T H E T R U E CASE AGAINST
BY G. K.

CHESTERTON

IT would be a brilliant stroke of luck
for Mr. and Mrs. Sidney Webb, if they
could only be accused by foreigners of
preaching anarchy, and leading a massacre of all experts and officials. It
would be a happy day for Mr. Philip
Snowden if he were represented to the
world as a roaring drunkard, dragging
our working classes into a debauch of
beer and brancly. It would be a supreme triumph for the Nonconformists if the word went forth t h a t they
had lost all their money in gambling on
the Derby; or for the Conscientious
Objectors if they could be accused of
butchering wounded Germans by thousands on the battlefield. For these lies
would certainly wear thin in time; and
intelligent people would slowly grow
more certain about the faults the intellectuals had not got, t h a n .about the
faults they really had. I do not say
that the Bolsheviki have been so free
as this from the fiercer (and finer) vices
attributed to them by the capitalists.
But I do say t h a t the Bolsheviki will
gain enormously by the fact t h a t the
capitalists can only fight a thing with
sheer lying. And I do say t h a t the
Bolsheviki's real fault is much more
like t h a t of Mrs. Webb or Mr. Snowden than like t h a t of M a r a t or St. Just.
The real case against them is not in
what is written against them, but in
what is written for them. And I find
all the material I want in the Liberator,
a pro-Bolshevist magazine published
in America; and eminently calculated
to expose what it a t t e m p t s to expound.
There is much in the publication to
suggest t h a t Bolshevism is not so much
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a new faith as a pretty stale skepticism.
There is an article about modern novels
from which I could quote many interesting things; especially about the career of ' a brilliant young bourgeois,'
who is so fortunate as to meet ' a
shrewd old anarchist in Paris.' He
'learns' from the shrewd one 'the ideal
of a free and happy social order'; and
it must have required no small exercise of his shrewdness to conceive and
communicate so unexpected a secret.
There is also a long article on 'Religion
under the Bolsheviki'; a strange flame
that will burn under the sea. It contains really valuable information, and
a vast amount of fun. There is a passage which appears to imply that fasts
are imposed in various churches in
order that the clergymen may themselves devour the meats thus left over
in the household. The general vision
of a Neapolitan fisherman eating fish
on Friday, and posting his leg of mutton to the Pope, may be commended
to the sympathetic mind.
But. the passage I like most is from
a member of the supreme economic
council, evidently one of the great Bolsheviki, Bukharin. 'One of the instruments for the obscuring of the consciousness of the people is the belief in
God and the devil, in good and evil
spirits, saints, etc., in short — religion.
The masses of the people have become
accustomed to believe in these things,
and yet, if we approach these beliefs
sensibly, and come to understand
where religion comes from, and why it
receives such warm support from the
bourgeoise, we shall clearly understand

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

647

648

T H E T R U E CASE A G A I N S T

that the function of religion at present
is to act as a poison with which the
minds of the people have been and
continue to be corrupted.' So t h a t is
all right; and fairly clear in its essentials. If we are only sensible we shall
know where religion comes from; and
(what I myself especially value) we
shall know why it is t h a t the commercial plutocracy, under which we live
is so much inflamed with religious enthusiasm. We shall know why Lord
Devonport, or Lord Beaverbrook fight
for the Creed with the frenzy of Crusaders; why Mr. Andrew Carnegie concentrated his mind on the theology of
the Greek Fathers; and what is the
cause of the fanatical penances of Mr.
Selfridge. I t will no longer puzzle us
to meet processions of our wealthiest
city merchants going barefooted on a
pilgrimage; the common sight of a
stock broker in a hair shirt will no
longer cause even a momentary surprise; in short, we shall know the reason
of that supernatural wave of conversion which has everywhere been coincident with capitalism; which makes
all our millionaires mystics, and our
modern capitalist society the most
devout that the world has ever seen.
But the passage which principally
concerns my point here is t h a t which
deals with the Bolshevist arrangements
about art, literature, and especially the
drama. It contains, as do all the other
descriptions, a strange delusion about
the permanence of things in their nature destructible, or even rightly destroyed. These men take their very
titles from things that are not only
changeable, but which they themselves are trying to change. What in
the world is the meaning, for instance,
of talking about ' Socialist proletarian
art ?' It is exactly as if a man were to
boast of servile art. The only possible
meaning of proletarian art would be
art suited to a more or less degraded
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wage s slave. But the phrase betrays
the whole fallacy and futility; the fact
that these men can only conceive a
crisis, and cannot imagine a commonwealth. When the proletarians have
forgotten t h a t they ever were proletarians, there will be nothing for them
to say or do. It may be remarked in
passing, as not insignificant, t h a t there
never has been such a thing as proletarian art. But there really and most
emphatically has been such a thing as
peasant a r t . Exactly the same thing is
true of religion, about which they talk
the strange nonsense I have quoted
above. Anybody who knows Europe,
or any part of it, knows that religion is
notoriously not a mark of the bourgeoise, but much more a mark of the
peasantry. Indeed, the writer himself
says that the peasants are religious,
while the proletarians are irreligious;
but, strange to say, he does not connect
it with the obvious fact that the former
are free men while the latter are wage
slaves.
But I will return to the case of the
arts, among which that of the drama is
perhaps the most illuminating. I t becomes immediately apparent t h a t , so
far from being careless about such
things, the Bolshevist government is as
careful of t h e m as any censor of plays
or puritan county council. The clumsy
capitalist critics of Bolshevism charged
it with forbidding such amusements.
But it does something much worse; it
orders them. I t applies its pigmy regulations of a cockney culture to all the
gigantic creative crafts of man. Here
is a list, quoted by the American Bolshevist himself, of some of the regulations of the new Russian censorship.
' 1. Plays on the repertoire list must be
artistic, and adapted to stage representation. 2. They should heighten
and strengthen the revolutionary spirit
of the masses. 3. They should be opti' mistic in spirit.' Then follows a per-
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fectly delightful aside by the American
Bolshevist himself, who is thrown into
an agony of alarm lest the word 'optimistic' should be supposed to mean
anything at all cheerful or laughable,
which any ordinary person could possibly enjoy. H e assures ' t h e sympathetic American rebel,' earnestly and
eagerly, that 'optimistic' in Russia
means something entirely different;
and that Gorky's Night Asylum (which
is the repertoire) is really quite as dismal and depressing as culture can require. It is quite clear what all this
means; and it certainly is not democracy or liberty, or even anarchy. It is
simply Prussianism in its worst aspect;
which was its priggishness. We can
imagine the pallid censors under the
red flag, rebuking the comedian with
the red nose, because he was not 'artistic,' or stopping Charley's Aunt because it did not 'heighten and
strengthen the revolutionary spirit of
the masses'; as if a revolution could be
(like Charley's Aunt herself) always
running. We can imagine any historical play, which suggested t h a t anything had ever been any better than it
is now, being forbidden as not sufficiently 'optimistic'; a phrase apparently selected for the two very modern
reasons, that it is a long word, and a
practically meaningless one.

It is in the anfiient artistic traditions
of the peasant. These people talk in a
patronizing way about educating the
masses so that they may some day
produce beauty; and are evidently
quite unaware that the masses have
already produced it. In the very lands
that the prigs misgovern, among the
very peasants that the prigs despise, a
clear and colored craftsmanship has
borne witness to a gayety not to be degraded into optimism. Peasant art is
not a prospectus drawn up on paper,
but a fact drawn out in wood and wool
and clay and metals. It is to this Bolshevist educational scheme what a
round of beef is to a bill of fare. And
as with craftsmanship, so with all creative work in lyric or drama. Peasants
have all sorts of songs, including revolutionary songs. But it is as absurd to
have only revolutionary poetry as to
have only war poetry. A revolution
cannot last; indeed, if it is lasting, it is
not successful. I t is its very nature,
that if it has not finished it has failed.
And the finest part of popular art has
been about that positive peace and
order which our souls truly seek; and
especially where they most truly seek
it — in religion. For we can easily satisfy Bukharin's solemn request for a
sensible view of where religion came
from. If it is a fable, it is simply a
Meanwhile, as I say, there remains popular fable. If it did not come
a simple fact which is an answer and a from God, it came entirely from the
challenge to all this supercilious stuff. people.
The N e w Witness
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LABOR AND T H E I N T E R N A T I O N A L SITUATION
BY A R T H U R H E N D E R S O N

THE workers of the International are fruits of their labor, and assures the
confronted by a world situation of un- social and economic emancipation of
paralleled complexity and difficulty. the people.
There are ominous signs of a coming
The International must pronounce
great social upheaval, and the duty of on the outstanding questions which
the International is to warn the gov- have arisen since the peace affecting
ernments of the magnitude of the crisis the interests of democracies, the first
and of its menacing possibilities. The of which is the imperative need for a
masses of the producers have been pro- speedy revision of the main treaties of
foundly stirred by the thought of what peace. Therefore, we demand the imthey might achieve by revolutionary mediate convocation of the League of
methods, and the political and economic Nations Council, because it possesses
conditions have conspired to tempt the power under the Covenant to conthe workers to seek more effective sider the revision of the treaty, to deal
and expeditious results from a policy with matters affecting the world peace,
of direct action. The foundations of and also by a two thirds majority to
social structure have been shaken by admit any state t o membership-of the
the terrible pressure of the last five League. T h e latter question is a cardiyears, and every nation is staggering nal issue for the workers since there is
under a colossal burden of debt. Be- no possibility of fruitful results from
hind the disorganization of trade and the working of the League until Gerindustry stands the spectre of unem- many, Russia, Hungary, and other
ployment, and over many countries states have been included. In our
hangs the shadow of famine. Before opinion the serious economic injustices
in the treaties, the veiled annexations,
the winter ends a dreadful convulsion
the indemnities masked as reparations,
of anger and despair may seize the
the denials of the right of self-deterpeoples. The capitalist governments,
mination, t h e frustrations of legitimate
bankrupt of expedients, merely reitercolonial claims and also the vicious
ate the cry of 'increased production,'
one-sided military arrangements, fail
but the workers ask: 'Production for
altogether to meet the demands of
what purposes? T h a t the profiteers organized democracy for deliverance
and the exploiters may continue to feed from the curse of militarism and the
on the substance of working-class life burden on national resources involved
and t h a t industry may still yield profits by armaments, standing armies, andi
to non-producers, or to enable the ex- conscription.
hausted, impoverished peoples to reT h e International is intimately conestablish and improve their standard
of life and thus to elevate the general cerned with the Russian problem belevel of existence ?' Industrial revival cause serious differences of (opinion
is possible only when society gives the exist within the labor movement regardproducers by hand and brain the full ing the theory and practice of Soviet
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