Gobbet: Voltaire, A letter – To the Russian Empress Catherine II the Great July 1770

In this letter from Voltaire to the Empress Catherine II of Russia a deep insight into the Russo-Turkish war in July seventeen seventy. The style of language is consistent within Voltaire’s form but the perspective to which he approaches to the Russo-Turkish war is considerably surprising. The letter starts with a few verses of sincere praise for the Empress and ends with a statement that outlines the main argument of the letter. Voltaire’s genuine fear in amongst this war “is that Your Majesty will make peace next winter. (Voltaire, 1760, p288)” His reasoning for the desire to continue a war is revealed in the conclusion of the letter. Voltaire mentions the defeat of the Turks in Peloponnesus and of rumours of Ali-Bey seizing Egypt. All these events would have significantly improved the size and assets of the Russian empire, which Voltaire recognises. He encourages the Empress to continue the war because “Why make peace when you can extend your conquests so far? (Voltaire, 1760, p288)” This honest question posed by Voltaire exposes along with his statement at the start emphasise his political opinion on the war and how much he has contemplated the unfolding Russo-Turko war. Voltaire addresses his thoughts on continuing the war which he recognises could be seen contradictory to what a philosopher of the enlightenment would express, particularly to an Empress. He predicts the Empress would say his “thinking is not sufficiently philosophical and that peace is the greatest good. (Voltaire, 1760, p288)” Sufficient philosophical reasoning for continuation of the war still has not been given but a clear picture of the strength that is held by the Russian state is painted by Voltaire, who precedes to continue to talk about details of the war. He believes the Empress should only pursue peace with Mustaf when the Russian army get to Constantinople and is warning of the growing power of the Venetians. With all these various circumstances surrounding the Empress Voltaire comments “it is no time to hesitate. (Voltaire, 1760, p288).” This is a warning and a plea for the Empress to take decisive action 

Voltaire recognises the financial hardships of war in for both the Russian and Turkish state. He argues the Turkish financial situation is significantly worse due to the dire defeats at the hands of the Russian state. The Empress is informed that loans would be hard to secure in Europe for the Turkish state as a result of these recent events and speaks of rumours of jealousy amongst the Christian princes. After his analysis of the state of affairs in relation to the Russo-Turko war, the tone of the letter changes with the logical reasoning for his strong opinions for the continuation of the war. Voltaire outlines that peace would not be inherently bad for the Russian state as major advances had been made to its borders with the security of the Black Sea established also. While he expresses these sentiments, it is clear that peace within this context of this war is not desirable in Voltaire’s opinion because both Catherine and the Russian empire has much to gain by pursuing their conquests further. Voltaire’s reasoning has a utopian feel, as he argues that if Catherine was successful in apprehending more land, the laws that she would bring could establish a new society that would “be the finest in Europe and Asia. (Voltaire, 1760, p280)” He expressively wishes for the Empress to control up to the Danube river while expressing “I do not know whether I am asking for too much or not enough. (Voltaire, 1760, p280)” This sentence can be used as the sentiment throughout the letter, where he is truly expressing himself, perhaps too much at times, but the exuberance in feeling is what compels Voltaire to write in such a manner. The observations he makes of laws in states has a universal ideology behind it. He proclaims laws are typically made when a problem within a state arises and that problems are constantly changing, making some if not many laws contradictory. 
He also observes how governments often produce inconsistent laws. He makes a reference to how cities are built and developed with irregularity much like the laws that govern them. These are insightful observations of the chaotic laws within Europe in the eighteenth century, his assumption that if Catherine controlled all the land up to the Danube River peace in Europe would ensue is a farfetched conclusion. Voltaire is trying to secure a wider and longer lasting peace within Europe, but this was an unrealistic vision. He mentions his old age which could be attributed to his bias opinion from serving and corresponding with many heads of state over the course of his lifetime. The value of this letter serves both a historical and philosophical purposes. A relatively accurate depiction of events is given at the time the letter was written whilst also showing the philosophical ideas in relation to the Russo-Turko war also. 
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