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INTRODUCTION

The author of this book, my brother, died in a French military hospital of the
effects of exposure in the last fierce fighting that broke the Prussian power over
Christendom; fighting for which he had volunteered after being invalided home.
Any notes I can jot down about him must necessarily seem jerky and
incongruous; for in such a relation memory is a medley of generalisation and
detail, not to be uttered in words. One thing at least may fitly be said here. Before
he died he did at least two things that he desired. One may seem much greater
than the other; but he would not have shrunk from naming them together. He
saw the end of an empire that was the nightmare of the nations; but I believe it
pleased him almost as much that he had been able, often in the intervals of bitter
warfare and by the aid of a brilliant memory, to put together these pages on the
history, so necessary and so strangely neglected, of the great democracy which he
never patronised, which he not only loved but honoured.

Cecil Edward Chesterton was born on November 12, 1879; and there is a special
if a secondary sense in which we may use the phrase that he was born a fighter.
It may seem in some sad fashion a flippancy to say that he argued from his very
cradle. It is certainly, in the same sad fashion, a comfort, to remember one truth
about our relations: that we perpetually argued and that we never quarrelled. In a
sense it was the psychological truth, I fancy, that we never quarrelled because we
always argued. His lucidity and love of truth kept things so much on the level of
logic, that the rest of our relations remained, thank God, in solid sympathy; long
before that later time when, in substance, our argument had become an
agreement. Nor, I think, was the process valueless; for at least we learnt how to
argue in defence of our agreement. But the retrospect is only worth a thought
now, because it illustrates a duality which seemed to him, and is, very simple;
but to many is baffling in its very simplicity. When I say his weapon was logic, it
will be currently confused with formality or even frigidity: a silly superstition
always pictures the logician as a pale-faced prig. He was a living proof, a very
living proof, that the precise contrary is the case. In fact it is generally the warmer
and more sanguine sort of man who has an appetite for abstract definitions and
even abstract distinctions. He had all the debating dexterity of a genial and
generous man like Charles Fox. He could command that more than legal clarity
and closeness which really marked the legal arguments of a genial and generous
man like Danton. In his wonderfully courageous public speaking, he rather
preferred being a debator to being an orator; in a sense he maintained that no
man had a right to be an orator without first being a debater. Eloquence, he said,
had its proper place when reason had proved a thing to be right, and it was
necessary to give men the courage to do what was right. [ think he never needed
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any man's eloquence to give him that. But the substitution of sentiment for
reason, in the proper place for reason, affected him "as musicians are affected by
a false note." It was the combination of this intellectual integrity with
extraordinary warmth and simplicity in the affections that made the point of his
personality. The snobs and servile apologists of the régime he resisted seem to
think they can atone for being hard-hearted by being soft-headed. He reversed, if
ever a man did, that relation in the organs. The opposite condition really covers
all that can be said of him in this brief study; it is the clue not only to his
character but to his career.

If rationalism meant being rational (which it hardly ever does) he might at every
stage of his life be called a red-hot rationalist. Thus, for instance, he very early
became a Socialist and joined the Fabian Society, on the executive of which he
played a prominent part for some years. But he afterwards gave the explanation,
very characteristic for those who could understand it, that what he liked about
the Fabian sort of Socialism was its hardness. He meant intellectual hardness;
the fact that the society avoided sentimentalism, and dealt in affirmations and
not mere associations. He meant that upon the Fabian basis a Socialist was
bound to believe in Socialism, but not in sandals, free love, bookbinding, and
immediate disarmament. But he also added that, while he liked their hardness,
he disliked their moderation. In other words, when he discovered, or believed that
he discovered, that their intellectual hardness was combined with moral
hardness, or rather moral deadness, he felt all the intellectual ice melted by a
moral flame. He had, so to speak, a reaction of emotional realism, in which he
saw, as suddenly as simple men can see simple truths, the potterers of Social
Reform as the plotters of the Servile State. He was himself, above all things, a
democrat as well as a Socialist; and in that intellectual sect he began to feel as if
he were the only Socialist who was also a democrat. His dogmatic, democratic
conviction would alone illustrate the falsity of the contrast between logic and life.
The idea of human equality existed with extraordinary clarity in his brain,
precisely because it existed with extraordinary simplicity in his character. His
popular sympathies, unlike so many popular sentiments, could really survive any
intimacy with the populace; they followed the poor not only at public meetings
but to public houses. He was literally the only man I ever knew who was not only
never a snob, but apparently never tempted to be a snob. The fact is almost more
important than his wonderful lack of fear; for such good causes, when they
cannot be lost by fear, are often lost by favour.

Thus he came to suspect that Socialism was merely social reform, and that social

reform was merely slavery. But the point still is that though his attitude to it was

now one of revolt, it was anything but a mere revulsion of feeling. He did, indeed,

fall back on fundamental things, on a fury at the oppression of the poor, on a pity
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for slaves, and especially for contented slaves. But it is the mark of his type of
mind that he did not abandon Socialism without a rational case against it, and a
rational system to oppose to it. The theory he substituted for Socialism is that
which may for convenience be called Distributivism; the theory that private
property is proper to every private citizen. This is no place for its exposition; but it
will be evident that such a conversion brings the convert into touch with much
older traditions of human freedom, as expressed in the family or the guild. And it
was about the same time that, having for some time held an Anglo-Catholic
position, he joined the Roman Catholic Church. It is notable, in connection with
the general argument, that while the deeper reasons for such a change do not
concern such a sketch as this, he was again characteristically amused and
annoyed with the sentimentalists, sympathetic or hostile, who supposed he was
attracted by ritual, music, and emotional mysticism. He told such people,
somewhat to their bewilderment, that he had been converted because Rome alone
could satisfy the reason. In his case, of course, as in Newman's and numberless
others, well-meaning people conceived a thousand crooked or complicated
explanations, rather than suppose that an obviously honest man believed a thing
because he thought it was true. He was soon to give a more dramatic
manifestation of his strange taste for the truth.

The attack on political corruption, the next and perhaps the most important
passage in his life, still illustrates the same point, touching reason and
enthusiasm. Precisely because he did know what Socialism is and what it is not,
precisely because he had at least learned that from the intellectual hardness of
the Fabians, he saw the spot where Fabian Socialism is not hard but soft.
Socialism means the assumption by the State of all the means of production,
distribution, and exchange. To quote (as he often quoted with a rational relish)
the words of Mr. Balfour, that is Socialism and nothing else is Socialism. To such
clear thinking, it is at once apparent that trusting a thing to the State must
always mean trusting it to the statesmen. He could defend Socialism because he
could define Socialism; and he was not helped or hindered by the hazy
associations of the sort of Socialists who perpetually defended what they never
defined. Such men might have a vague vision of red flags and red ties waving in
an everlasting riot above the fall of top-hats and Union Jacks; but he knew that
Socialism established meant Socialism official, and conducted by some sort of
officials. All the primary forms of private property were to be given to the
government; and it occurred to him, as a natural precaution, to give a glance at
the government. He gave some attention to the actual types and methods of that
governing and official class, into whose power trams and trades and shops and
houses were already passing, amid loud Fabian cheers for the progress of
Socialism. He looked at modern parliamentary government; he looked at it
rationally and steadily and not without reflection. And the consequence was that
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he was put in the dock, and very nearly put in the lock-up, for calling it what it
is.

In collaboration with Mr. Belloc he had written "The Party System," in which the
plutocratic and corrupt nature of our present polity is set forth. And when Mr.
Belloc founded the Eye-Witness, as a bold and independent organ of the same
sort of criticism, he served as the energetic second in command. He subsequently
became editor of the Eye-Witness, which was renamed as the New Witness. It was
during the latter period that the great test case of political corruption occurred;
pretty well known in England, and unfortunately much better known in Europe,
as the Marconi scandal. To narrate its alternate secrecies and sensations would
be impossible here; but one fashionable fallacy about it may be exploded with
advantage. An extraordinary notion still exists that the New Witness denounced
Ministers for gambling on the Stock Exchange. It might be improper for Ministers
to gamble; but gambling was certainly not a misdemeanor that would have
hardened with any special horror so hearty an Anti-Puritan as the man of whom I
write. The Marconi case did not raise the difficult ethics of gambling, but the
perfectly plain ethics of secret commissions. The charge against the Ministers was
that, while a government contract was being considered, they tried to make
money out of a secret tip, given them by the very government contractor with
whom their government was supposed to be bargaining. This was what their
accuser asserted; but this was not what they attempted to answer by a
prosecution. He was prosecuted, not for what he had said of the government, but
for some secondary things he had said of the government contractor. The latter,
Mr. Godfrey Isaacs, gained a verdict for criminal libel; and the judge inflicted a
fine of £100. Readers may have chanced to note the subsequent incidents in the
life of Mr. Isaacs, but [ am here only concerned with incidents in the life of a more
interesting person.

In any suggestion of his personality, indeed, the point does not lie in what was
done to him, but rather in what was not done. He was positively assured, upon
the very strongest and most converging legal authority, that unless he offered
certain excuses he would certainly go to prison for several years. He did not offer
those excuses; and I believe it never occurred to him to do so. His freedom from
fear of all kinds had about it a sort of solid unconsciousness and even innocence.
This homogeneous quality in it has been admirably seized and summed up by Mr.
Belloc in a tribute of great truth and power. "His courage was heroic, native,
positive and equal: always at the highest potentiality of courage. He never in his
life checked an action or a word from a consideration of personal caution, and
that is more than can be said of any other man of his time." After the more or less
nominal fine, however, his moral victory was proved in the one way in which a
military victory can ever be proved. It is the successful general who continues his
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