselas and Candide As Social Criticism

Samuel Johnson and Voltaire were both writers of enormous social conscience in the eighteenth century. It is not surprising then to discover that both men wrote short tales dealing primarily with criticism of the human condition. Ironically, these books were written and published within weeks of each other in 1759 (Enright 16). Johnson's Rasselas and Voltaire's Candide are strikingly similar in their use of the episodic and romantic picaresque motifs. The underlying purpose within each author's criticism, however, allows many differences in the two tales to surface. The author's intentions diverge beyond superficial similarities and each work develops a unique vantage point from which to observe humanity.      
	Neither work can be accused of being a realistic tale. These moral fables are set in a fantastic, utopian, and ludicrous world. The distance from the reader in each tale is quite different, however. Johnson places realistic characters in an unrealistic world. He remains on the same level with his characters, describing the situations and environment in which they find themselves. In this manner the reader can identify with and feel empathy for the characters in Rasselas. They are thinking, caring, fallible human beings equal to the reader and the author.      
	Voltaire creates a chasm between humanity and the world of Candide. The reader laughs not only at the situation or environment, for the characters are just as ludicrous as the world in which they live. It is possible that Voltaire wants his audience to assume a position of moral superiority when reading the tale. The reader cannot take characters or their actions seriously. They become ridiculous to the point of hilarity. Voltaire's characters become puppets, serving a purpose more important than their own realistic existence: social satire and philosophical attack.
      Candide is an attack on Leibnitz's rational philosophy. This school of thought is represented through Dr. Pangloss and his maxim: "Everything is for the best, in the best of all possible worlds" (Maurois 7). Voltaire's vicious satire is relentless, criticizing human decency as a whole including sexuality, international law, justice, and morality. His satire uses exaggeration both gross and absurd to force his reader to laugh at his characters and the world in which they live. Cunegonde is raped innumerous times and supposedly killed, Pangloss is hanged but survives, and an old woman has her left buttock eaten by starving Janizaries, and yet each of them still clings blindly to Leibnitz's optimism. This is the most brutal and cunning aspect of his satire. Voltaire suggests that the common man is or can become a puppet, a grinning idiot, not unlike his characters. Voltaire's detached observation of humanity's slow descent into blind submission motivated him to lead Candide and his compatriots through their misadventures to the realization that rational philosophy is not necessarily true.      
Where Candide is a biting satire, Rasselas is a running commentary (Enright 12). Johnson himself seems to strive to become a poet as defined by the wise man Imlac. He writes for man in general. Johnson wrote Rasselas to be used as a moral guidepost. He is pragmatic in his approach to the tale and never excludes himself from the plight of humanity. His irony is humorous but not malicious, straightforward but profound.  Instead of a direct frontal assault like Voltaire, Johnson is much more subtle in his critique by adding an element of realism through his characters. As G.B. Hill states, “Johnson is content in giving the artist a ducking. Voltaire would have crippled him for life at the very least; most likely would have killed him on the spot" (17).  Johnson's characters are consciously searching for the source of human happiness, while Voltaire's characters undergo a gradual but not intentional realization process. This exemplifies the difference in each author's approach to social criticism through their attitudes toward their characters. 
Rasselas begins in Voltaire's "best of all possible worlds," the hidden palace of Abissinia.  Everyone is happy. All human needs are catered to, but prince Rasselas is not content. Rasselas knows that happiness is more than sense gratification. "He has some desires distinct from sense which must be satisfied before he can be happy" (Johnson 43). This utopia is parallel to El Dorado in Candide or the island of the Houyhnhnms in Book Four of Swift's Gulliver's Travels. Johnson uses this supposed paradise to serve as a foil for the rest of human society. 
Rasselas writhes in his own unhappiness until he finds a friend in Imlac, a wise man of the world.  It is conceivable that Johnson speaks directly through Imlac at certain points to assist Rasselas on his journey. Imlac tells Rasselas, "If you had seen the miseries of the world you would know how to value your present state" (Johnson 45). Rasselas then vows that he shall not be happy until he has seen the "real" world.  In this manner Johnson submits the idea that humanity's insatiable hunger for the new, dissatisfaction with the status quo, and a desire for change seems to be linked somehow to ultimate human happiness.      
Imlac's counterpart in Candide, Pangloss, is anything but wise. Pangloss is ridiculed throughout the book for his giddy undaunted optimism. In fact, his teachings are the source of Candide's misery. Rasselas enters the real world willingly, unlike Candide, knowing full well that the world is not a pleasant happy place. He is counseled by Imlac's pragmatic nature. Imlac says, "Human life is everywhere a state in which much is to be endured and little to be enjoyed" (Johnson 65). Nevertheless, Rasselas believes that he will be able to discover the source of human happiness within the real world, whereas in the palace of Abissinia this search would have been impossible.
Rasselas and Candide are accompanied on their respective adventures by similar types of characters. This is not to imply that the characters are identical or even comparable other than their functions within society. For example, Imlac and Pangloss are both teachers, yet the advice they give is quite different. Women are contrasted greatly in the two tales. The only similarity between Cunegonde and Nekaya is the fact that they are princesses. Servants in both tales are loyal, conniving, worldly, and intelligent.  In Rasselas, the abduction of Pekuah, Princess Nekaya's handmaid, is a pleasant experience, however, when compared with the recurring sadistic treatment of the old woman in Candide.      
Though the development of the characters in each tale is quite different, both sets of characters arrive at somewhat similar philosophical conclusions. Both authors show an extreme distrust in theories of any sort. Through Pangloss, Candide is devoted to debunking one philosopher’s theory in particular: Liebnitz.  Voltaire's readers derive great pleasure from watching Leibnitz's rational philosophy made to seem utterly preposterous.  After several mishaps in the "real" world Candide's faith in Pangloss' teachings begins to fade. When asked for a definition of optimism Candide replies, "It's a mania for insisting that everything is all right when everything is going wrong" (Voltaire 73).      
Again, Johnson is more subtle in his attack on theories. Rasselas escapes to the real world looking for a formula for human happiness. He discovers and investigates many possible approaches to human happiness.  However, hypocrisy destroys the validity of each theory Rasselas encounters. Johnson builds up each suggested theory with skilled sophistry that few authors can match only to watch each theory collapse and fall to earth. Imlac's dissertation on poetry is a prime example of Johnson's method of attack.  The concepts Imlac embodies in his definition of poetry are without a doubt noble. If this theory of poetry holds true, Rasselas believes that no man could ever hope to be poet. According to Johnson, there is a discrepancy between any theory and its practical application. Johnson demonstrates the danger in accepting a theory as the ultimate or only truth.  He is weary of wrapping up truisms, whether valid or not, in neat little packages called theories.      
For both authors, theories should be a starting point or a guideline for further moral development, not the end result of a search. Imlac provides insight when he says, "While you are making the choice of life, you neglect to live" (Johnson 103). Thinking and theorizing only goes so far.  Doing and seeing are vital to the choice of life. Each author supports the idea of throwing one's self into the current of life and letting it take one where it will. This theme resounds most fully from Candide. In the last line of the book, "We must cultivate our garden," Voltaire suggests a very individualistic and empirical solution to the human condition (Voltaire 120). He submits that people must absorb the world around them and struggle blindly forward relying on their instincts rather than following anyone else's ludicrous philosophy, including Leibnitz.    
Similarly, Rasselas discovers that no one can answer his demand for the source of happiness. He discovers that the only solution to the choice of life is to try and make your own. Though true happiness may never be attained here on earth, Rasselas may come close to happiness through his constant struggle with the choice of life. Johnson echoes the "we must cultivate our garden" theme in one of his many Ramblers.       
"No course of life is so prescribed and limited, but that many actions must result from arbitrary election. Everyone must form the general plan of his conduct by his own reflections; he must resolve whether he will endeavor at riches or at content; whether he will exercise private or publick virtues; whether he will labor for the general benefit of mankind, or contract his benificence to his family and dependants" (Rambler 184).      

Both books turn toward dualism to resolve their philosophical dilemmas. Voltaire's spokesman in Candide is Martin, a Manichean, who espouses dualism. Dualism is a definition of existence in terms of either spirit or matter. Spirit is inherently good and matter inherently evil. Therefore the tangible world is innately evil and not to be trusted. Despite being grounded in the world of matter, the only hope for Voltaire resides in the spirit and its expression in every day life. Authentic subjective human thought untainted by the real world might provide a method for changing the problems Voltaire and Johnson saw in their world every day. Voltaire was humanistic in his approach to finding solutions to the world's problems. "When he [Voltaire] wishes to seriously justify a moral precept he does so through the idea of society"(Maurois 6). 
Both authors believe in a form of universal human morality that transcends and heals cultures, nations, and religions.  This dualistic (bordering on humanistic) theme is echoed in Rasselas when the choice of life is replaced by the choice of eternity. Because Johnson was a devout Christian the universal morality was, of course, Christian. Johnson underscores the importance of this choice and believes that no one is exempt from it.  Strange as it may seem, these tales of social criticism based on a similar literary form grow apart rapidly only to converge on similar philosophical ground. Samuel Johnson and Voltaire use their works to critique or comment on problems within society. Though Johnson and Voltaire differ greatly in the degree to which these problems are exaggerated, both authors conclude their tales supporting an essential need for individual investigation of spirituality and happiness.    
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