
SAINT JOAN OF ARC 

Chapter 19 COMPARATIVE FAIRNESS OF JOAN’S TRIAL 

 

The truth is that Cauchon was threatened and 

insulted by the English for being too considerate to 

Joan. A recent French writer denies that Joan was 

burnt, and holds that Cauchon spirited her away and 

burnt somebody or something else in her place, and 

that the pretender who subsequently personated her 

at Orleans and elsewhere was not a pretender but the 

real authentic Joan. He is able to cite Cauchon's pro-

Joan partiality in support of his view. As to the 

assessors, the objection to them is not that they were 

a row of uniform rascals, but that they were political 

partisans of Joan's enemies. This is a valid objection 

to all such trials; but in the absence of neutral 

tribunals they are unavoidable. A trial by Joan's 

French partisans would have been as unfair as the 

trial by her French opponents; and an equally mixed 

tribunal would have produced a deadlock. Such 

recent trials as those of Edith Cavell by a German 
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tribunal and Roger Casement by an English one were 

open to the same objection; but they went forward to 

the death nevertheless, because neutral tribunals 

were not available. Edith, like Joan, was an arch 

heretic: in the middle of the war she declared before 

the world that 'Patriotism is not enough.' She nursed 

enemies back to health, and assisted their prisoners 

to escape, making it abundantly clear that she would 

help any fugitive or distressed person without asking 

whose side he was on, and acknowledging no 

distinction before Christ between Tommy and Jerry 

and Pitou the poilu. Well might Edith have wished that 

she could bring the Middle Ages back, and have fifty 

civilians, learned in the law or vowed to the service of 

God, to support two skilled judges in trying her case 

according to the Catholic law of Christendom, and to 

argue it out with her at sitting after sitting for many 

weeks. The modern military Inquisition was not so 

squeamish. It shot her out of hand; and her 

countrymen, seeing in this a good opportunity for 



lecturing the enemy on his intolerance, put up a 

statue to her, but took particular care not to inscribe 

on the pedestal 'Patriotism is not enough', for which 

omission, and the lie it implies, they will need Edith's 

intercession when they are themselves brought to 

judgment, if any heavenly power thinks such moral 

cowards capable of pleading to an intelligible 

indictment. 

 

The point need be no further labored. Joan was 

persecuted essentially as she would be persecuted 

today. The change from burning to hanging or 

shooting may strike us as a change for the better. The 

change from careful trial under ordinary law to 

recklessly summary military terrorism may strike us as 

a change for the worse. But as far as toleration is 

concerned the trial and execution in Rouen in 1431 

might have been an event of today; and we may 

charge our consciences accordingly. If Joan had to be 

dealt with by us in London she would be treated with 



no more toleration than Miss Sylvia Pankhurst, or the 

Peculiar People, or the parents who keep their 

children from the elementary school, or any of the 

others who cross the line we have to draw, rightly or 

wrongly, between the tolerable and the intolerable. 
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SAINT JOAN OF ARC 

Chapter 20 JOAN NOT TRIED AS A POLITICAL OFFENDER 

 

Besides, Joan's trial was not, like Casement's, a 

national political trial. Ecclesiastical courts and the 

courts of the Inquisition (Joan was tried by a 

combination of the two) were Courts Christian: that is, 

international courts; and she was tried, not as a 

traitress, but as a heretic, blasphemer, sorceress, and 

idolater. Her alleged offences were not political 

offences against England, nor against the Burgundian 
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faction in France, but against God and against the 

common morality of Christendom. And although the 

idea we call Nationalism was so foreign to the 

medieval conception of Christian society that it might 

almost have been directly charged against Joan as an 

additional heresy, yet it was not so charged; and it is 

unreasonable to suppose that the political bias of a 

body of Frenchmen like the assessors would on this 

point have run strongly in favor of the English 

foreigners (even if they had been making themselves 

particularly agreeable in France instead of just the 

contrary) against a Frenchwoman who had 

vanquished them. 

 

The tragic part of the trial was that Joan, like most 

prisoners tried for anything but the simplest breaches 

of the ten commandments, did not understand what 

they were accusing her of. She was much more like 

Mark Twain than like Peter Cauchon. Her attachment 

to the Church was very different from the Bishop's, 



and does not, in fact, bear close examination from his 

point of view. She delighted in the solaces the Church 

offers to sensitive souls: to her, confession and 

communion were luxuries beside which the vulgar 

pleasures of the senses were trash. Her prayers were 

wonderful conversations with her three saints. Her 

piety seemed superhuman to the formally dutiful 

people whose religion was only a task to them. But 

when the Church was not offering her her favorite 

luxuries, but calling on her to accept its interpretation 

of God's will, and to sacrifice her own, she flatly 

refused, and made it clear that her notion of a 

Catholic Church was one in which the Pope was Pope 

Joan. How could the Church tolerate that, when it had 

just destroyed Hus, and had watched the career of 

Wycliffe with a growing anger that would have brought 

him, too, to the stake, had he not died a natural death 

before the wrath fell on him in his grave? Neither Hus 

nor Wycliffe was as bluntly defiant as Joan: both were 

reformers of the Church like Luther; whilst Joan, like 



Mrs Eddy, was quite prepared to supersede St Peter 

as the rock on which the Church was built, and, like 

Mahomet, was always ready with a private revelation 

from God to settle every question and fit every 

occasion. 

 

The enormity of Joan's pretension was proved by her 

own unconsciousness of it, which we call her 

innocence, and her friends called her simplicity. Her 

solutions of the problems presented to her seemed, 

and indeed mostly were, the plainest commonsense, 

and their revelation to her by her Voices was to her a 

simple matter of fact. How could plain commonsense 

and simple fact seem to her to be that hideous thing, 

heresy? When rival prophetesses came into the field, 

she was down on them at once for liars and humbugs; 

but she never thought of them as heretics. She was in 

a state of invincible ignorance as to the Church's 

view; and the Church could not tolerate her 

pretensions without either waiving its authority or 



giving her a place beside the Trinity during her lifetime 

and in her teens, which was unthinkable. Thus an 

irresistible force met an immovable obstacle, and 

developed the heat that consumed poor Joan. 

 

Mark and Andrew would have shared her innocence 

and her fate had they been dealt with by the 

Inquisition: that is why their accounts of the trial are 

as absurd as hers might have been could she have 

written one. All that can be said for their assumption 

that Cauchon was a vulgar villain, and that the 

questions put to Joan were traps, is that it has the 

support of the inquiry which rehabilitated her twenty-

five years later. But this rehabilitation was as corrupt 

as the contrary proceeding applied to Cromwell by our 

Restoration reactionaries. Cauchon had been dug up, 

and his body thrown into the common sewer. Nothing 

was easier than to accuse him of cozenage, and 

declare the whole trial void on that account. That was 

what everybody wanted, from Charles the Victorious, 



whose credit was bound up with The Maid's, to the 

patriotic Nationalist populace, who idolized Joan's 

memory. The English were gone; and a verdict in their 

favour would have been an outrage on the throne and 

on the patriotism which Joan had set on foot. 

 

We have none of these overwhelming motives of 

political convenience and popularity to bias us. For us 

the first trial stands valid; and the rehabilitation would 

be negligible but for the mass of sincere testimony it 

produced as to Joan's engaging personal character. 

The question then arises: how did The Church get 

over the verdict at the first trial when it canonized 

Joan five hundred years later? 
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