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    Heretics is a single-author collection of twenty essays by G. K. Chesterton, first published in 1905. The volume’s scope is deliberately polemical and clarifying: to examine the reigning ideas and reputations of its day and to test them against first principles that Chesterton calls orthodoxy. Framed by introductory and concluding remarks on the importance of orthodoxy, the book proceeds through topical and personal critiques, using encountered writers and movements as case studies in modern belief. It is not a compendium of fiction or a comprehensive body of work, but a concentrated argument in many facets, meant to provoke, define, and steady public thought.

This collection consists exclusively of essays—argumentative prose pieces that blend literary criticism, social commentary, and religious-cultural reflection. Some chapters take the form of profiles of contemporary figures; others address themes in journalism, art, or public ethics. The mode is discursive and rhetorical rather than narrative: there are no novels, short stories, poems, letters, or diaries here. The essays originated in the culture of public debate and retain that immediacy, but they are arranged to build a coherent case. Each stands alone while contributing to the book’s cumulative assessment of modern thought, especially where it concerns literature, media, philosophy, and everyday life.

The unifying thread is the claim that ideas are not neutral ornaments but guides for living. Chesterton treats heterodoxy not as mere novelty, but as intellectual fashions that narrow the human outlook when they evade first principles. From the opening insistence on orthodoxy to the closing return to it, the essays argue that a creed—any creed—must be judged by how it enlarges sanity, courage, and charity. He challenges the negative spirit of critique for its own sake, and he contends that skepticism becomes tyrannical when it refuses to affirm any enduring goods. Throughout, he seeks to recover proportion, wonder, and balance.

One distinctive method here is to test philosophies by examining their most visible exponents. Chapters engage Rudyard Kipling, Bernard Shaw, H. G. Wells, George Moore, Joseph McCabe, James McNeill Whistler, and Lowes Dickinson, among others. The aim is not biography, nor denunciation, but the clarification of first principles implicit in their art or polemics. Chesterton reads reputations as arguments: what do these writers praise, what do they neglect, and what kind of human being does their vision produce? The result is a series of sharply drawn portraits that double as diagnoses of the broader assumptions animating an age.

Stylistically, the essays are brisk, paradoxical, and concrete. Chesterton habitually approaches abstractions through vivid analogies, domestic images, and comic turns, so that large claims arrive wearing homely clothes. His epigrammatic wit is deployed to clarify rather than to sneer, and paradox functions as a way of exposing unnoticed assumptions. The journalism of the period informs the pace and punch of the prose, yet the argument often slows to consider the ordinary goods of the world: bread and holidays, homes and street corners, the overlooked decencies of neighbors. This mixture of merriment and moral seriousness is a central hallmark.

Historically, the essays stand at an early twentieth-century crossroads. Debates about empire, industry, secularization, and aesthetic autonomy were reshaping English letters and public life. Mass-circulation newspapers promoted polemic and celebrity; avant-garde circles advanced new creeds of art; scientific progress claimed cultural authority. The chapter subjects reflect that range: the yellow press, the smart set, bohemian aesthetics, and the rhetoric of national destiny are all examined as moral imaginations, not merely social curiosities. Chesterton’s response is neither nostalgic repudiation of modernity nor uncritical embrace of it; rather, he interrogates what any innovation presupposes about the person, freedom, and the common good.

Several essays defend seemingly modest institutions and habits against fashionable disdain. On sandals and simplicity questions postures of cultivated austerity that forget the natural exuberance of life. On certain modern writers and the institution of the family considers domestic loyalty as a testing ground for theories that claim to liberate the self. Christmas and the aesthetes celebrates festivity not as escapism but as a human affirmation. Throughout, Chesterton suggests that the ordinary is not a refuge from thought but its chief proving ground, where claims about progress, authenticity, or revolt must finally serve embodied neighbors and durable relationships.

Religion in these pages is neither a private sentiment nor a mere authority; it is presented as a rational map by which to steward human instincts. Essays addressing Omar Khayyam and revived pagan sympathies examine the attraction of sophisticated melancholy and civilizational nostalgia. Chesterton does not deny their poetry; he questions whether their worldviews sustain courage and gratitude. Paganism and Mr. Lowes Dickinson, in particular, probes how selective histories can varnish away cruelty while importing Christian virtues unacknowledged. The recurring emphasis is that creeds are to be judged by their fruits in reason, mercy, and merriment, not by fashion.

On science and the savages and Mr. H. G. Wells and the giants consider the moral uses and misuses of scientific rhetoric. Chesterton distinguishes the genuine achievements of inquiry from grand theories that flatten freedom, virtue, or wonder. He resists determinisms that reduce persons to material processes or societies to inevitable stages, and he faults teleologies of progress that praise bigness as a good in itself. The aim is not to belittle research, but to restore proportion: to insist that techniques answer to ends, and that humane ends require a metaphysic larger than mechanics or aggregation.

Questions of nation, empire, and cosmopolitanism are treated with similar attention to scale and soul. Mr. Rudyard Kipling and making the world small tests whether a globe-spanning vision can paradoxically shrink the human scene by treating places as interchangeable. Celts and Celtophiles examines how romanticizing or systematizing cultures can miss their living distinctiveness. The fallacy of the young nation challenges the idea that youth alone confers virtue or authority. In each case, Chesterton prefers rootedness that opens outward to gratitude and curiosity over ideologies that substitute slogans for the difficult work of neighborly knowledge.

Art and media receive parallel scrutiny. The wit of Whistler weighs brilliance against the temptation to make style its own justification; the moods of Mr. George Moore questions an aesthetic that confuses intensity with insight. The mildness of the yellow press assesses the press’s power to excite without enlightening, and slum novelists and the slums reflects on representation that risks exploiting subjects while claiming sympathy. Chesterton’s constant measure is whether art and journalism enlarge reality or reduce it to fashionable poses. He argues for criticism that loves things enough to judge them, and for satire that finally serves truth.

The abiding significance of Heretics lies in its union of hospitality and combativeness: a readiness to meet rival visions at their best, coupled with a steady defense of first principles. Because the essays treat ideas as lived, not laboratory, they retain force beyond their immediate controversies. They model how to read reputations critically, how to welcome genuine insight without surrendering to vogue, and how to keep humor as a guard against despair. Framed by opening and closing arguments for orthodoxy, the collection invites readers to test their own assumptions and to recover a cheerful seriousness about the shape of belief.
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    Gilbert Keith Chesterton (1874–1936) was an English writer whose essays, fiction, poetry, and criticism made him one of the most distinctive literary voices of the early twentieth century. Celebrated for wit, paradox, and a defense of the ordinary against fashionable skepticism, he moved with ease from theology and philosophy to journalism and imaginative literature. His Father Brown detective stories achieved lasting popularity, while books such as Orthodoxy and The Everlasting Man shaped public arguments about faith and modernity. A lively public debater, Chesterton stood at the crossroads of literature and social commentary, pairing exuberant style with a sustained moral and intellectual seriousness.

Chesterton grew up in London and was educated at St Paul’s School before pursuing art at the Slade School and taking literature courses at University College London. Though he trained for a career in illustration, he gravitated toward writing and criticism during the late 1890s. The cultural climate of fin-de-siècle London, with its mix of decadence and reform, sharpened his taste for contrarian argument. He admired nineteenth-century authors such as Charles Dickens and Robert Browning, whose energy and moral imagination deeply influenced him. These literary loyalties informed his conviction that narrative, metaphor, and humor could illuminate philosophical questions better than abstract systems.

By the early 1900s, Chesterton had established himself with fiction that blended satire, allegory, and metaphysical inquiry. The Napoleon of Notting Hill offered a playful yet pointed vision of civic loyalty, while The Man Who Was Thursday explored order, anarchy, and identity through a dreamlike chase narrative. He also wrote poetry, notably The Ballad of the White Horse, which drew on legend to meditate on perseverance and faith. Across these works he favored paradox, moral drama, and vivid images, crafting narratives that were at once entertaining and ideational. Critics often noted his capacity to yoke humor and high stakes without losing narrative momentum.

Chesterton’s essays and criticism made him a household name. Heretics confronted prominent thinkers of the era, and Orthodoxy answered with his positive account of belief, imagination, and common sense. He wrote a long-running weekly column for the Illustrated London News, commenting on politics, art, and daily life with aphoristic verve. His literary biographies—on figures such as Dickens and Browning—combined advocacy with analysis, emphasizing vitality over technical taxonomy. While detractors saw his generalizations as sweeping, admirers valued his clarity, moral seriousness, and readiness to defend human dignity against reductionist theories. His journalism, prodigious in scope, helped shape middlebrow public discourse between the wars.

Chesterton’s most widely read fiction centers on Father Brown, a modest Roman Catholic priest whose deductive successes arise from psychological insight and a humane understanding of sin. Debuting in the 1910s, the stories became staples of detective fiction, influencing later writers with their blend of riddle, atmosphere, and moral perception. The tales dramatize the idea that knowledge of the heart can rival forensic spectacle, and they showcase Chesterton’s love of theatrical reversals and everyday miracles. Readers prized their compact ingenuity, and the character proved remarkably adaptable to stage and screen, ensuring a continuing presence in popular culture long after their initial publication.

Public controversy accompanied Chesterton’s prominence. He converted to Roman Catholicism in the early 1920s, and his apologetic works, including The Everlasting Man, argued against materialist and purely evolutionary accounts of culture. He advocated distributism, a socio-economic vision favoring widely distributed property, often discussed alongside Hilaire Belloc’s writings. He also debated figures such as George Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells in books and public forums. While many praised his boldness, some essays and caricatures have been criticized for harmful stereotypes, especially regarding Jewish people, prompting continuing scholarly debate. His social commentary, vigorous and occasionally abrasive, remains integral to understanding his aims and methods.

In his later years, Chesterton continued to publish across forms, including admired portraits of religious figures such as St. Francis of Assisi and St. Thomas Aquinas. He edited periodicals and sustained a demanding lecture and journalism schedule into the 1930s. After his death in 1936, his reputation experienced cycles of reassessment, yet key works stayed in print and retained wide readership. Writers and apologists, notably C. S. Lewis, acknowledged his influence, especially the imaginative power of The Everlasting Man. Today he is read for his stylistic sparkle, narrative invention, and principled engagement with modern life, while critics and admirers alike continue to debate his claims and methods.
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    Heretics, published in London and New York in 1905 by John Lane at the Bodley Head, grew out of G. K. Chesterton’s Fleet Street journalism. Since 1901 he had written argumentative essays for papers such as the Daily News and The Speaker, and in 1905 he began his long Illustrated London News column. The book crystallized disputes Chesterton had been conducting in London cafés and lecture halls with figures who embodied prevailing intellectual fashions. It preceded Orthodoxy (1908), forming a diptych in which Heretics confronts modern creeds and Orthodoxy proposes an alternative. Its names—Kipling, Shaw, Wells, McCabe, Whistler—are markers of a capital alive with polemic.

The book stands at the hinge between the late Victorian and Edwardian worlds. Queen Victoria died in 1901; Edward VII presided over a Britain of motorcars, suburban sprawl, and expanding leisure. Electrification, the telephone, and the cinema altered perception and pace. The 1870 Education Act had created mass literacy, swelling the market for essays and polemics. London, already surpassing six million inhabitants by the 1901 Census, drew provincial talent into a noisy press culture. Chesterton, born in Kensington in 1874 and educated at St Paul’s School, wrote amid this churn, addressing an urban readership that felt both exhilarated and disoriented by rapid change.

A central backdrop is the New Journalism pioneered by W. T. Stead at the Pall Mall Gazette in the 1880s and refined into mass circulation by Alfred Harmsworth (Lord Northcliffe) with the Daily Mail (1896) and Daily Mirror (1903). The expression yellow journalism, imported from the American battles of William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer in the 1890s, colored British debates about sensationalism, patriotism, and advertising. Chesterton’s criticisms value moral courage over fashionable outrage, and his jibes at the halfpenny press recall headline campaigns during and after the South African War. He judged newsrooms not merely noisy but timid before money, novelty, and coterie opinion.

Imperial questions permeate the cultural air. The Second Boer War (1899–1902) tested British conscience, exposing military blunders, concentration camps, and press manipulation. Rudyard Kipling, born in Bombay in 1865 and later a South African war correspondent, became emblematic of an imperial stoicism Chesterton thought insufficiently attentive to metaphysical scale. Federation in Australia (1901), debates about Dominion status in Canada, and the American proclamation of a global mission after 1898 fostered a rhetoric of youthful nations. The Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905) further shook assumptions of European inevitability. Chesterton positioned himself against the worship of bigness, progress, and imperial tidiness that flattened the moral imagination.

Scientific naturalism offered a rival theology. From Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) and Descent of Man (1871) flowed popular social Darwinisms through Herbert Spencer; laboratory triumphs—Röntgen’s X-rays (1895), Becquerel’s radioactivity (1896)—promised limitless mastery. Francis Galton coined eugenics in 1883; Karl Pearson gave it statistical rigor; by the early 1900s eugenic societies were discussing heredity, marriage, and the State. H. G. Wells, in Anticipations (1901), A Modern Utopia (1905), and The Food of the Gods (1904), imagined a technocratic future. Anthropologists like E. B. Tylor (1871) and James Frazer (The Golden Bough, 1890) categorized ritual as survivals, a frame Chesterton resisted in defending creed and custom.

London’s reform spirit was institutional. The Fabian Society (1884) under Sidney and Beatrice Webb promoted gradualist socialism, founding the London School of Economics in 1895. George Bernard Shaw, a leading Fabian, wrote plays that dramatized reason as moral disinfectant. Municipal experiments by the London County Council (from 1889) promised scientific administration of transit, housing, and health. Wells joined the Fabians in 1903, provoking disputes over bureaucracy and sexual reform. Chesterton, a distributist before the name crystallized, distrusted centralized utopias and their dietary, eugenic, or matrimonial edicts. His London is a city where committees proliferate, and the soul, he fears, risks substitution by systems.

The aesthetic temper Chesterton addresses was forged by the 1890s. Oscar Wilde’s trials in 1895 and Aubrey Beardsley’s death in 1898 cast a glamorous shadow. James McNeill Whistler’s Ten O’Clock lecture (1885), his Peacock Room, and the notorious libel case against John Ruskin in 1878—ending with farthing damages—made style a public quarrel. William Morris and the Arts and Crafts movement sanctified handwork; John Lane’s Bodley Head published decadents in The Yellow Book. By 1905, irony and pose had filtered into society pages and the novel of smartness. Chesterton pushes against a wit that denies wonder, insisting that ornament without orientation soon curdles into sneer.

The literary economy shaped how arguments traveled. Mudie’s Select Library still influenced middle-class taste, but cheaper reprints and railway bookstalls widened reach. Periodical culture—The Saturday Review, The Speaker, the Daily News, and, from 1905, Chesterton’s Illustrated London News column—rewarded quick rejoinder and satire. John Lane’s imprint gave Heretics the aura of a house associated with aesthetic controversy. Public lectures at venues like Exeter Hall and conversational clubs in the Strand multiplied occasions for disputation. Against this background Chesterton honed paradox as instrument, crafting sentences meant to be read aloud, reprinted in columns, and debated across café tables from Fleet Street to Bloomsbury.

Religious controversy was intense on both sides of the Channel. In Britain, the 1902 Education Act sharpened Nonconformist grievances about Anglican schools. The Rationalist Press Association (1899) circulated cheap freethought texts; Joseph McCabe, an ex-Franciscan born in 1867, turned into a leading polemicist against miracles and ecclesiastical history. In France, the 1905 law separating Church and State dramatized laïcité; in Rome, anxiety about Modernism culminated in papal condemnations in 1907. Chesterton, then an Anglican with Catholic sympathies, entered these disputes insisting that orthodoxy protected imagination, charity, and common sense from sterile skepticism no less than from credulity. His adversaries were neighbors, not straw men.

Temperance campaigns made the pub a battlefield of morals and policy. The United Kingdom Alliance had agitated since the 1850s; the Band of Hope shaped generations of children; William Booth’s Salvation Army marched through slum streets. The Licensing Act of 1904 attempted to rationalize public-house numbers and compensation. Simultaneously the fin-de-siècle Omar Khayyam vogue, fed by Edward FitzGerald’s translations (first edition 1859) and the London Omar Khayyam Club (founded 1892), infused hedonist and fatalist poses into clubland. Chesterton’s reflections weigh conviviality, sacrament, and gratitude against both puritan rigor and languid Epicureanism, reading wine as a theological symbol as well as a social problem.

A countermovement preached the simple life. Influenced by Tolstoy and Ruskin, radicals and reformers experimented with rural colonies, notably the Tolstoyan Whiteway Colony (Gloucestershire, 1898). Edward Carpenter at Millthorpe near Sheffield advocated sandals, vegetarianism, and socialism; dress reformers and rational dieticians lectured in halls across the shires. Cycling and rambling societies opened the countryside to clerks escaping the city on weekends. Such currents mingled with Arts and Crafts ideals, challenging factory regimens and bourgeois upholstery. Chesterton sympathized with joy and thrift but distrusted ascetic fads that emptied tradition of festivity, fearing a puritanism in sandals no less joyless than the one in black coats.

Debates about sex, marriage, and the household intensified in the 1890s and early 1900s. The Malthusian League (1877) pressed for birth control; Havelock Ellis’s studies of sexuality challenged Victorian reticence; socialist and Fabian pamphlets reconsidered marriage contracts and women’s economic dependence. The National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies formed in 1897, and the Women’s Social and Political Union in 1903, bringing militancy. Divorce reform hovered on political agendas as urban anonymity upset rural patterns. Against laissez-faire experiments with the family—whether eugenic, economic, or erotic—Chesterton defended the home as a small state and school of gratitude, wary of a bureaucracy or a salon redefining its sanctities.

Urban poverty research framed the literary slum. Charles Booth’s Life and Labour of the People in London (1889–1903) and Seebohm Rowntree’s Poverty: A Study of Town Life (1901) quantified destitution. Settlement houses like Toynbee Hall (1884) and model dwellings under the Peabody Trust attempted remedies. Novelists—Arthur Morrison with A Child of the Jago (1896), George Gissing’s earlier work, and Jack London’s People of the Abyss (1903)—brought the East End into the parlor. The 1906 Liberal landslide would shortly inaugurate national insurance and school meals. Chesterton feared that literature could aestheticize misery or preach determinism, preferring the assertion of personhood over sociological fatalism and fashionable gloom.

Questions of nation and culture were not confined to London. The Gaelic League, founded in 1893 by Douglas Hyde, advanced Irish language revival; W. B. Yeats and Lady Gregory fostered the Irish Literary Theatre and the Abbey Theatre (1904). Pan-Celtic congresses at the turn of the century energized debates about identity in Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. Home Rule remained a live though stalled issue after the defeats of 1886 and 1893. Chesterton viewed romantic Celtophilia and anti-Celtic caricature alike as distortions, preferring common civic virtues to racial mystique. His unease with ethnic essentialism resonates with his broader skepticism toward intellectual fashions masquerading as destiny.

International shocks rattled Edwardian complacency. The Anglo-French Entente Cordiale was signed in 1904 while the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905) overturned European presumption. Naval rivalry with Germany would soon accelerate, symbolized by HMS Dreadnought in 1906, but anxieties already pervaded the press. The Aliens Act of 1905 responded to immigration, especially of Eastern European Jews into London’s East End, revealing currents of xenophobia and humanitarianism. Across the Atlantic, Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency (1901–1909) popularized the strenuous life and progressive reforms. Chesterton parried the cult of vigor for its own sake and the reduction of peoples to sociological types, favoring particular loyalties over imperial or racial abstractions.

London’s culture of debate prized style as much as syllogism. Public disputation at clubs, literary societies, and on the lecture circuit turned the epigram into a weapon. Bernard Shaw’s prefaces, Whistler’s The Gentle Art of Making Enemies (1890), and journalistic crossfire honed a rhetoric that could wither as easily as it could illuminate. Chesterton planted paradox in this soil, arguing that laughter might be truer than solemnity when solemnity served a fashionable creed. His notion of divine frivolity answers both the scientist’s grim determinism and the aesthete’s languor, suggesting that a cosmos worth defending is one in which mirth and metaphysics meet.

Heretics functions as a survey of a civilization before the storm. Within three years Chesterton would offer Orthodoxy (1908) as constructive counterpart; within nine, Europe would be at war. The book’s London is historical fact and spiritual map, naming Wells, Shaw, Kipling, McCabe, Lowes Dickinson, George Moore, and Whistler not as enemies but as exponents of tendencies—scientism, aestheticism, imperialism, rationalism—that contended for English minds. By embedding his polemic in the dates and institutions of his day—the 1902 Education Act, 1904 Licensing Act, 1905 separation in France—Chesterton turned cultural commentary into a case for creeds that could outlast newspaper thunder and salon laughter.
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    I. Introductory Remarks on the Importance of Orthodoxy
Sets out the book’s aim: to challenge modern 'heresies' and defend the need for a definite orthodoxy for coherent thought and humane society. Defines heresy as consequential error rather than mere eccentricity.
II. On the negative spirit
Critiques the purely negative, skeptical temper that dismantles beliefs without offering a positive creed. Argues that healthy criticism must rest on an affirming doctrine.
III. On Mr. Rudyard Kipling and Making the World Small
Uses Rudyard Kipling as emblem of cosmopolitan imperialism that makes the world 'small' by denying rooted loyalties. Advocates local patriotism and moral particularity over vast, efficient empires.
IV. Mr. Bernard Shaw
Engages Bernard Shaw’s rationalism and reform schemes, arguing they are intellectually consistent yet inhuman when severed from charity and paradox. Warns that logic without love distorts morals.
V. Mr. H. G. Wells and the Giants
Takes H. G. Wells’s fascination with size and progress as a parable, arguing that human greatness is not a matter of scale or evolutionary inevitability. Defends small, personal virtues over technocratic gigantism.
VI. Christmas and the Aesthetes
Defends Christmas and popular festivity against aesthetic disdain and morbid refinement. Praises the incarnational joy of ordinary celebration as more human than sterile aestheticism.
VII. Omar and the Sacred Vine
Critiques the Rubaiyat’s wine-soaked fatalism and fashionable despair. Contrasts escapist hedonism with a joy rooted in meaning and gratitude.
VIII. The Mildness of the Yellow Press
Argues that the so-called 'yellow press' is mild not for its sensationalism but for its lack of convictions and moral courage. Claims it manufactures excitement to avoid taking real positions.
IX. The Moods of Mr. George Moore
Analyzes George Moore’s cult of mood and impression, contending that aesthetic self-consciousness cannot replace moral judgment. Sees temperamentalism as evasive and thin.
X. On Sandals and Simplicity
Satirizes the pose of 'simplicity'—sandals, diets, and fads—when detached from a clear moral or religious end. Affirms that true simplicity is purposeful, not performative.
XI Science and the Savages
Challenges scientism and social Darwinism, arguing that science describes facts but cannot furnish ultimate values. Defends the civilizing role of dogma and ritual against condescension toward 'savages.'
XII Paganism and Mr. Lowes Dickinson
Answers Lowes Dickinson’s neo-pagan ideal with the claim that pagan ethics are elegant but inadequate for reform. Asserts that Christianity uniquely unites mercy and metaphysical seriousness.
XIII. Celts and Celtophiles
Pokes at romanticized Celtophilia and racial mystique, favoring common human nature over ethnic myth. Warns against turning cultures into excuses for irrationalism.
XIV On Certain Modern Writers and the Institution of the Family
Defends the family as a school of diversity and discipline against modern literary sneers. Argues that the home’s constraints make freedom and virtue possible.
XV On Smart Novelists and the Smart Set
Critiques the 'smart set' and its novelists for chic cynicism and class snobbery. Maintains that true sophistication is gratitude and humility, not glittering despair.
XVI On Mr. McCabe and a Divine Frivolity
Disputes Joseph McCabe’s strict rationalism, proposing a 'divine frivolity'—the playfulness of a joyful, dogmatic faith. Uses paradox and humor to argue that merriment can be more serious than solemn unbelief.
XVII On the Wit of Whistler
Assesses James McNeill Whistler’s epigrammatic wit and aesthetic pose, finding brilliance that often evades responsibility to truth. Separates sharp style from sound judgment.
XVIII The Fallacy of the Young Nation
Calls the cult of the 'young nation' a fallacy, especially in America where youth is mistaken for virtue. Argues that vigor needs tradition and settled standards.
XIX Slum Novelists and the Slums
Criticizes slum fiction that exploits poverty for sensation while misunderstanding the poor. Commends the real decencies and loyalties of the poor over fashionable pessimism.
XX. Concluding Remarks on the Importance of Orthodoxy
Reiterates the practical and philosophical need for orthodoxy amid modern confusions. Urges a clear creed as the safeguard of sanity and humane progress.
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Nothing more strangely indicates an enormous and silent evil of modern society than the extraordinary use which is made nowadays of the word "orthodox." In former days the heretic was proud of not being a heretic. It was the kingdoms of the world and the police and the judges who were heretics. He was orthodox. He had no pride in having rebelled against them; they had rebelled against him. The armies with their cruel security, the kings with their cold faces, the decorous processes of State, the reasonable processes of law—all these like sheep had gone astray. The man was proud of being orthodox, was proud of being right. If he stood alone in a howling wilderness he was more than a man; he was a church. He was the centre of the universe; it was round him that the stars swung. All the tortures torn out of forgotten hells could not make him admit that he was heretical. But a few modern phrases have made him boast of it. He says, with a conscious laugh, "I suppose I am very heretical," and looks round for applause. The word "heresy" not only means no longer being wrong; it practically means being clear-headed and courageous. The word "orthodoxy" not only no longer means being right; it practically means being wrong. All this can mean one thing, and one thing only. It means that people care less for whether they are philosophically right. For obviously a man ought to confess himself crazy before he confesses himself heretical. The Bohemian, with a red tie, ought to pique himself on his orthodoxy. The dynamiter, laying a bomb, ought to feel that, whatever else he is, at least he is orthodox.

It is foolish, generally speaking, for a philosopher to set fire to another philosopher in Smithfield Market because they do not agree in their theory of the universe. That was done very frequently in the last decadence of the Middle Ages, and it failed altogether in its object. But there is one thing that is infinitely more absurd and unpractical than burning a man for his philosophy. This is the habit of saying that his philosophy does not matter, and this is done universally in the twentieth century, in the decadence of the great revolutionary period. General theories are everywhere contemned; the doctrine of the Rights of Man is dismissed with the doctrine of the Fall of Man. Atheism itself is too theological for us to-day. Revolution itself is too much of a system; liberty itself is too much of a restraint. We will have no generalizations. Mr. Bernard Shaw has put the view in a perfect epigram: "The golden rule is that there is no golden rule." We are more and more to discuss details in art, politics, literature. A man's opinion on tramcars matters; his opinion on Botticelli matters; his opinion on all things does not matter. He may turn over and explore a million objects, but he must not find that strange object, the universe; for if he does he will have a religion, and be lost. Everything matters—except everything[1q].

Examples are scarcely needed of this total levity on the subject of cosmic philosophy. Examples are scarcely needed to show that, whatever else we think of as affecting practical affairs, we do not think it matters whether a man is a pessimist or an optimist, a Cartesian or a Hegelian, a materialist or a spiritualist. Let me, however, take a random instance. At any innocent tea-table we may easily hear a man say, "Life is not worth living." We regard it as we regard the statement that it is a fine day; nobody thinks that it can possibly have any serious effect on the man or on the world. And yet if that utterance were really believed, the world would stand on its head. Murderers would be given medals for saving men from life; firemen would be denounced for keeping men from death; poisons would be used as medicines; doctors would be called in when people were well; the Royal Humane Society would be rooted out like a horde of assassins. Yet we never speculate as to whether the conversational pessimist will strengthen or disorganize society; for we are convinced that theories do not matter.

This was certainly not the idea of those who introduced our freedom. When the old Liberals removed the gags from all the heresies, their idea was that religious and philosophical discoveries might thus be made. Their view was that cosmic truth was so important that every one ought to bear independent testimony. The modern idea is that cosmic truth is so unimportant that it cannot matter what any one says. The former freed inquiry as men loose a noble hound; the latter frees inquiry as men fling back into the sea a fish unfit for eating. Never has there been so little discussion about the nature of men as now, when, for the first time, any one can discuss it. The old restriction meant that only the orthodox were allowed to discuss religion. Modern liberty means that nobody is allowed to discuss it. Good taste, the last and vilest of human superstitions, has succeeded in silencing us where all the rest have failed. Sixty years ago it was bad taste to be an avowed atheist. Then came the Bradlaughites, the last religious men, the last men who cared about God; but they could not alter it. It is still bad taste to be an avowed atheist. But their agony has achieved just this—that now it is equally bad taste to be an avowed Christian. Emancipation has only locked the saint in the same tower of silence as the heresiarch. Then we talk about Lord Anglesey and the weather, and call it the complete liberty of all the creeds.

But there are some people, nevertheless—and I am one of them—who think that the most practical and important thing about a man is still his view of the universe. We think that for a landlady considering a lodger, it is important to know his income, but still more important to know his philosophy. We think that for a general about to fight an enemy, it is important to know the enemy's numbers, but still more important to know the enemy's philosophy. We think the question is not whether the theory of the cosmos affects matters, but whether in the long run, anything else affects them. In the fifteenth century men cross-examined and tormented a man because he preached some immoral attitude; in the nineteenth century we feted and flattered Oscar Wilde because he preached such an attitude, and then broke his heart in penal servitude because he carried it out. It may be a question which of the two methods was the more cruel; there can be no kind of question which was the more ludicrous. The age of the Inquisition has not at least the disgrace of having produced a society which made an idol of the very same man for preaching the very same things which it made him a convict for practising.

Now, in our time, philosophy or religion, our theory, that is, about ultimate things, has been driven out, more or less simultaneously, from two fields which it used to occupy. General ideals used to dominate literature. They have been driven out by the cry of "art for art's sake." General ideals used to dominate politics. They have been driven out by the cry of "efficiency," which may roughly be translated as "politics for politics' sake." Persistently for the last twenty years the ideals of order or liberty have dwindled in our books; the ambitions of wit and eloquence have dwindled in our parliaments. Literature has purposely become less political; politics have purposely become less literary. General theories of the relation of things have thus been extruded from both; and we are in a position to ask, "What have we gained or lost by this extrusion? Is literature better, is politics better, for having discarded the moralist and the philosopher?"

When everything about a people is for the time growing weak and ineffective, it begins to talk about efficiency. So it is that when a man's body is a wreck he begins, for the first time, to talk about health. Vigorous organisms talk not about their processes, but about their aims. There cannot be any better proof of the physical efficiency of a man than that he talks cheerfully of a journey to the end of the world. And there cannot be any better proof of the practical efficiency of a nation than that it talks constantly of a journey to the end of the world, a journey to the Judgment Day and the New Jerusalem. There can be no stronger sign of a coarse material health than the tendency to run after high and wild ideals; it is in the first exuberance of infancy that we cry for the moon. None of the strong men in the strong ages would have understood what you meant by working for efficiency. Hildebrand would have said that he was working not for efficiency, but for the Catholic Church. Danton would have said that he was working not for efficiency, but for liberty, equality, and fraternity. Even if the ideal of such men were simply the ideal of kicking a man downstairs, they thought of the end like men, not of the process like paralytics. They did not say, "Efficiently elevating my right leg, using, you will notice, the muscles of the thigh and calf, which are in excellent order, I—" Their feeling was quite different. They were so filled with the beautiful vision of the man lying flat at the foot of the staircase that in that ecstasy the rest followed in a flash. In practice, the habit of generalizing and idealizing did not by any means mean worldly weakness. The time of big theories was the time of big results. In the era of sentiment and fine words, at the end of the eighteenth century, men were really robust and effective. The sentimentalists conquered Napoleon. The cynics could not catch De Wet. A hundred years ago our affairs for good or evil were wielded triumphantly by rhetoricians. Now our affairs are hopelessly muddled by strong, silent men. And just as this repudiation of big words and big visions has brought forth a race of small men in politics, so it has brought forth a race of small men in the arts. Our modern politicians claim the colossal license of Caesar and the Superman, claim that they are too practical to be pure and too patriotic to be moral; but the upshot of it all is that a mediocrity is Chancellor of the Exchequer. Our new artistic philosophers call for the same moral license, for a freedom to wreck heaven and earth with their energy; but the upshot of it all is that a mediocrity is Poet Laureate. I do not say that there are no stronger men than these; but will any one say that there are any men stronger than those men of old who were dominated by their philosophy and steeped in their religion? Whether bondage be better than freedom may be discussed. But that their bondage came to more than our freedom it will be difficult for any one to deny.

The theory of the unmorality of art has established itself firmly in the strictly artistic classes. They are free to produce anything they like. They are free to write a "Paradise Lost" in which Satan shall conquer God. They are free to write a "Divine Comedy" in which heaven shall be under the floor of hell. And what have they done? Have they produced in their universality anything grander or more beautiful than the things uttered by the fierce Ghibbeline Catholic, by the rigid Puritan schoolmaster? We know that they have produced
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