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Discussion Questions:

What does Chesterton mean when he says at p. 22, “The virtues have gone mad because they have been
isolated from each other and are wandering alone.”?

At pp. 24-25, Chesterton refers to the “intellectual helplessness” which causes people to doubt their own
aims. Do you see examples of that today?

At p. 24, is Chesterton right, that the world is at war with reason?

At p. 25, Chesterton says, “Reason is itself a matter of faith. It is an act of faith to assert that
our thoughts have any relation to reality at all.” Do you agree?

Pages 25-26: Is religion a bulwark in support of reason? What is Chesterton’s argument on this point? If
religion goes, will reason go, too?

Chesterton says at p. 27: The philosophic evolutionist reverses and negatives the epigram. He says, "l am
not; therefore | cannot think." Is he right?

Chesterton discusses free thought at p. 29. Are there parallels today?

Does Chesterton’s discussion of the will at pp. 30-32 explain anything about culture and thought in America
today?

At p. 34 Chesterton speaks of the decline of satire and relates that to the absence of standards. Do you
agree?

Do we have a role in defense of reason today? If so, what is it?
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For substantive discussion of the merits, as time and interest permit:
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(T)here is no more subtle truth than that of the everyday phrase about a man having "his heart in the
right place." It involves the idea of normal proportion; not only does a certain function exist, but it is
rightly related to other functions.

The modern world is not evil; in some ways the modern world is far too good. It is full of wild and
wasted virtues. When a religious scheme is shattered (as Christianity was shattered at the
Reformation), it is not merely the vices that are let loose. The vices are, indeed, let loose, and they
wander and do damage. But the virtues are let loose also; and the virtues wander more wildly, and
the virtues do more terrible damage. The modern world is full of the old Christian virtues gone mad.
The virtues have gone mad because they have been isolated from each other and are wandering
alone. Thus some scientists care for truth; and their truth is pitiless. Thus some humanitarians
only care for pity; and their pity (I am sorry to say) is often untruthful.

... the chief pleasure is surprise

(T)owers are not tall unless we look up at them; and giants are not giants unless they are larger than
we. All this gigantesque imagination, which is, perhaps, the mightiest of the pleasures of man, is at
bottom entirely humble. It is impossible without humility to enjoy anything—even pride.

(W)hat we suffer from to-day is humility in the wrong place. Modesty has moved from the organ of
ambition. Modesty has settled upon the organ of conviction; where it was never meant to be. A man was
meant to be doubtful about himself, but undoubting about the truth; this has been exactly reversed.
Nowadays the part of a man that a man does assert is exactly the part he ought not to assert himself. The
part he doubts is exactly the part he ought not to doubt—the Divine Reason.

For the old humility made a man doubtful about his efforts, which might make him work harder. But
the new humility makes a man doubtful about his aims, which will make him stop working
altogether.

We are on the road to producing a race of men too mentally modest to believe in the multiplication
table. We are in danger of seeing philosophers who doubt the law of gravity as being a mere fancy of
their own. Scoffers of old time were too proud to be convinced; but these are too humble to be
convinced. ... It is exactly this intellectual helplessness which is our second problem.

The last chapter has been concerned only with a fact of observation: that what peril of morbidity there is for
man comes rather from his reason than his imagination. It was not meant to attack the authority of reason;
rather it is the ultimate purpose to defend it. For it needs defence. The whole modern world is at war with
reason; and the tower already reels.

That peril is that the human intellect is free to destroy itself. Just as one generation could prevent
the very existence of the next generation, by all entering a monastery or jumping into the sea, so one
set of thinkers can in some degree prevent further thinking by teaching the next generation that
there is no validity in any human thought. It is idle to talk always of the alternative of reason and
faith. Reason is itself a matter of faith. It is an act of faith to assert that our thoughts have any
relation to reality at all.

There is a thought that stops thought. That is the only thought that ought to be stopped. That is the
ultimate evil against which all religious authority was aimed. It only appears at the end of decadent
ages like our own:

The creeds and the crusades, the hierarchies and the horrible persecutions were not organized, as is
ignorantly said, for the suppression of reason. They were organized for the difficult defence of reason.
Man, by a blind instinct, knew that if once things were wildly questioned, reason could be questioned first.
The authority of priests to absolve, the authority of popes to define the authority, even of inquisitors to
terrify: these were all only dark defences erected round one central authority, more undemonstrable, more
supernatural than all—the authority of a man to think.

In so far as religion is gone, reason is going. For they are both of the same primary and authoritative kind.
They are both methods of proof which cannot themselves be proved.



Pages 26-27 Evolution is a good example of that modern intelligence which, if it destroys anything, destroys
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itself. Evolution is either an innocent scientific description of how certain earthly things came about;
or, if it is anything more than this, it is an attack upon thought itself. If evolution destroys anything,
it does not destroy religion but rationalism. If evolution simply means that a positive thing called an
ape turned very slowly into a positive thing called a man, then it is stingless for the most orthodox;
for a personal God might just as well do things slowly as quickly, especially if, like the Christian God,
he were outside time. But if it means anything more, it means that there is no such thing as an ape
to change, and no such thing as a man for him to change into. It means that there is no such thing
as a thing. At best, there is only one thing, and that is a flux of everything and anything. This is an
attack not upon the faith, but upon the mind; you cannot think if there are no things to think about.
You cannot think if you are not separate from the subject of thought. Descartes said, "I think;
therefore I am." The philosophic evolutionist reverses and negatives the epigram. He says, "Il am not;
therefore I cannot think."

(Mhis idea of a fundamental alteration in the standard is one of the things that make thought about
the past or future simply impossible. The theory of a complete change of standards in human history
does not merely deprive us of the pleasure of honouring our fathers; it deprives us even of the more
modern and aristocratic pleasure of despising them.

I agree with the pragmatists that apparent objective truth is not the whole matter; that there is an
authoritative need to believe the things that are necessary to the human mind. But I say that one of
those necessities precisely is a belief in objective truth.

The determinist (who, to do him justice, does not pretend to be a human being) makes nonsense of
the human sense of actual choice. The pragmatist, who professes to be specially human, makes
nonsense of the human sense of actual fact.

It is vain for eloquent atheists to talk of the great truths that will be revealed if once we see free
thought begin. We have seen it end. It has no more questions to ask; it has questioned itself. You
cannot call up any wilder vision than a city in which men ask themselves if they have any selves.

It is time we gave up looking for questions and began looking for answers.

Now, one school of thinkers has seen this and jumped at it as a way of renewing the pagan health of the
world. They see that reason destroys; but Will, they say, creates. The ultimate authority, they say, is in
will, not in reason. The supreme point is not why a man demands a thing, but the fact that he does
demand it. I have no space to trace or expound this philosophy of Will. It came, I suppose, through
Nietzsche, who preached something that is called egoism.

The main defence of these thinkers is that they are not thinkers; they are makers. They say that choice
is itself the divine thing.

They are all excited; and well they may be. For by this doctrine of the divine authority of will, they think
they can break out of the doomed fortress of rationalism. They think they can escape.

But they cannot escape. This pure praise of volition ends in the same break up and blank as the
mere pursuit of logic.

The real difference between the test of happiness and the test of will is simply that the test of happiness
is a test and the other isn't. You can discuss whether a man's act in jumping over a cliff was directed
towards happiness; you cannot discuss whether it was derived from will. Of course it was. You can
praise an action by saying that it is calculated to bring pleasure or pain to discover truth or to save the
soul. But you cannot praise an action because it shows will; for to say that is merely to say that it is an
action.

A brilliant anarchist like Mr. John Davidson feels an irritation against ordinary morality, and therefore
he invokes will—will to anything. He only wants humanity to want something. But humanity does want
something. It wants ordinary morality. He rebels against the law and tells us to will something or
anything. But we have willed something. We have willed the law against which he rebels.

To desire action is to desire limitation. In that sense every act is an act of self-sacrifice. When you
choose anything, you reject everything else. That objection, which men of this school used to make to
the act of marriage, is really an objection to every act. Every act is an irrevocable selection exclusion.

"Thou shalt not" is only one of the necessary corollaries of "I will." "I will go to the Lord Mayor's Show,
and thou shalt not stop me." Anarchism adjures us to be bold creative artists, and care for no laws or
limits. But it is impossible to be an artist and not care for laws and limits. Art is limitation; the essence
of every picture is the frame.
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The artist loves his limitations: they constitute the thing he is doing.

The man of this school goes first to a political meeting, where he complains that savages are treated as if
they were beasts; then he takes his hat and umbrella and goes on to a scientific meeting, where he
proves that they practically are beasts.

Satire may be mad and anarchic, but it presupposes an admitted superiority in certain things over
others; it presupposes a standard. . . . And the curious disappearance of satire from our literature is
an instance of the fierce things fading for want of any principle to be fierce about.

The softening of the brain which ultimately overtook him was not a physical accident. If Nietzsche
had not ended in imbecility, Nietzscheism would end in imbecility. Thinking in isolation and with
pride ends in being an idiot. Every man who will not have softening of the heart must at last have
softening of the brain.

For madness may be defined as using mental activity so as to reach mental helplessness; . ..

Wit for our amusement:

Pages 22-23: Mr. Blatchford is not only an early Christian, he is the only early Christian who ought really to have
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been eaten by lions.

(Dn the act of destroying the idea of Divine authority we have largely destroyed the idea of that human
authority by which we do a long-division sum. With a long and sustained tug we have attempted to pull
the mitre off pontifical man; and his head has come off with it.

It would be like discussing whether Milton was more puritanical than a pig is fat.

. Militant atheists are still unjustly persecuted; but rather because they are an old minority than
because they are a new one.

You can free things from alien or accidental laws, but not from the laws of their own nature. You may, if
you like, free a tiger from his bars; but do not free him from his stripes. Do not free a camel of the
burden of his hump: you may be freeing him from being a camel



