Gobbet: Voltaire, A letter – To the Royal Prince if Prussia. October 15, 1737.

The letter from Voltaire to Frederick, the crown prince of Prussia dated October fifteenth, seventeen thirty-seven. provides a significant insight into the philosophy and ideology of enlightenment thought during the eighteenth century. The interaction between Voltaire and Frederick was initiated by the prince in seventeen thirty-six. Voltaire by this time was still gaining a reputation in Europe for his literary works after being exiled from France and having spent time in England immersed in British empirical thought. The beginning of the letter reveals that the correspondence between the two men was of a positive nature, as from Voltaire there are notions of sentiment expressed towards the relationship. Voltaire says he has been ordered by the prince to discuss his ideas in relation to metaphysics. This order has significant implications when considering the Prince of Prussia, as metaphysics leads to the discussion of divine beings and their impact on the world. This is perhaps the most complex subject within philosophy, as destiny, fate and superstition were key elements of thought held by royalty and religious sects. Voltaire makes it clear that his opinions and conclusions on the subject of metaphysics are his alone. He does, however, mention his influences. Rene Descartes is referenced but considered superfluous when discussing metaphysics, whereas John Locke is championed. Cartesian ideology is considered as the most influential philosophy from the enlightenment period but among the philosophical communities, there was a divide between the empiricists like Locke and rationalists like Descartes.  This is consistent with other works by Voltaire. 
The presentation and simple reductive nature of Voltaire’s response gives evidence that the discourse was new between both parties. Voltaire states that “Reason tells me that God exists… reason also tells me I cannot know what He is. (Voltaire, 1737, p65)” This ends the superstitious elements of metaphysics regarding the nature of God. Where logic can be seen in Voltaire’s reasoning, reason is the primary motivator for his conclusions in relation to both metaphysics and ethics. Voltaire reiterates that humanity is his central area of thought, which is what leads to his reflection concerning societies and ideas of justice and injustice. Arguing against innate ideas, Voltaire is countering the ideology that God gives humans special knowledge at birth and that the concept of ethics is learned through experience in relation to time. The modern ideas Voltaire puts forth include the idea of universality amongst concepts of good, bad, justice and injustice. He makes an analogy where the reasoning of just and unjust may vary from state to state in the same way as the idea of what is considered good food also varies. The conclusion from this analysis is a reasonable syllogism that states “All societies, therefore, will not have the same laws, but no society will be without any laws. (Voltaire, 1737, p66)” Voltaire reinforces this reasoning with various syllogisms similar to that previously stated; if rumours of cannibalism are true in the Americas, it is the crime of the killing that is bad or potentially unjust, not the consumption of flesh itself. He concludes “They wage war as we do out of rage and passion (Voltaire, 1737).” Though Voltaire claims to have had contact with such tribes in France, his analysis must be considered as syllogistic as he has no direct experience of the customs and cultures of the tribes of the Americas. 
The conclusion of this metaphysical lesson leads back to God as the principal reason for all humans to possess “a soul for judgement (Voltaire, 1737, p67)” as well as the faculties “necessary to live in society. (Voltaire, 1737, p67)” There is a poem preceding, commenting on the Prince’s place within the universe and society. This is just another reminder for the prince to judge and examine rather than accept what Voltaire and others have said. The tone of the letter changes to Voltaire awaiting a decision on his works in history and safe passage to move, although the location is not disclosed. Voltaire claims his love of poetry has increased, as it is a shared interest between the two and Voltaire has intentions of writing something for the Remusberg theatre.
The conclusion of the letter ends with Voltaire thanking the crown Prince of Prussia for writing to him and taking a vested interest in his work. He speaks of the prince’s generosity, which I believe to be a sincere sentiment from Voltaire, as the prince was not only having a discourse with Voltaire but actively helping him with his life as well. The most important historical and personal reference in relation to the prince within this letter is in the final lines. Voltaire writes “You write me what Horace told Maecenas, but you are both Maecenas and Horace. (Voltaire, 1737 p68).” This is a reminder to the prince and king to be that he is both the poet and leader, perhaps implying he is a unique person in history himself, with no comparison.
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