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hirty-seven years after his death, G. K. T Chesterton has very nearly achieved the 
status of an underground writer. The ranks of Great 
Authors are permanently closed to him; no courses 
will be given at prestigious universities on The 
Works of G.K.C. He will always be what he wanted 
to be, just a “jolly journalist.” He wrote too much, 
and not enough of what he wrote measured up to 
the standards set by his own best work. Indeed, 
much of -what he wrote was dreadful. (Just try to 
read a Chesterton essay on child-raising; for in- 
stance.) More important, his writing was set so de- 
liberately against the grain of modern thought that 
Chesterton is practicalJy incomprehensible to a large 
part of the reading public. 

And yet he continues to have a following. Con- 
sider first that many of his books, books written forty 
years ago, are still in print. This is a neat accomplish- 
ment for someone who must be consider-ed a “minor” 
writer. He wrote so many books (over eighty in 
thirty-six years) that at this very moment someone 
must be discovering one of them the bay I did, 
quite by accident while browsing through the libraiy 
stacks. Consider too that G. K. Chesterton by Dudley 
Barker (Stein and Day; 304 pp.; $8.95) is the sec-. 
ond biography to appear in the past few years. No 
tidal wave of enthusiasm by any means, just a secret 
vice that continues to flourish in odd corners here 
and there. 

Curiously enough Chesterton was immensely pop- 
ular in his own lifetime, possibly because the modem 
temper had not yet dried and set and could still be 
shaken loose by well-directed blasts of skepticism. 
His debates with important liberals of the time- 
Bernard.Shaw, H. G .  Wells and Clarence Darrow 
among them-were eagerly followed in the press, and 
his radio broadcasts in the early thirties reached a 
huge audience. Chesterton played a vital role in the 
first three decades of the century, and he played ,it 
superbly, No one could have done it better. 

Still, his popularity is curious because Chesterton 
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was Iess a man of his times than any other writer I 
can think of. In fact, modem society scared him near 
to death, and his life was. spent trying to waken 
others to its menace. Dudley Barker describes how 
in his adolescence Chesterton became obsessed with 
the idea that evil skulked within him, waiting for 
his allegiance, There is evidence that the young 
Chesterton flirted with “diabolism” in some way, 
and his self-revulsion led to thoughts of suicide. 
From a lonely childhood and an adolescence filled 
with nameless terrors Chesterton took the conviction 
that evil is a real thing, as tangible and ordinary as 
the g!ound itself, and this conviction was the first 
step in his growing dedication to the Christian faith. 

That dedication would make him the most famous 
Christian-and later Roman Catholic-apologist of 
his generation. By his late twenties he already count- 
ed himself a member of the “orthodox” wing of 
Anglo-Catholicism-Orthodoxy, his statement of be- 
lief, was published when he was only thirty-four 
years old-but it was not until 1922 that Chesterton 
joined the Roman Catholic Church, after a series of 
troubling events that Barker describes as the “water- 
shed” of his career, 

The first of these events was the difficult trial of 
his younger brother Cecil on the charge of criminal 
libel, which carried the possibility of a stiff prison 
sentence. Cecil had accused a minister of the British 
government of conflict of interest in the awarding of 
a contract to the British Marconi Company for the 
construction of a series of state-owned radio stzt’ ions. 
The charges were apparently designed to increase 
the circulation of Cecil’s newspaper, the New Wit- 
~ s s ,  and were correspondingly wild and unsubstan- 
tiated. The managing director of the Marconi Com- 
pany, Godfrey Isaacs, sued the paper for libel on the 
basis of various statements about the company itself, 
and a long and bitter trial followed, during which it 
dawned only slowly, but with increasing force, that 
Cecil might be spending a long time in jail. Chester- 
ton, who was devoted to his younger brother, tried 
in vain to persuade him to apologize and end the 
matter, but Cecil was stubbom and fierce in his con- 
viction that the rich were criminals ( a  conviction 
that Chesterton shared, but with less fervor). 

Cecil was found guilty and given a small fine 
rather than a prison term, but the bad feelings gen- 
erated by the trial had a deep and lasting effect on 
Chesterton. In Barker‘s words: “The sight of his bro- 
ther in the dock had moved him far more violently 
than any previous experience, I t  embittered him per- 
manently against politicians, It confirmed his de- 
testation of the rich. I t  hardened his anti-Semitism.” 

hortly after Cecil’s trial, war broke out S in Europe, and thus began the second 
of Chesterton’s three travails, For he supported the 
First World War as loudly as he had opposed the 
Boer War fourteen years earlier. Barker quotes a 
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letter to Shaw that describes Chesterton’s feelings: 
‘You were right in the old days to be always tilting 
at illusions; but this is not an illusion. You are out of 
your depth, my dear Shaw; for you jumped into this 
deep river to prove that it was shallow . . , . The 
reason why the people, including myself, are sup- 
porting Sir Edward Grey’s war is not because he 
tricked us into an attitude with which we agreed very 
little: rather we never expected him to put us into 
an attitude with which we agreed so much. In this 
we support .the Government because the Govem- 
ment represents us; a new fact, but a true one . . , .” 

During the war Chesterton suffered a physical and 
emotional collapse, brought on by an overabun- 
dance of work, worry and alcohol. And then, just 
after the Armistice, Cecil died of an illness contracted 
at the front. 

According to Barker, his brother’s death altered 
the course of Chesterton’s life in an important way: 
It propelled him into full-time journalism in an at- 
tempt to continue his brother’s political agitation. 
For the rest of his life Chesterton would run maga- 
zines: first his brother’s and, after that failed, his own, 

Barker claims that this dedication to joumalism- 
after the successive strain of his brother’s trial, his 
own illness and his brother’s death-nearly put an 
end to Chesterton’s literary career, and in fact turned 
him from his “proper” work: biography and literary 
criticism. ‘There were to have been at  least two 
books that must, given the man, have been minor 
classics-a Sauonarola and a Shakespeare. Chester- 
ton never found the time to write them.” 

It is more likely, however, that Chesterton’s im- 
mersion in popular journalism and his conversion to 
the Roman Catholic Church in 1922 stemmed from 
a common source: his own political ideas and com- 
mitments and his increasing alarm at the world 
around him. 

For Chesterton was-not despite but because of his 
background and his orthodoxy-a radical. He was 
one of the first popular writers to insist that a mod- 
em society was wrong at its roots, and he was per- 
haps the only writer in the early years of the century 
to insist on that theme almost to the point of exhaus- 

‘ tion, And because his radicalism was bound up with 
a love for, and a faith in, what we are now embar- 
rassed to call “the common people,’’ he was by nature 
a quintessential journalist: He was a public man who 
did not care to argue a position unless there was an 
audience to be swayed, preferably a large one. (Al- 
though any audience, even an audience of one, was 
better than no audience at all, which is why Chester- 
ton was such a skillful debater: He simply had had 
more practice than any of his opponents.) 

hat to make of Chesterton’s politics? He W certainly made plenty of mistakes. His 
anti-Semitism, for example, has been made light of 
(Orwell tried to explain it away, as have others), 

but there is no dexiying its presence-although, as 
Barker notes, Chesterton opposed Hitler while em- 
bracing Mussolini. His support for the First World 
War is somewhat less troubling. There was a des- 

, peration in it, much as if he yearned for something 
to give his life for and grabbed the first thing that 
came along. Not even the terrible consequences of 
that war could shake Chesterton’s belief in its es- 
sential justice. As much as he mourned his brother, 
he took pride in the manner of his death, a death 
he would have been proud to suffer himself. 

And then there are the little things, like his as- 
sociation with the Distributist League, a useless band 
of eccentrics Chesterton met through his brother and 
Hilaire Belloc, whose members wished to recreate 
medieval communities of free peasants and yeomen. 

The world in which Chesterton. began to formulate 
his political ideas was a .  disturbingly familiar one. 
Barker says: “The twentieth century, with all its 
horrors and disillusions, was already being prepared, 
and already Chesterton perceived something of what 
it would become.” It was a world that abounded 
in quack remedies and fashionable nonsense, and, 
more dangerously, in fashionable despair. Chesterton 
had been tempted by these things, and had learned 
firsthand that nihilism would simply not do. Barker 
suggests that Chesterton was really describing him- 
self when he said of Robert Louis Stevenson that 
“he stood up suddenly, amid all these things and 
shook himself with a sort of impatient sanity; a 
shrug of scepticism about scepticism. His real dis- 
tinction is that he had the sense to see that there is 
nothing to be done with Nothing.” It was R time 
much like our own, when, as Chesterton wrote later, 
the only alternative to nihilism and pessimism 
seemed to be the emptiness of proclaiming “What  
we need is love,’ or ‘All we require is love,’ like the 
detonations of a heavy gun.” 

hesterton was a Socialist in his youth C and a member of the Fabian group, 
but came to believe that there were many more things 
wrong with the modem world than the things so- 
cialism proposed to cure, In a debate with his friend 
Shaw he said that “Mr: Bemard Shaw proposes to 
distribute wealth. We propose to distribute power.” 

Mbdem philosophy and modern industrialism had 
combined, Chesterton believed, to render the or- 
dinary citizen both powerless and without hope. 
Industrialism made of him a wage slave, without 
resources of his own, and philosophy and art told 
him there was little more he could expect from the 
world. Set loose from their moorings in ordinaj  life, 
artists and intellectuals floated with the tides, in and.  
out of fashions and fads, unable to regain, and fi- 
nally oblivious to, the shore of common sense. Eng- 
lishmen yearned for Empire because they had been 
robbed of their own lands but did not know it. ‘What 
we really need for the frustration and overthrow of 



a deaf and raucous Jingoism is a renascence of the 
love of the native land . . . , The extraordinary thing 
is that eating up provinces and pulling down princes 
is the chief boast of people who have Shakespeare, 
Newton, Darwin and Burke . . , .” 

Something of his ideas can be seen in his proposal 
-a joke, to be sure, but a joke about a serious thing 
-that heraldry should not be an art confined to the 
aristocracy. “The tobacconist should have a crest, 
and the cheese-monger a war-cry. The grocer who 
sold margarine as butter should have felt there was 
a stain upon the escutcheon of the Higginses.” It 
was this sense that industrialism destroyed for so 
many people the possibility of such things .as honor, 
loyalty and local patriotism (values the world labeled 
“medieval”) that so infuriated Chesterton. He was 
not merely fanciful in this feeling, but often remark- 
ably prophetic. One of his novels is about a group 
of people who declare war on the State in order to 
stop a highway from obliterating their neighborhood: 
it was written in 1904. 

In short, and despite his lapses and missed targets, 
Chesterton began and carried forward an argument 
about the direction of modem development before 
most people understood there was anything to argue 
about. On one side, the Socialists cared only for 
wealth (in one of Shaw’s plays, a Cockney ruffian 
finds eventual happiness in a perfect industrial order 
run by a benevolent millio, “ire); on the other, Lib- 
erals cared only for Progress and the Empire. Social- 
ists held to a sense of justice growing dimmer as they 
forgot where it came from (the Gospels), and Lib- 

erals deserted the Sermon on the Mount for SociaI 
Darwinism and schemes to “improve” the lower 
classes. 

In the midst of all this Chesterton too gave an 
“impatient shrug of.sanity” and put to us atproposi- 
tion .that becomes increasingly difficult to ignore. 
’”There is no basis for democracy,” he wrote in What 
Z Saw in Amelr’cu, “except in a dogma about the di- 
vine origin of man. That is a perfectly simple fact 
which the modem world will find out more and more 
to be a fact. Every other basis is a sort of sentimental 
confusion, full of merely verbal echoes of the older 
creed. . . . Men will more and more realize that 
there is no meaning in democracy if there is no 
meaning in anything; and that there is no meaning 
in arij&ing if the universe ,has not a centre of sig- 
nificance and an authority that is the author of our 
rights.” 

I think we are about to find out that Chesterton 
was right. There is, at least, plenty of reason to sus- 
pect that people are looking for some principle of 
justice in public affairs that has heretofore been 
lacking (lacking everywhere, and not just in the 
White House). And it is hard to imagine them find- 
ing that principle in any of the usual places. They 
will eventually be forced back to a creed that in most 
circles brings only the blank stares of incredulity: 
“It is the theory of equality, It is the pure classic 
conception that no man must aspire to be anything 
more than a citizen, and that no man should endure 
to be anything less.” 
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Here are two books from hvo such ences a profound disillusionment, 
different worlds as Yugoslavia and becoming a heretic and suffering jail 
the United States, yet each entitling within Tito’s Yugoslavia, itself os- 
his work the “memoirs of a revolu- tracized by Stalin. Al Richmond, by 
tionary.” Milovan Djilas actually contrast, clung to the . American 
leads a revolution, and then experi- Communist movement fifteen years 

after most of his associates left it 
because they could no longer strad- 
dle the dilemma of neither making 
a revolution nor participating in left- 
h n g  reform. Ironically enough, 
Richmond’s comrades now accuse 
him of having written an “anti-Party. 
book,” even though his strictures 
about Czechoslovakia are hesitant 
and even though he hardly grapples 
yith the depth of the crisis of com- 
munism. Since his book appeared he 
has been forced out of the move- 
ment to which he gave so much. 
Djilas at least tried to dig into why 
it all happened. It remains to be 
seen whether Richmond can do so. 
Few societies could be so con- 

trasting, of course, as prewar Yugo- 
slavia and the United States of the 
Depression and then postwar years. 
A memoir written almost two dec- 
ades ago, the Djilas book follows on 


