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A Parable of History & Social Action in Chesterton’s The Return of Don Quixote
“Somebody writes complaining of something I said about progress. I have forgotten what I said, but I am quite certain that it was . . . tender and true. In any case, what I say now is this. Human history is so rich and complicated that you can make out a case for any course of improvement or retrogression. I could make out that the world has been growing more democratic, for the English franchise has certainly grown more democratic. I could also make out that the world has been growing more aristocratic, for the English Public Schools have certainly grown more aristocratic. I could prove the decline of militarism by the decline of flogging; I could prove the increase of militarism by the increase of standing armies and conscription. But I can prove anything in this way. I can prove that the world has always been growing greener. Only lately men have invented absinthe and the Westminster Gazette. I could prove the world has grown less green. There are no more Robin Hood foresters, and fields are being covered with houses. I could show that the world was less red with khaki or more red with the new penny stamps. But in all cases progress means progress only in some particular thing.”—All Things Considered (1915)
* * * * *
“Thus in the old aristocratic days there existed this vast pictorial symbolism of all the colours and degrees of aristocracy. When the great trumpet of equality was blown, almost immediately afterwards was made

one of the greatest blunders in the history of mankind. For all this pride and vivacity, all these towering symbols and flamboyant colours, should have been extended to mankind. The tobacconist should have had a crest, and the cheesemonger a war-cry. The grocer who sold margarine as butter should have felt that there was a stain on the escutcheon of the Higginses. Instead of doing this, the democrats made the appalling mistake--a mistake at the root of the whole modern malady--of decreasing the human magnificence of the past instead of increasing it. They did not say, as they should have done, to the common citizen, 'You are as good as the Duke of Norfolk,' but used that meaner democratic formula, 'The Duke of Norfolk is no better than you are.'

“For it cannot be denied that the world lost something finally and most unfortunately about the beginning of the nineteenth century. In former times the mass of the people was conceived as mean and commonplace, but only as comparatively mean and commonplace; they were dwarfed and eclipsed by certain high stations and splendid callings. But with the Victorian era came a principle which conceived men not as comparatively, but as positively, mean and commonplace. A man of any station was represented as being by nature a dingy and trivial person--a person born, as it were, in a black hat. It began to be thought that it was ridiculous for a man to wear beautiful garments, instead of it being--as, of course, it is--ridiculous for him to deliberately wear ugly ones. It was considered affected for a man to speak bold and heroic words, whereas, of course, it is emotional speech which is natural, and ordinary civil speech which is affected. The whole relations of beauty and ugliness, of dignity and ignominy were turned upside down. Beauty became an extravagance, as if top-hats and umbrellas were not the real extravagance--a landscape from the land of the goblins. Dignity became a form of foolery and shamelessness, as if the very essence of a fool were not a lack of dignity. And the consequence is that it is practically most difficult to propose any decoration or public dignity for modern men without making them laugh.”—“A Defense of Heraldry” (1901)

* * * * *

“Walter Scott is a great, and, therefore, mysterious man. He will never be understood until Romance is understood, and that will be only when Time, Man, and Eternity are understood. To say that Scott had more than any other man that ever lived a sense of the romantic seems, in these days, a slight and superficial tribute. The whole modern theory arises from one fundamental mistake--the idea that romance is in some way a plaything with life, a figment, a conventionality, a thing upon the outside. No genuine criticism of romance will ever arise until we have grasped the fact that romance lies not upon the outside of life, but absolutely in the centre of it. The centre of every man's existence is a dream. Death, disease, insanity, are merely material accidents, like toothache or a twisted ankle. That these brutal forces always besiege and often capture the citadel does not prove that they are the citadel. The boast of the realist (applying what the reviewers call his scalpel) is that he cuts into the heart of life; but he makes a very shallow incision, if he only reaches as deep as habits and calamities and sins. Deeper than all these lies a man's vision of himself, as swaggering and sentimental as a penny novelette.”--Varied Types (1904)

Chesterton’s novel, which he began at least by 1915, was side-tracked by the years of the Great War and not taken up again until the 1920s.” As a result, it is also a meditation on similar themes that he explored in his earlier pre-war fiction. It shares with The Napoleon of Notting Hill a scenario in which aspects of the medieval polity are taken seriously and tragically. It shares with The Man Who Was Thursday and The Ball and the Cross, the temptations and dangers of utopian political platforms. It also shares with the later, as well as Manalive and The Flying Inn, the attractions of adventure and personal revolt. (These themes are also present in the early 20s story collection Tales of the Long Bow.) 
What makes The Return of Don Quixote a development over these earlier works, despite its structural lapses, is the much more complex picture of its key characters and their mixed motives. Chesterton self-describes it as a “parable for social reformers.” As a parable, it is not only a morality lesson but a meditation on living wisely.
Social Action [Review]
Chesterton, like his good friend Hillaire Belloc, considered himself neither a capitalist nor a socialist, but embraced a position known as distributism, which was inspired by the teachings of Leo XIII in encyclicals such as Rerum Novarum and in the 1930's by Pius XI in Quadragesimo Anno. While not all distributists were Catholics, the position was most often associated with Catholic thinkers and activists, such as Eric Gill, Vincent McNabb, and Dorothy Day. Its key teachings included:

1. The distribution of property across the widest possible number of people. This was thought to be maximized by small farms, independent shopkeepers, craft guilds, and so on.

2. The principle of subsidiarity, which holds that all power and action should be carried out at the lowest level of organization necessary. Big government should be strictly limited to matters of national concern. Not all distributists were anti-monarchical.

3. Centralization is the least efficient way to take care of things--"Small is beautiful." Act locally.

4. The Napoleonic division of property among all heirs is best.

5. Workers should all have disposable shares in a business.

6. House and homeland are more important values than race and empire. Family is at the center of production and social life.

7. Economic and political arrangements should maximize human freedom and its responsibilities.

8. All human beings are equal and made in the image of God. All the above follows from this truth.

9. Distributists were divided over the role of machinery in work and common life. Chesterton was more open to the benefits of modern machinery.

10. Likewise, not all distributists were agrarian in their ideals. Chesterton was more comfortable in town life.

***You’ll want to review Donald Barr’s list of caveats and critiques on pages 31-43. Barr reviews distributism and its relationship in Chesterton’s thought to socialism and Marxism, especially in regards to state control, economic distribution, and monopolies. He also looks at Chesterton’s medievalism, as well as his anti-Semitism.

In The Return, Chesterton does not advocate distributism directly, but places it in relationship with syndicalism and the eventual legal judgments of Herne as to forms that resemble medieval trade guilds. Nonetheless, it raises many of the key concerns that Chesterton had, especially the question of distribution of property, the question of the freedom of the workers, and that of the ownership of machinery. Chesterton, wrongly or rightly, saw the guild-system as based on education, craft, and camaraderie, versus the capitalist system which he charged with encouraging ignorance, shoddiness, and competitive greed.
The Nature and Uses of History
The novel is also a meditation on the nature of history and the uses of history. Released for serial publication the same year as Chesterton’s philosophy of history, The Everlasting Man, The Return of Don Quixote assembles a large number of historical strategies:

· Neo-Medievalism

· Gothic Revivalism, Pugin

· Illumination of missals

· Romantic medievalism—Sir Walter Scott, Don Quixote

· The Pre-Raphaelites/ William Morris

· Archaeological study

· Art History—Ruskin, Pater

· Heraldry

· The Arthurian mythos

· Historical Novel, Historical Drama

· Modern Historical Scholarship

· Anglo-Liberalism

· Political Utopianism/ Evolutionary Progress

· Legal history

I would argue that together, these suggest that Chesterton was struggling with the larger question of historiography, in light of his philosophy and his tendency to write a kind of personal, “Great Man” –style history. In particular, how can we adjudicate the various uses, deceptions, and revelations of various kinds of history writing?  In his essay “History Versus the Historians” (1908) he observes that there are four general approaches to the Middle Ages by most English—the romantic school of Sir Walter Scott; the Utilitarian views exemplified by Charles Dickens; the pre-Raphaelite approach, such as the paintings of Dante Rossetti; and the Whig school of history, as seen in Macaulay :
1. The Old Romantic View, with its wandering knights and captive princesses. According to this, the Dark Ages were not so much dark as lit exclusively by moonlight. This view was fictitious, but not false; for since love and venture exist in all ages, they did exist in the Middle Ages.

2. The Cheap Manchester View, which Dickens floundered into in his happy ignorance, which enabled the smug merchant to say with a snigger that no doubt it was very romantic for a Jew to have his teeth pulled out; and even to suggest that the feudal heroes took care to lock themselves up in steel and iron before they ventured into battle. . . .
3. The Rossetti View that the age was one of tender transparencies and sacred perfumes; a strong dose of Chaucer's Miller can be recommended as a desperate remedy for this.

4. The Condescending View; as when Macaulay said of the Pilgrims with the utmost solemnity that in an age when men were too ignorant to travel from curiosity, "or the desire of gain", it was just as well that they should travel from superstition. I have always delighted in this idea that the ecstatic traveller and the heroic traveller were mere foreshadowings and prophecies of the commercial traveller. 
Each view has its failings, though clearly Chesterton has the most sympathy for the first and lesser so, the third. The approach of the romantic novels of Sir Walter Scott tells a truth about the “subjective” side of medievalism, its passion and adventure, while the pre-Raphaelite school is true, though one-sided, tending to stress the beauty and erotic power, but not the smells and humor that Chaucer relates. The pre-Raphaelites, in Chesterton’s estimation, tended to try and channel neo-paganism through Medieval imagery. The Utilitarian school represented by Dickens (whose works Chesterton loved in general) too easily writes off the past because of its supposed and real barbarities, while the Whig approach of developmental of liberal freedom in history reduces the technology and institutions of the medieval world to pale preparation for the modern world. Chesterton, in turn, recommends the reading of original sources in translation to help counter these misconceptions.  
I suspect that some of the main characters in The Return represent these viewpoints to a certain extent: Archer holding to the Old Romantic; Braintree to the Cheap Manchester; Olive to that of Rossetti; and Murrell to the Condescending, though none of them are locked into these views.  

In 1913, Chesterton opined that Macaulay had two sides to him, which were emblematic of the Victorian period: “the cheapness and narrowness of its conscious formulae; the richness and humanity of its unconscious tradition” (15.434). The former, “the rational Macaulay,” held false ideas of the inevitable progression of human liberty without a corresponding change in human character and a theory of toleration that had no sense of the relationship between someone’s worldview and their qualifications for certain work. The later, “the romantic Macaulay, “was Homeric in his zeal for human greatness and justice.

Chesterton’s understanding continued to develop by 1925. His small biography of William Cobbett written that year examines Cobbett’s role as an amateur historian who “treated this question of the past as a question of the present. He treated it, not as a historical point to be decided, but rather as a legal wrong to be righted” (47). In comparing Cobbett with Sir Walter Scott, he remarked, “But [Scott] was fashionable when he assured men that medievalism was only a romance; and Cobbett was far less fashionable when he urged it as a reality” (48). What he praises of Cobbett, Chesterton explores, too, in The Return.
Discussion Questions
1. Compare and contrast syndicalism with Chesterton’s own distributism. 
2. How is the theme of ‘invisible men” present in the novel?
3. Does Braintree develop as a character? Does Herne? Murrell?

4. How does the interaction of Braintree and Herne or Herne and Murrell mirror earlier polar pairs in Chesterton’s fiction, such as Quinn and Wayne or Turnbull and MacIan?
5. What role does color-perception play in the novel, including illumination, sight, insight, and blindness?

6. What roles do Olive and Rosamund play in the plot? How important are they to the overall novel?
7. Compare and contrast Olive’s treatment of history with Herne’s and Archer’s. What motivates each of them?
8. How is the neo-medievalism of Herne subject to manipulation? How is it able to critique that manipulation?

9. What motivates Eden? Is he a simple villain?
+ + + + + + +
"The Myth of Arthur"

O learned man who never learned to learn, 
Save to deduce, by timid steps and small, 
From towering smoke that fire can never burn 
And from tall tales that men were never tall. 
Say, have you thought what manner of man it is 
Of who men say "He could strike giants down" ? 
Or what strong memories over time's abyss 
Bore up the pomp of Camelot and the crown. 
And why one banner all the background fills, 
Beyond the pageants of so many spears, 
And by what witchery in the western hills 
A throne stands empty for a thousand years. 
Who hold, unheeding this immense impact, 
Immortal story for a mortal sin; 
Lest human fable touch historic fact, 
Chase myths like moths, and fight them with a pin. 
Take comfort; rest--there needs not this ado. 
You shall not be a myth, I promise you.
