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     Throughout his works, G. K. Chesterton presents us with a bitter critique of the common conception of the philosophies of optimism and skepticism.  Optimism and pessimism present themselves in opposition to each other.  Each carries some claim that it is capable of producing a reform in the world.  What Chesterton points out, and what seems reasonable enough, is that neither of these philosophies are really capable of any significant reform, and that both lead to a certain melancholy and dissatisfication with the world.  So we see that the two main categories of worldly philosophies are at best uncomfortable in the world.  He then presents Christianity as a resolution between the two, providing a firm basis for revolution by adopting what might be considered the synthesis of optimism and pessimism.  

     The common type of optimism, or as Chesterton calls it, rational optimism, is seeing the good side of everything.  Taken to its conclusion, it is seeing everything as good, adopting a blind faith in the world.  The fault of this position is that, “Obviously, it is felt that the optimist, wishing to defend the honor of this world, will defend the indefensible (Orthodoxy 75).”  It seems to be too simplistic a view.  The optimist will not seek to reform the world, for he is already content with what he has.  Instead, he will attempt to defend the world from the people who are pointing out its faults.  Chesterton also claims that this type of optimism, in its logical end, leads to an “orgy of everything that is bad (82).”  This blanket acceptance of reality instead of washing the world, “whitewashes” the world.  It disguises evil as good and eventually fades into an acceptance of all things being terribly equal.  One could see how this might lead to a deep melancholy, an “optimism more hopeless than pessimism (Dickens 284).”

     The second option, pessimism, leaves us in much a similar predicament.  The pessimist, seeing the bad in all things, would certainly have some impetus for reform.  However, the thoroughgoing pessimist would also despair that reform would be capable of doing any good.  Therefore he too seems to be left in a haze of inaction.  The very philosophy that points out the problems with humanity, also defeats all hope of reform.  Chesterton also questions the pessimist’s motives.  

          Granted that he states only facts, it is still essential to know what are his emotions, what is his 

          motive.  It may be that twelve hundred men in Tottenham are down with smallpox; but we want to 

          know whether this is stated by some great philosoher who wants to curse the gods, or only by some 

          common clergyman who wants to help the men.  The evil of the pessimist is, then not that he 

          chastises gods and men, but that he does not love what he chastises – he has not this primary and 

          supernatural loyalty to things (Orthodoxy 74).

Chesterton finds it unlikely that the pessimist is critisising humanity so that it can be changed for the better, but much more probable that the pessimist has a sick disposition for, and even satisfaction in, pointing out faults.  He is something of a sadist, and in the end, he is at least very skeptical that man can reform himself, or even that reform would be worth it.  The ultimate end and symbol of pessimism is suicide, an act that some have considered manly, but Chesterton boldly denounces as “the sin.”

     Therefore both common optimism and pessimism seem to be unsatisfactory views of the world, particularly in that they are not useful in encouraging reform.  Also, neither the pessimist nor optimist is happy in the world.  The pessimist is constantly seeing the evil, so he is quite obviously unhappy.  The optimist sees all as white and therefore sees no reason for preferring one thing to another.  He is left with no passion to make any choices.  So, Chesterton concludes, “The secularists have not wrecked divine things; but the secularists have wrecked secular things, if that is any comfort to them (Orthodoxy 147).”  

     Chesterton presents us with a third option, what he calls Christian optimism, and what might also be called faith.  He calls it an optimism, in that ultimately it is a reason to be happy, however it contains within it something very like pessimism.  He also refers to it as patriotism, patriotism for the cosmos.  It is essentially, the adoption of a bold optimism, as well as a thorough pessimism.  The optimism is that man is a “king in disguise (Dickens 246),” that he has been created in the image of God, and is therefore also a creative being, that he is infinitely worth saving.  He is worth even the death of God to regain his proper place in the universe.  The pessimism is manifested in the doctrine of the fall, that man has through freedom fallen from the grace of God and become sinful by nature, that humanity is a “monstrosity.”  So, far from whitewashing the world, as pure optimism does, Christianity brings to the light a very real and heinous evil.  Using Dickens as an example of someone who has written with this Christian optimism Chesterton says, “Nobody ever made less attempt to whitewash evil than Dickens.  Nobody’s black was ever less white than Dickens’s black (281).”  He goes on to say that Christian optimism defeats worldly philosophy by instigating a great fight against evil. 

          This optimism does exist – this optimism which is more hopeless than pessimism – this optimism 

          which is the very heart of hell.  Against such an aching vacuum of joyless approval there is only one 

          antidote – a sudden and pugnacious belief in positive evil. This world can be made beautiful again by 

          beholding it as a battlefield (284).

In accepting the fall and with it belief in real evil, we are able to regain color and purpose in our world.  We have reason to enact reform and improve humanity, for we see we are in such a dreadful condition, and we are called to war.

     So in Christian optimism we find that we have the ability to see fault in the world, as well as hope that improvement can be made.  Here we have a much more solid basis – Chesterton would say the only basis – for revolution.  

          In this way one could be both happy and indignant without degrading one’s self to be either a 

          pessimist or an optimist.  On this system one could fight all the forces of existence without deserting 

          the flag of existence (Orthodoxy 84).

As Chesterton describes, we can adopt a sort of patriotism toward the world.  It is with this move that we can see one of the final consequences of Christian optimism.  In adopting this otherworldly view, we are able to gain the world.  Both the optimist and the pessimist are unhappy with this existence; it is the Christian – the man of faith – that regains the worldly.  This seems to me quite profound, at least profoundly unexpected.  It also bears an uncanny resemblance to Kierkegaard, in his description of faith and resignation.  

     In Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard gives us a philosophy of man’s relation to existence in which faith and resignation play a central role.  He presents to us two characters, the knight of resignation and the knight of faith.  The knight of resignation is the equivalent of a tragic hero.  He is the man who gives up a finite wish and adopts an infinite wish in place of it, usually for the purpose of upholding a high ethical standard.  He lets go of the finite realm and seeks refuge in the infinite.  This man, like the optimist and pessimist is unable to live comfortably in the physical realm.  He is a “stranger in the world (Kierkegaard 38).”  In fact, the knight of resignation is very much like a more sensible version of the pessimist that Chesterton describes.  Despite its flaws resignation is also considered to be the first step on the way to faith.  No man can have faith without first passing the way of infinite resignation.  In Chesterton’s biography of St. Francis of Assisi he tells us of the journey of Francis to sainthood.  St. Francis is surely a person who represents Christian optimism but on his journey he goes through a stage that looks very much like the knight of resignation.  After his father disowned him St. Francis went into what could easily be described as state of resignation. 

          The quarrel dragged drearily through several stages; at one time the wretched young man seems to 

          have disappeared underground, so to speak, into some cavern or cellar where he remained huddled 

          hopelessly in the darkness (St. Francis 55).

Not only was he mentally resigning the finite, but his physical state was in perfect reflection of it.  For a time he withdrew from the world altogether.  Also when speaking of the Troubadours – one of which St. Francis would claim to be – Chesterton says, “ The love was not always animal; sometimes it was so airy as to be almost allegorical (St. Francis 67).”  This sounds precisely like a description of the infinitude that is the abode of the knight of resignations passions.  

     The knight of faith is a much more paradoxical and unusual man.  He is the man who makes the move of infinite resignation, but believes, in virtue of the absurd, that he will gain the finite.  This means that despite the impossibility of his gaining the finite, he believes that he will gain it since through God all things are possible.  As Kierkegaard explains it is this man who is able to live comfortably in the world.  He is “heir apparent to the finite.”  However, the knight of faith is utterly alone in his endeavor.  No other man can understand him for he, unlike the knight of resignation, oversteps the ethical.  In doing this he isolates himself from humanity; they will never understand him.  Again, Chesterton’s description of St. Francis strikingly agrees with Kierkegaards idea of faith.  

          St. Francis said, ‘Blessed is he who expecteth nothing, for he shall enjoy everything.’  It was by this 

          deliberate idea of starting from zero, from the dark nothingness of his own deserts, that he did come 

          to enjoy even earthly things as few people have enjoyed them (75).

Chesterton also says, “when Francis came forth from his cave of vision, he was wearing the same word ‘fool’ as a feather in his cap.”  We see that Francis not only was able to move from the cave and regain the finite, like the knight of faith, but also he is to humanity a “fool” as the knight of faith is a “fool” on humanities terms.  So, Chesterton’s conception of Christian optimism meshes very well with Kierkegaard’s philosophy of faith.  

     Christian optimism can also be seen as a reply to Freud’s claim that religion’s primary function is to console.  At first glance it seems that something called Christian optimism would be a very likely candidate for consolatory religion.  It is something to make people happy.  However, the background for Chesterton’s discussion of optimism and pessimism is primarily in search for a firm basis for revolution, in so much as Christian optimism is a basis for revolution, it cannot be consolatory.  To Chesterton Christianity is a thing of upheaval, a thing that can overturn nations, a thing of “fear and trembling.”  Chesterton’s descriptions thoroughly destroy any possibility of consolation.  He says, “In this combination, I maintain, it is the rational optimist who fails, the Christian optimist who succeeds.  He is ready to smash the whole universe for the sake of itself (Orthodoxy 77).”  And in the central passage of his book Orthodoxy Chesterton says, 

          This is the thrilling romance of Orthodoxy.  People have fallen into a foolish habit of speaking of 

          orthodoxy as something heavy, humdrum, and safe.  There never was anything so perilous or so 

          exciting as orthodoxy (107).

It is almost as if the entire purpose of his book is to refute such conceptions of Christianity as consolatory.  In fact, Freud’s argument could again be quite easily turned upon him.  Freud would fall somewhere in the secular philosophies of optimism and pessimism.  Primarily he is an optimist, for he thinks that though religion is dying, humanity will be able to replace it with a new ethics based on science and reason.  This is his optimistic hope.  For this reason Chesterton would likely put him in the camp of the whitewashers.  He has no real basis for claiming that one ethical system is superior to another, and therefore the ultimate end of his philosophy is melancholy and inaction.  In a certain sense Chesterton would think Freud anti-revolutionary.  If Chesterton were still alive today, he would likely say, “Were is your revolution Freud, and why have we seen, once again, a revival of…Orthodoxy?”

