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The Enlightenment: The Reasonable Man Versus the Corrupt


The Enlightenment era began in the late seventeenth century and continued throughout the eighteenth century.  The struggle with oneself was the key philosophy of the time, and enlighteners were thinking of ways to deal with it.  The struggle was based on one’s inability to control his or her passions.  Whether fully suppressing them, or just simply correcting and moderating them, would involve a battle with the inner self.  According to enlighteners, the solution to this problem was to ‘institutionalize reason and control passion’.  This implication also introduced the importance of society during the time.  Society entailed subordination, individual submission for the benefit of the group.  In Moliere’s “Tartuffe”, he who? expresses the Enlightenment ideals of reason rather than passion, and also of society over the individual, in the character’s personalities in the play. Poor sentence structure

The opening scene introduces Madame Pernelle, the mother of Orgon and mother-in-law to Elmire.  She is a wicked old lady with nothing pleasant to say about her family and the household, claiming that it is a ‘madhouse with the keeper gone’.  She complains about each person presiding in the house except for Tartuffe, who she thinks to be a fine man and the only one worth listening to.  Her character greatly opposes the Enlightenment view of reason and obligation to family and society.  She completely disregards her family due to her passion for Tartuffe, only later to alter her view of him when the truth comes out. 

The main character and the person Madame Pernelle loathes over is of course Tartuffe.  Before Madame Pernelle and her son Orgon had taken him in as a son and brother, Tartuffe had been a hungry beggar.  From an outsider’s point of view, one would think Tartuffe to be a very humble, thankful man.  While in public, he came across as a religious man, attending church regularly and always in deep prayer, behind the scenes he was a wretched hypocrite.  For example, Tartuffe is first seen in the play with Dorine, a maid in the house.  Observing the woman, he comments “Cover that bosom, girl. The flesh is weak. And unclean thoughts are difficult to control.” If he was truly a religious man, he would and should be able to control these ‘dirty’ thoughts.  Not only does this show that he is not as religious as made out to be, but he also lacks manners, which is also a principal of the Enlightenment period.  

Manners were agreed on systems of behavior declared appropriate for specific situations.  The purpose of them was for people to express commitments of decorum.  They may not have been some sort of rules set in stone for people to act by, but were nonetheless present in everyday life.  Tartuffe disobeys these mannerisms when telling the maid to cover up her bosom.  His irrational personality is not limited to his lack of manners though; he also struggles with his own self-interest and greed.

His self-interest is apparent when he is left alone with Elmire, who is married to Orgon.  Tartuffe expresses his attraction to Elmire in Act III, Scene 3.  He tells her “In you, all Heaven’s marvels are displayed. On that fair face, such beauties have lavished, the eyes are dazzled and the heart is ravished.”  Not only is he betraying his religious standing, but his selfishness to get what he wants is portrayed as well.  The Enlighteners believed that one should act in a behavior that would bring the most good to the group as a whole, not to act individually.  Tartuffe attempting to induce Elmire is certainly problematic because he is acting based on his individual desires to have her to himself.

Because Tartuffe acts on his own desires, the group finally recognizes his true colors.  Elmire wants to show her husband that Tartuffe is a fraud, so she sets him up.  Orgon hides underneath a table while Elmire makes Tartuffe believe that the two are alone.  When Elmire deceitfully acts as if she is interested in Tartuffe, the rascal asks for Elmire to prove it.  When Elmire says that she does not want to commit an offense to Heaven, Tartuffe replies, “ No one shall know our joys, save us alone, and there’s no evil till the act is known; it’s scandal Madam, which makes it an offense, and it’s no sin to sin in confidence.”  To say that he is a vile human being would be an understatement.  His hypocrisy had finally been displayed to Orgon.

Orgon had been highly tricked.  His fiery passion for Tartuffe was greater than that of Madame Pernelle’s, which led him to lack of common sense and reason.  He was so engaged in Tartuffe that he lost all sense of concern for family as well.  In Act II, Scene 4, Orgon returns to his palace and asks for an update on how his family had been doing.  When told that his wife had been extremely sick, he did not seem to have any sympathy for her, but when told that Tartuffe had been eating well and was bursting with health, Orgon says, “Poor fellow!”

Orgon continues to praise Tartuffe by offering his daughter, Mariane, to marry Tartuffe, even though Orgon has already given his word to Valere to wed his daughter.  His ridiculous, illogical act raised many eyebrows and had the whole family in disagreement.  His attempt at fulfilling his own individual desires developed only stronger.  When his blood-son approached him about the situation, Orgon ignorantly did not believe him and disinherited him, kicking him out of the house.  

When Orgon realized that Tartuffe had been a fraud the entire time, he declares “Enough, by God! I’m through with pious men: Henceforth I’ll hate the whole false brotherhood, and persecute them worse than Satan could.”  His feeling of betrayal by one pious man led him to believe that all pious men acted the same way, presenting his irrational behavior once again.  In reaction to this, Cleante, who was essentially a counselor to all, says, “Ah, there you go – extravagant as ever! Why can you not be rational? You never manage to take the middle course, it seems, but jump, instead, between absurd extremes.”

Cleante was a reasonable man throughout the misfortunate events. He never seemed to let his passions get control over him.  Not only is he giving Orgon advice in this situation, but he also gives advice to the readers of the play.  Continuing from the previous quote, he says, “Let atheists make that foolish inference; learn to distinguish virtue from pretense.”  Basically, he is telling Orgon to remember what religion means and that everyone is not all bad.  You must give people the benefit of the doubt before declaring whether they have a corrupted soul or not.

Parallel to Cleante is Dorine, who was the lady-maid of Mariane and was very wise and rational.  When Mariane was commanded to marry Tartuffe, Mariane was appalled and was scared to say anything to her father in fear of his consequences.  In a way, one could argue that she knew her role in the family because daughters are supposed to obey their fathers, but Dorine is in disagreement.  Dorine convinces Mariane that she must say something to her father before it is too late.  She uses reverse psychology to enrage Mariane and get her to despise Tartuffe.  “Oh, how triumphant you will feel at having caught a husband so ideal!” she exclaims, although she does not believe this herself.  Her common sense is prevailed because she knows that what she is saying will work to get Mariane to speak up to her father.

Although an abundance of common sense is present in humans in all lifetimes and was not a major concept in the Enlightenment age, it was still a contributing factor in what made man acceptable during this age.  The role of literature was to convey life as how it should be and that all humans function as they should, with moral and ethical values being extreme.  This constitutes the idea of reason and that people should ‘institutionalize reason and control passions”.  Passions lead to people being irrational and sinful.  Moliere displayed persons who emphasized reason, such as Cleante and Dorine, and balanced that out with unreasonable characters, such as Tartuffe, Orgon, and Madam Pernelle.  He portrayed the ideals of the Enlightenment and depicted the kind of person who acts rationally as being smart and intellectual and a man who acts irrational as struggling with his inner emotions and corrupt.

Very good! Grade: 95%
