
SATIRICAL DEVICES / TECHNIQUES:  CANDIDE

I.
INCONGRUITY:  The key to laughter.

Many theories concerning the comic have been advanced through the ages.  The greatest acclaim

has been accorded the theory, posited by the philosopher Kant and his followers, that incongruity

or inconsistent relationship is the key to laughter.  Incongruity means, quite simply, that

"something doesn't fit," that there is a "gap" between what happens and what we would normally

expect to happen. We laugh at the incongruity of the fat man always accompanied by a skinny

man.  We laugh at the misuse of language ("Please excuse Mary:  she has been in bed with

gramps"), we laugh at the absurdity of Laurel and Hardy pushing a piano up fifteen flights of steps 

(instead of hauling it in a truck up the driveway).

II.
HUMOR (state what IS while pretending that this precisely the way things SHOULD BE)
Humor, according to Henri Bergson (Laughter) consists  in describing "with scrupulous minuteness what is being done and pretend[ing] to believe that this is precisely what ought to be done."  There is neither critical distance nor tone.  The "humor" results from the incongruity (gap, lack of fit) between the seriousness of the situation described and the apparent indifference or detachment of the narrator.  In other words, a situation which ought to elicit a strong emotion or critical judgment is depicted blandly, scientifically, impassively, as if it were banal and without consequence.  This dispassionate, seemingly indifferent attitude of the narrator makes us laugh, even as it underlines the cruelty or the absurdity of the situation. 

In Paraguay, Candide seeks out the chief of the Jesuits (who turns out to be the young Baron).  A sergeant informs Candide:  “He's gone to the parade ground, after saying his mass,...and you won't be able to kiss his spurs for another three hours." This information is accurate--even "scientific"-- but the detachment of the account makes the reader himself formulate the criticism that the narrator has blandly ignored:  this "religious" community, instead of concerning itself with saving souls, is in fact in the business of making war.  The reader is appalled at the hypocrisy of a Jesuit Provincial who participates in a solemn religious service and then, a minute later, begins to conduct himself as a cruel and savage military commander.

Black Humor via TONE is nothing more than an extreme version of humor. Adopting a neutral or even upbeat tone (attitude of narrator to subject matter), the author describes without emotion situations that are obviously atrocious, as if they were perfectly normal.  The reader's horrified reaction is much stronger than it would be if the narrator expressed indignation or disgust.  The story of the Old Woman (Chapters 11-12) and the account of the disasters in Lisbon are excellent examples of this technique.  (You might compare Voltaire's narration with Vonnegut's black humor in Slaughterhouse Five).

The Outsider 
This technique is very common in satire.  Humor is created when an outsider (a foreigner, someone

who doesn’t “belong”) is inserted in the narration and begins to describe what he sees happening.

Since this outsider is unfamiliar with the “territory” being described, he cannot know all the

details of the situation.  He cannot know the deep motivations, the underlying corruption, the

profound causes of what he sees.  He can only describe the situation innocently, from the

foreign (and hence “objective”) perspective.  The readers thus begin to see and observe through

the narrator’s eyes.  And they, too, begin to see everything from this “objective” perspective. Thus,

the underlying prejudices and assumptions of the people being satirized are revealed for what they

are:  absurd and/or ridiculous.  (Candide is astonished by the injustices he observes in Holland or in Surinam or in Paris, for example. The dominant groups in these places, however, accustomed to their own prejudices, see nothing amiss.)

III.
 IRONY (describe what SHOULD BE while pretending that this is precisely what IS)

Irony is the "flip side" or the counterpart of humor.  Whereas humor consists in stating what IS while pretending that this is exactly what SHOULD BE, irony consists in "describing what SHOULD BE while pretending that this is precisely what IS." Thus, the ironic writer generally says exactly the opposite of what he really thinks.   Voltaire speaks of the "beautiful" (i.e., ugly) castle of Thunder-ten-tronck and of the "fine" (i.e., horrible) auto-da-fé in Lisbon.  Often, when the narrator or various characters observe that "all is for the best in this best of all possible worlds," Voltaire means exactly the opposite:  all the facts contradict the Panglossian formula. This should be the best of all possible worlds--we would all like this to be true--but it just isn't so! The reader cannot help but see the illogic of the idea.

1)
Verbal irony.  The actual meaning of a statement is different from (often


the opposite of) what the statement literally says.  Following are some specific types of


 verbal irony:

Irony by antiphrasis:   antiphrasis=saying the opposite of what one thinks.  “Los Padres own everything in it [Paraguay], and the people nothing; it's a masterpiece of reason and justice."  (There is obviously neither justice nor reason in Paraguay.)

Irony by hyperbole or understatement:  excessively emphasizing or deemphasizing the truth.  "The Baroness, who weighed in the neighborhood of three hundred and fifty pounds, was greatly respected for that reason."  The notion that the Baroness weighed 350 pounds is  hyperbole (she undoubtedly weighed less than that); the idea that she was merely "respected" is an understatement (in truth, everyone probably feared her).

Irony by false relation of cause to effect. Pangloss explains that syphilis is necessary, indeed indispensable, since it produced a great benefit for mankind.  If Columbus hadn't caught syphilis on an island in America, "Europeans would have neither chocolate nor cochineal."

2)
Irony of situation.  This term refers to an occurrence that is contrary to what is expected


or intended.  When Candide meets the young baron (now the Jesuit Provincial) in Paraguay,


the baron "did not weary of embracing Candide."  We expect, therefore, that he will consent


to Candide's request to marry Cunégonde.  Instead (irony) the baron, who had just called


Candide his "brother," attacks Candide for his insolence. Candide is "obliged" to kill the


baron. 

3)
Dramatic irony.  This term describes a situation in which events or facts not known to a


character are known to another character or to the reader.  In Paris, Candide is told that 


Cunégonde is actually in town.  He goes to see her, but she is supposedly too sick to speak


and she is hidden behind the curtains of a bed.  All that Candide can see is "Cunégonde's" 


hand, extending toward him.  He fills the hand with jewels and leaves a bag of gold at the


bedside.  The reader knows, of course, that Cunégonde is not present.  This is all a scam


that greedy Parisians have concocted to extort money from the lovesick and stupid Candide.

IV.
THE COMIC
Here is a brief inventory of additional procedures and techniques used by Voltaire to make us laugh.

"Funny" words:
the "science" of metaphysico-theologico-cosmoloonigology; the governor of Buenos Aires-- don Fernando d’Ibaraa, y Figuereora, y Mascarenes, y Lampoudos, y Sousa; the castle of Thunder-ten-tronck; the Biglugs (which,




in the original French, is a term that means "mumps"--hence, the Mump




People).

Characters and

character traits:
Pangloss who refuses to believe or accept that which concrete evidence proves; the Old Woman who adapts herself to every situation; Candide who writes "Candide loves Cunégonde" on trees in Surinam.

Situations:

The two girls and their monkey lovers; Candide's inevitably naive reactions to any news of human evil; the reversals and mechanical repetitions in the plot (the young baron who kisses Candide a bit too eagerly, but nonetheless refuses him Cunégonde); the repeated deaths and resuscitations of various characters; the accumulation of misfortunes in a single scene (Candide victimized by greedy Parisians).

Euphemisms and

Double entendres:
Voltaire discusses many acts that are often considered "indelicate" by 




using euphemisms or double entendres.  Thus, by associating a philosophical term such as "sufficient reason" with the physical act of making love, Voltaire ridicules the philosophy of Leibniz while at the same time he avoids vulgarity.




V.
PARODY
Parody is the act of ridiculing a certain kind of literature by imitating it in an exaggerated or outrageous manner.  Obviously, the genre of literature thus ridiculed must be very familiar to the reading public.  The reader must thoroughly understand the conventions of the type of writing being mocked.  (Today, parodies are often made of certain cinematic genres:  Blazing Saddles parodies the silliness of westerns; Spaceballs parodies the Star Wars movies; Young Frankenstein makes fun of the conventions of monster movies.)  Voltaire has a lot of fun lampooning the "picaresque" adventure novels that were popular in his day.  These novels, like those of Danielle Steele, were written according to certain predictable formulas.  The picaresque hero was usually a kind of one-dimensional Indiana Jones who always managed to get himself into and out of impossibly dangerous situations.  Thus, Voltaire puts Candide and his companions into a succession of seemingly hopeless plights--from which our heroes nonetheless extricate themselves by entirely implausible means.  Voltaire also mocks the inauthenticity of romances with "happy endings."  True, Candide does finally marry Cunégonde--but she has become ugly and unpleasant:   he marries her only to fulfill his duty!

VI. 
 THE GOAL OF SATIRE

Satire exists for one reason only:  to ridicule a subject, usually some social institution or human weakness, with the intention to inspire reform.   In making the reader laugh at the stupidity and hypocrisy of society, the satirist hopes to push his public to make an effort to "fix things."  Thus, despite his frustration with human foibles and failings, the satirist continues to believe that man can, if he has sufficient will, create a better world.  A satirist, since he believes in the possibility of reform, cannot therefore be totally pessimistic.

So perhaps, after all, we should say:   Voltaire or Optimism
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