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Discussion Questions:

The discussion quotations below from pages 38-41 primarily deal with Chesterton’s view of democracy.
Do you agree with his conclusions?  Does his reasoning give you any greater calm about the election cycle
in which we as Americans are now involved?

Beginning with the discussion quotations below at p. 41, Chesterton tells the story of the derivation of his
philosophy from what he heard and learned as a child from nursery tales.  He argues that what he learned
from nursery tales, or fairy tales, makes more sense than the arguments of rationalists do.  Try to put into
your own words what his argument is, and then tell why you agree or disagree.

Chesterton derives part of his argument from what he sees as “an almost pre-natal leap of interest and
amazement.”  (See below, for the discussion quotation at page 46 in the text.)  He argues that rationalist
thought has lost its ability to be astonished and its sense of adventure.  That leads to his “Doctrine of
Conditional Joy.”  (See quotation below from p. 47 of the text.)  In making this argument, Chesterton has
looked into a forgotten corner of life as we know it.  Does this make sense to you?

Chesterton argues that repetition of a fact does not make a law, but instead implies intention and purpose.
Again, try to put his argument into your own words, and then tell whether you agree or disagree.

In maybe his most stunning conclusion, Chesterton explains the repetition in nature by a child’s request to
“do it again” and God’s having said, every day, “Do it again.”  (See discussion quotation below from p. 52
of the text.)  He says, “Our Father is younger than we,” meaning that, like a child, God does not tire of
re-energizing the cosmos every day.  Does this reasoning appeal to you?

At pp. 56-57 in the text, Chesterton speaks of man, and the whole cosmos, as being analogous to a remnant
from Crusoe’s ship; he says that this “cosmos is indeed without peer and without price:  for there cannot be
another one.”  On this and the preceding reasoning Chesterton reached his philosophical position without
having taken Christian theology into account.  Could you make the same journey?  With the same
reasoning?



October 5, 2008:  The Ethics of Fairy Tales

For substantive discussion of the merits, as time and interest permit:

Page 38:  What has really happened is exactly the opposite of what they said would happen. They said that I
should lose my ideals and begin to believe in the methods of practical politicians. Now, I have not lost
my ideals in the least; my faith in fundamentals is exactly what it always was. What I have lost is my
old childlike faith in practical politics. I am still as much concerned as ever about the Battle of
Armageddon; but I am not so much concerned about the General Election.

Pages 38-39: (T)he principle of democracy, as I mean it, can be stated in two propositions. The first is this: that the
things common to all men are more important than the things peculiar to any men. Ordinary things
are more valuable than extraordinary things; nay, they are more extraordinary.

Page 39: The sense of the miracle of humanity itself should be always more vivid to us than any marvels of
power, intellect, art, or civilization.

Page 39: This is the first principle of democracy: that the essential things in men are the things they hold in
common, not the things they hold separately. And the second principle is merely this: that the
political instinct or desire is one of these things which they hold in common.

Page 39: The democratic contention is that government (helping to rule the tribe) is a thing like falling in love,
and not a thing like dropping into poetry. It is not something analogous to playing the church organ,
painting on vellum, discovering the North Pole (that insidious habit), looping the loop, being
Astronomer Royal, and so on. For these things we do not wish a man to do at all unless he does them
well. It is, on the contrary, a thing analogous to writing one's own love-letters or blowing one's own
nose. These things we want a man to do for himself, even if he does them badly.

Page 39: (M)ankind does recognize these universal human functions, and that democracy classes government
among them. In short, the democratic faith is this: that the most terribly important things must be
left to ordinary men themselves—the mating of the sexes, the rearing of the young, the laws of the
state.

Page 39: I have never been able to understand where people got the idea that democracy was in some way
opposed to tradition. It is obvious that tradition is only democracy extended through time.

Page 40: Tradition may be defined as an extension of the franchise. Tradition means giving votes to the most
obscure of all classes, our ancestors. It is the democracy of the dead. Tradition refuses to submit to
the small and arrogant oligarchy of those who merely happen to be walking about. All democrats
object to men being disqualified by the accident of birth; tradition objects to their being disqualified
by the accident of death. Democracy tells us not to neglect a good man's opinion, even if he is our
groom; tradition asks us not to neglect a good man's opinion, even if he is our father.

Pages 40-41: I have always been more inclined to believe the ruck of hard-working people than to believe that
special and troublesome literary class to which I belong. I prefer even the fancies and prejudices of
the people who see life from the inside to the clearest demonstrations of the people who see life from
the outside. I would always trust the old wives' fables against the old maids' facts. As long as wit is
mother wit it can be as wild as it pleases.

Page 41: Now, I have to put together a general position, and I pretend to no training in such things. I propose
to do it, therefore, by writing down one after another the three or four fundamental ideas which I
have found for myself, pretty much in the way that I found them. Then I shall roughly synthesise
them, summing up my personal philosophy or natural religion; then shall describe my startling
discovery that the whole thing had been discovered before. It had been discovered by Christianity.

Page 41: My first and last philosophy, that which I believe in with unbroken certainty, I learnt in the nursery. I
generally learnt it from a nurse; that is, from the solemn and star-appointed priestess at once of
democracy and tradition. The things I believed most then, the things I believe most now, are the
things called fairy tales. They seem to me to be the entirely reasonable things. They are not fantasies:
compared with them other things are fantastic. Compared with them religion and rationalism are
both abnormal, though religion is abnormally right and rationalism abnormally wrong. Fairyland is
nothing but the sunny country of common sense.

Page 42: But I deal here with what ethic and philosophy come from being fed on fairy tales. If I were describing
them in detail I could note many noble and healthy principles that arise from them. There is the
chivalrous lesson of "Jack the Giant Killer"; that giants should be killed because they are gigantic. It



is a manly mutiny against pride as such. . . .  There is the lesson of "Cinderella," which is the same
as that of the Magnificat -- exaltavit humiles. There is the great lesson of "Beauty and the Beast"; that
a thing must be loved before it is loveable. There is the terrible allegory of the "Sleeping Beauty,"
which tells how the human creature was blessed with all birthday gifts, yet cursed with death; and
how death also may perhaps be softened to a sleep. But I am not concerned with any of the separate
statutes of elfand, but with the whole spirit of its law, which I learnt before I could speak, and shall
retain when I cannot write. I am concerned with a certain way of looking at life, which was created in
me by the fairy tales, but has since been meekly ratified by the mere facts.

Pages 42-43: But as I put my head over the hedge of the elves and began to take notice of the natural world, I
observed an extraordinary thing. I observed that learned men in spectacles were talking of the actual
things that happened—dawn and death and so on—as if they were rational and inevitable. They
talked as if the fact that trees bear fruit were just as necessary as the fact that two and one trees
make three. But it is not.  There is an enormous difference by the test of fairyland; which is the test of
the imagination. You cannot imagine two and one not making three. But you can easily imagine trees
not growing fruit; you can imagine them growing golden candlesticks or tigers hanging on by the tail.

Page 43: We have always in our fairy tales kept this sharp distinction between the science of mental relations,
in which there really are laws, and the science of physical facts, in which there are no laws, but only
weird repetitions. We believe in bodily miracles, but not in mental impossibilities.

Pages 43-44: But the scientific men do muddle their heads, until they imagine a necessary mental connection
between an apple leaving the tree and an apple reaching the ground. They do really talk as if they had
found not only a set of marvellous facts, but a truth connecting those facts. They do talk as if the
connection of two strange things physically connected them philosophically. They feel that because
one incomprehensible thing constantly follows another incomprehensible thing the two together
somehow make up a comprehensible thing.

Page 44: Grimm's Law is far less intellectual than Grimm's Fairy Tales. The tales are, at any rate, certainly
tales; while the law is not a law. A law implies that we know the nature of the generalisation and
enactment; not merely that we have noticed some of the effects.

Page 44: But we cannot say why an egg can turn into a chicken any more than we can say why a bear could
turn into a fairy prince.

Page 44: When we are asked why eggs turn to birds or fruits fall in autumn, we must answer exactly as the
fairy godmother would answer if Cinderella asked her why mice turned to horses or her clothes fell
from her at twelve o'clock. We must answer that it is magic. It is not a "law," for we do not understand
its general formula. It is not a necessity, for though we can count on it happening practically, we have
no right to say that it must always happen.

Pages 44-45: We risk the remote possibility of a miracle as we do that of a poisoned pancake or a world-destroying
comet. We leave it out of account, not because it is a miracle, and therefore an impossibility, but
because it is a miracle, and therefore an exception. All the terms used in the science books, "law,"
"necessity," "order," "tendency," and so on, are really unintellectual, because they assume an inner
synthesis, which we do not possess. The only words that ever satisfied me as describing Nature are
the terms used in the fairy books, "charm," "spell," "enchantment." They express the arbitrariness of
the fact and its mystery. A tree grows fruit because it is a magic tree. Water runs downhill because it
is bewitched. The sun shines because it is bewitched.

Page 45: A forlorn lover might be unable to dissociate the moon from lost love; so the materialist is unable to
dissociate the moon from the tide. In both cases there is no connection, except that one has seen
them together.

Page 45: So the materialist professor (though he conceals his tears) is yet a sentimentalist, because, by a dark
association of his own, apple-blossoms remind him of apples. But the cool rationalist from fairyland
does not see why, in the abstract, the apple tree should not grow crimson tulips; it sometimes does in
his country.

Pages 45-46: This elementary wonder, however, is not a mere fancy derived from the fairy tales; on the contrary, all
the fire of the fairy tales is derived from this. Just as we all like love tales because there is an instinct
of sex, we all like astonishing tales because they touch the nerve of the ancient instinct of
astonishment. This is proved by the fact that when we are very young children we do not need fairy
tales: we only need tales. Mere life is interesting enough. A child of seven is excited by being told that
Tommy opened a door and saw a dragon. But a child of three is excited by being told that Tommy
opened a door.



Page 46: This proves that even nursery tales only echo an almost pre-natal leap of interest and amazement. . .
. Every man has forgotten who he is. One may understand the cosmos, but never the ego; the self
more distant than any star. Thou shalt love the Lord thy God; but thou shalt not know thyself. We
are all under the same mental calamity; we have all forgotten our names. We have all forgotten what
we really are. All that we call common sense and rationality and practicality and positivism only
means that for certain dead levels of our life we forget that we have forgotten. All that we call spirit
and art and ecstacy only means that for one awful instant we remember that we forget.

Pages 46-47: And the strongest emotion was that life was as precious as it was puzzling. It was an ecstacy because
it was an adventure; it was an adventure because it was an opportunity. The goodness of the fairy
tale was not affected by the fact that there might be more dragons than princesses; it was good to be
in a fairy tale. The test of all happiness is gratitude; and I felt grateful, though I hardly knew to
whom. Children are grateful when Santa Claus puts in their stockings gifts of toys or sweets. Could I
not be grateful to Santa Claus when he put in my stockings the gift of two miraculous legs? We thank
people for birthday presents of cigars and slippers. Can I thank no one for the birthday present of
birth?

Page 47: . . . these two first feelings, indefensible and indisputable. The world was a shock, but it was not
merely shocking; existence was a surprise, but it was a pleasant surprise.

Page 47: (T)here enters the second great principle of the fairy philosophy. . . .  I will call it the Doctrine of
Conditional Joy. Touchstone talked of much virtue in an "if"; according to elfin ethics all virtue is in
an "if." The note of the fairy utterance always is, "You may live in a palace of gold and sapphire, if you
do not say the word `cow"'; or "You may live happily with the King's daughter, if you do not show her
an onion." The vision always hangs upon a veto. All the dizzy and colossal things conceded depend
upon one small thing withheld.

Page 48: (T)he true citizen of fairyland is obeying something that he does not understand at all. In the fairy
tale an incomprehensible happiness rests upon an incomprehensible condition. A box is opened, and
all evils fly out. A word is forgotten, and cities perish. A lamp is lit, and love flies away. A flower is
plucked, and human lives are forfeited. An apple is eaten, and the hope of God is gone.

Page 48: (T)hey may all live in glass houses if they will not throw stones. For this thin glitter of glass
everywhere is the expression of the fact that the happiness is bright but brittle, . . .  I felt and feel that
life itself is as bright as the diamond, but as brittle as the window-pane; and when the heavens were
compared to the terrible crystal I can remember a shudder. I was afraid that God would drop the
cosmos with a crash.

Page 49 (H)appiness depended on not doing something which you could at any moment do and which, very
often, it was not obvious why you should not do. Now, the point here is that to me this did not seem
unjust. If the miller's third son said to the fairy, "Explain why I must not stand on my head in the
fairy palace," the other might fairly reply, "Well, if it comes to that, explain the fairy palace." If
Cinderella says, "How is it that I must leave the ball at twelve?" her godmother might answer, "How is
it that you are going there till twelve?"

Page 49: For this reason (we may call it the fairy godmother philosophy) I never could join the young men of
my time in feeling what they called the general sentiment of revolt. I should have resisted, let us
hope, any rules that were evil, and with these and their definition I shall deal in another chapter. But
I did not feel disposed to resist any rule merely because it was mysterious. Estates are sometimes
held by foolish forms, the breaking of a stick or the payment of a peppercorn:

Page 49: I could never mix in the common murmur of that rising generation against monogamy, because no
restriction on sex seemed so odd and unexpected as sex itself. . . .  Keeping to one woman is a small
price for so much as seeing one woman.  To complain that I could only be married once was like
complaining that I had only been born once. It was incommensurate with the terrible excitement of
which one was talking. It showed, not an exaggerated sensibility to sex, but a curious insensibility to
it. A man is a fool who complains that he cannot enter Eden by five gates at once.

Page 50: I have explained that the fairy tales rounded in me two convictions; first, that this world is a wild and
startling place, which might have been quite different, but which is quite delightful; second, that
before this wildness and delight one may well be modest and submit to the queerest limitations of so
queer a kindness.

Page 51: First, I found the whole modern world talking scientific fatalism; saying that everything is as it must
always have been, being unfolded without fault from the beginning. . . .  (T)he great determinists of the



nineteenth century were strongly against this native feeling that something had happened an instant
before. In fact, according to them, nothing ever really had happened since the beginning of the world. 

Page 51: The modern world as I found it was solid for modern Calvinism, for the necessity of things being as
they are. But when I came to ask them I found they had really no proof of this unavoidable repetition
in things except the fact that the things were repeated. Now, the mere repetition made the things to
me rather more weird than more rational. It was as if, having seen a curiously shaped nose in the
street and dismissed it as an accident, I had then seen six other noses of the same astonishing
shape. I should have fancied for a moment that it must be some local secret society. So one elephant
having a trunk was odd; but all elephants having trunks looked like a plot. I speak here only of an
emotion, and of an emotion at once stubborn and subtle. But the repetition in Nature seemed
sometimes to be an excited repetition, like that of an angry schoolmaster saying the same thing over
and over again. . . .  The recurrences of the universe rose to the maddening rhythm of an incantation,
and I began to see an idea.

Page 52: All the towering materialism which dominates the modern mind rests ultimately upon one
assumption; a false assumption. It is supposed that if a thing goes on repeating itself it is probably
dead; a piece of clockwork. People feel that if the universe was personal it would vary; if the sun were
alive it would dance. This is a fallacy even in relation to known fact. For the variation in human
affairs is generally brought into them, not by life, but by death; by the dying down or breaking off of
their strength or desire. A man varies his movements because of some slight element of failure or
fatigue.

Page 52: Because children have abounding vitality, because they are in spirit fierce and free, therefore they
want things repeated and unchanged. They always say, "Do it again"; and the grown-up person does
it again until he is nearly dead. For grown-up people are not strong enough to exult in monotony. But
perhaps God is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is possible that God says every morning, "Do it
again" to the sun; and every evening, "Do it again" to the moon. It may not be automatic necessity
that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired
of making them. It may be that He has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown
old, and our Father is younger than we. The repetition in Nature may not be a mere recurrence; it
may be a theatrical encore. Heaven may encore the bird who laid an egg.

Page 53: (A)t the end of every human drama man is called again and again before the curtain. Repetition may
go on for millions of years, by mere choice, and at any instant it may stop.

Page 53: I had always vaguely felt facts to be miracles in the sense that they are wonderful: now I began to
think them miracles in the stricter sense that they were wilful. I mean that they were, or might be,
repeated exercises of some will. In short, I had always believed that the world involved magic: now I
thought that perhaps it involved a magician. And this pointed a profound emotion always present and
sub-conscious; that this world of ours has some purpose; and if there is a purpose, there is a person.
I had always felt life first as a story: and if there is a story there is a story-teller.

Page 53: But modern thought also hit my second human tradition. It went against the fairy feeling about strict
limits and conditions. The one thing it loved to talk about was expansion and largeness. . . .  this
contemptible notion that the size of the solar system ought to over-awe the spiritual dogma of man.
Why should a man surrender his dignity to the solar system any more than to a whale?  

Page 54: (T)hese expanders of the universe had nothing to show us except more and more infinite corridors of
space lit by ghastly suns and empty of all that is divine.

Page 54: In fairyland there had been a real law; a law that could be broken, for the definition of a law is
something that can be broken. But the machinery of this cosmic prison was something that could not
be broken; for we ourselves were only a part of its machinery. We were either unable to do things or
we were destined to do them. The idea of the mystical condition quite disappeared; one can neither
have the firmness of keeping laws nor the fun of breaking them. The largeness of this universe had
nothing of that freshness and airy outbreak which we have praised in the universe of the poet. This
modern universe is literally an empire; that is, it was vast, but it is not free.

Page 55: Why, then, should one worry particularly to call it large? There is nothing to compare it with. It would
be just as sensible to call it small. A man may say, "I like this vast cosmos, with its throng of stars
and its crowd of varied creatures." But if it comes to that why should not a man say, "I like this cosy
little cosmos, with its decent number of stars and as neat a provision of live stock as I wish to see"?
One is as good as the other; they are both mere sentiments.



Pages 55-56: They showed only a dreary waste; but I felt a sort of sacred thrift. For economy is far more romantic
than extravagance.

Page 56: Men spoke much in my boyhood of restricted or ruined men of genius: and it was common to say that
many a man was a Great Might-Have-Been. To me it is a more solid and startling fact that any man
in the street is a Great Might-Not-Have-Been.

Pages 56-67: But I really felt (the fancy may seem foolish) as if all the order and number of things were the
romantic remnant of Crusoe's ship. That there are two sexes and one sun, was like the fact that there
were two guns and one axe. It was poignantly urgent that none should be lost; but somehow, it was
rather fun that none could be added. . . .  For the universe is a single jewel, and while it is a natural
cant to talk of a jewel as peerless and priceless, of this jewel it is literally true. This cosmos is indeed
without peer and without price: for there cannot be another one.

Page 57: These in some dark way I thought before I could write, and felt before I could think: that we may
proceed more easily afterwards, I will roughly recapitulate them now. I felt in my bones; first, that
this world does not explain itself. It may be miracle with a supernatural explanation; it may be a
conjuring trick, with a natural explanation. But the explanation of the conjuring trick, if it is to
satisfy me, will have to be better than the natural explanations I have heard. The thing is magic, true
or false. Second, I came to feel as if magic must have a meaning, and meaning must have some one
to mean it. There was something personal in the world, as in a work of art; whatever it meant it
meant violently. Third, I thought this purpose beautiful in its old design, in spite of its defects, such
as dragons. Fourth, that the proper form of thanks to it is some form of humility and restraint: we
should thank God for beer and Burgundy by not drinking too much of them. We owed, also, an
obedience to whatever made us. And last, and strangest, there had come into my mind a vague and
vast impression that in some way all good was a remnant to be stored and held sacred out of some
primordial ruin. Man had saved his good as Crusoe saved his goods: he had saved them from a
wreck. All this I felt and the age gave me no encouragement to feel it. And all this time I had not even
thought of Christian theology.

Wit for our amusement:

Page 38: The vision is always a fact. It is the reality that is often a fraud. As much as I ever did, more than I
ever did, I believe in Liberalism. But there was a rosy time of innocence when I believed in Liberals.

Page 39: Having a nose is more comic even than having a Norman nose.

Page 40: It is quite easy to see why a legend is treated, and ought to be treated, more respectfully than a book
of history. The legend is generally made by the majority of people in the village, who are sane. The
book is generally written by the one man in the village who is mad.

Page 40: (M)ost tombstones, like most ballot papers, are marked with a cross.

Page 43: If the apple hit Newton's nose, Newton's nose hit the apple. That is a true necessity: because we
cannot conceive the one occurring without the other. But we can quite well conceive the apple not
falling on his nose; we can fancy it flying ardently through the air to hit some other nose, of which it
had a more definite dislike.

Page 44: We can say why we take liberty from a man who takes liberties.

Page 45: It is the man who talks about "a law" that he has never seen who is the mystic.

Page 46: In fact, a baby is about the only person, I should think, to whom a modern realistic novel could be
read without boring him.

Page 49: If I leave a man in my will ten talking elephants and a hundred winged horses, he cannot complain if
the conditions partake of the slight eccentricity of the gift. He must not look a winged horse in the
mouth.

Page 50: Oscar Wilde said that sunsets were not valued because we could not pay for sunsets. But Oscar
Wilde was wrong; we can pay for sunsets. We can pay for them by not being Oscar Wilde.

Page 53: Herbert Spencer would have been greatly annoyed if any one had called him an imperialist, and
therefore it is highly regrettable that nobody did.

Page 55: I was frightfully fond of the universe and wanted to address it by a diminutive. I often did so; and it
never seemed to mind.


