SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 26 CREDULITY, MODERN AND MEDIEVAL

When Abernethy, the famous doctor, was asked why
he indulged himself with all the habits he warned his
patients against as unhealthy, he replied that his
business was that of a direction post, which points out
the way to a place, but does not go thither itself. He
might have added that neither does it compel the
traveller to go thither, nor prevent him from seeking
some other way. Unfortunately our clerical direction
posts always do coerce the traveller when they have
the political power to do so. When the Church was a
temporal as well as a spiritual power, and for long
after to the full extent to which it could control or
influence the temporal power, it enforced conformity
by persecutions that were all the more ruthless
because their intention was so excellent. Today, when
the doctor has succeeded to the priest, and can do
practically what he likes with parliament and the press
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through the blind faith in him which has succeeded to
the far more critical faith in the parson, legal
compulsion to take the doctor's prescription, however
poisonous, is carried to an extent that would have
horrified the Inquisition and staggered Archbishop
Laud. Our credulity is grosser than that of the Middle
Ages, because the priest had no such direct
pecuniary interest in our sins as the doctor has in our
diseases: he did not starve when all was well with his
flock, nor prosper when they were perishing, as our
private commercial doctors must. Also the medieval
cleric believed that something extremely unpleasant
would happen to him after death if he was
unscrupulous, a belief now practically extinct among
persons receiving a dogmatically materialist
education. Our professional corporations are Trade
Unions without souls to be damned; and they will
soon drive us to remind them that they have bodies to
be kicked. The Vatican was never soulless: at worst it
was a political conspiracy to make the Church



supreme temporally as well as spiritually. Therefore
the question raised by Joan's burning is a burning
guestion still, though the penalties involved are not so
sensational. That is why | am probing it. If it were only
an historical curiosity | would not waste my readers'
time and my own on it for five minutes.
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SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 27 TOLERATION, MODERN AND MEDIEVAL

The more closely we grapple with it the more difficult
it becomes. At first sight we are disposed to repeat
that Joan should have been excommunicated and
then left to go her own way, though she would have
protested vehemently against so cruel a deprivation of
her spiritual food: for confession, absolution, and the
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body of her Lord were first necessaries of life to her.
Such a spirit as Joan's might have got over that
difficulty as the Church of England got over the Bulls
of Pope Leo, by making a Church of her own, and
affirming it to be the temple of the true and original
faith from which her persecutors had strayed. But as
such a proceeding was, in the eyes of both Church
and State at that time, a spreading of damnation and
anarchy, its toleration involved a greater strain on
faith in freedom than political and ecclesiastical
human nature could bear. It Is easy to say that the
Church should have waited for the alleged evil results
Instead of assuming that they would occur, and what
they would be. That sounds simple enough; but if a
modern Public Health Authority were to leave people
entirely to their own devices in the matter of
sanitation, saying, 'We have nothing to do with
drainage or your views about drainage; but if you
catch smallpox or typhus we will prosecute you and
have you punished very severely like the authorities in



Butler's Erewhon, ' it would either be removed to the
County Asylum or reminded that A's neglect of
sanitation may Kkill the child of B two miles off, or start
an epidemic in which the most conscientious
sanitarians may perish. We must face the fact that
society is founded on intolerance. There are glaring
cases of the abuse of intolerance; but they are quite
as characteristic of our own age as of the Middle
Ages. The typical modern example and contrast is
compulsory inoculation replacing what was virtually
compulsory baptism. But compulsion to inoculate is
objected to as a crudely unscientific and mischievous
anti-sanitary quackery, not in the least because we
think it wrong to compel people to protect their
children from disease. Its opponents would make it a
crime, and will probably succeed in doing so; and that
will be just as intolerant as making it compulsory.
Neither the Pasteurians nor their opponents the
Sanitarians would leave parents free to bring up their
children naked, though that course also has some



plausible advocates. We may prate of toleration as we
will; but society must always draw a line somewhere
between allowable conduct and insanity or crime, in
spite of the risk of mistaking sages for lunatics and
saviors for blasphemers. We must persecute, even to
the death; and all we can do to mitigate the danger of
persecution is, first, to be very careful what we
persecute, and second, to bear in mind that unless
there is a large liberty to shock conventional people,
and a well informed sense of the value of originality,
individuality, and eccentricity, the result will be
apparent stagnation covering a repression of
evolutionary forces which will eventually explode with
extravagant and probably destructive violence.
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Chapter 28 VARIABILITY OP TOLERATION
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The degree of tolerance attainable at any moment
depends on the strain under which society is
maintaining its cohesion. In war, for instance, we
suppress the gospels and put Quakers in prison,
muzzle the newspapers, and make it a serious
offence to shew a light at night. Under the strain of
Invasion the French Government in 1792 struck off 4,
000 heads, mostly on grounds that would not in time
of settled peace have provoked any Government to
chloroform a dog; and in 1920 the British Government
slaughtered and burnt in Ireland to persecute the
advocates of a constitutional change which it had
presently to effect itself. Later on the Fascisti in Italy
did everything that the Black and Tans did in Ireland,
with some grotesquely ferocious variations, under the
strain of an unskilled attempt at industrial revolution
by Socialists who understood Socialism even less
than Capitalists understand Capitalism. In the United



States an incredibly savage persecution of Russians
took place during the scare spread by the Russian
Bolshevik revolution after 1917. These instances
could easily be multiplied; but they are enough to
shew that between a maximum of indulgent toleration
and a ruthlessly intolerant Terrorism there is a scale
through which toleration is continually rising or falling,
and that there was not the smallest ground for the
self-complacent conviction of the nineteenth century
that it was more tolerant than the fifteenth, or that
such an event as the execution of Joan could not
possibly occur in what we call our own more
enlightened times. Thousands of women, each of
them a thousand times less dangerous and terrifying
to our Governments than Joan was to the
Government of her day, have within the last ten years
been slaughtered, starved to death, burnt out of
house and home, and what not that Persecution and
Terror could do to them, in the course of Crusades far
more tyrannically pretentious than the medieval



Crusades which proposed nothing more hyperbolical
than the rescue of the Holy Sepulchre from the
Saracens. The Inquisition, with its English equivalent
the Star Chamber, are gone in the sense that their
names are now disused; but can any of the modern
substitutes for the Inquisition, the Special Tribunals
and Commissions, the punitive expeditions, the
suspensions of the Habeas Corpus Act, the
proclamations of martial law and of minor states of
siege, and the rest of them, claim that their victims
have as fair a trial, as well considered a body of law to
govern their cases, or as conscientious a judge to
Insist on strict legality of procedure as Joan had from
the Inquisition and from the spirit of the Middle Ages
even when her country was under the heaviest strain
of civil and foreign war? From us she would have had
no trial and no law except a Defence of The Realm
Act suspending all law; and for judge she would have
had, at best, a bothered major, and at worst a
promoted advocate in ermine and scarlet to whom the



scruples of a trained ecclesiastic like Cauchon would
seem ridiculous and ungentlemanly.
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SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 29 THE CONFLICT BETWEEN GENIUS AND DISCIPLINE

Having thus brought the matter home to ourselves,
we may now consider the special feature of Joan's
mental constitution which made her so
unmanageable. What is to be done on the one hand
with rulers who will not give any reason for their
orders, and on the other with people who cannot
understand the reasons when they are given? The
government of the world, political, industrial, and
domestic, has to be carried on mostly by the giving
and obeying of orders under just these conditions.


https://www.novelfull.shop/saint-joan-of-arc/
javascript:;

'‘Don't argue: do as you are told' has to be said not
only to children and soldiers, but practically to
everybody. Fortunately most people do not want to
argue: they are only too glad to be saved the trouble
of thinking for themselves. And the ablest and most
Independent thinkers are content to understand their
own special department. In other departments they
will unhesitatingly ask for and accept the instructions
of a policeman or the advice of a tailor without
demanding or desiring explanations. Nevertheless,
there must be some ground for attaching authority to
an order. A child will obey its parents, a soldier his
officer, a philosopher a railway porter, and a workman
a foreman, all without question, because it is
generally accepted that those who give the orders
understand what they are about, and are duly
authorized and even obliged to give them, and
because, in the practical emergencies of daily life,
there is no time for lessons and explanations, or for
arguments as to their validity. Such obediences are



as necessary to the continuous operation of our social
system as the revolutions of the earth are to the
succession of night and day. But they are not so
spontaneous as they seem: they have to be very
carefully arranged and maintained. A bishop will defer
to and obey a king; but let a curate venture to give
him an order, however necessary and sensible, and
the bishop will forget his cloth and damn the curate's
Impudence. The more obedient a man is to accredited
authority the more jealous he is of allowing any
unauthorized person to order him about.

With all this in mind, consider the career of Joan. She
was a village girl, in authority over sheep and pigs,
dogs and chickens, and to some extent over her
father's hired laborers when he hired any, but over no
one else on earth. Outside the farm she had no
authority, no prestige, no claim to the smallest
deference. Yet she ordered everybody about, from
her uncle to the king, the archbishop, and the military



General Staff. Her uncle obeyed her like a sheep, and
took her to the castle of the local commander, who,
on being ordered about, tried to assert himself, but
soon collapsed and obeyed. And so on up to the king,
as we have seen. This would have been unbearably
irritating even if her orders had been offered as
rational solutions of the desperate difficulties in which
her social superiors found themselves just then. But
they were not so offered. Nor were they offered as the
expression of Joan's arbitrary will. It was never 'l say
so', but always 'God says so'.
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SAINT JOAN OF ARC

Chapter 30 JOAN AS THEOCRA
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Leaders who take that line have no trouble with some
people, and no end of trouble with others. They need
never fear a lukewarm reception. Either they are
messengers of God, or they are blasphemous
Impostors. In the Middle Ages the general belief in
witchcraft greatly intensified this contrast, because
when an apparent miracle happened (as in the case
of the wind changing at Orleans) it proved the divine
mission to the credulous, and proved a contract with
the devil to the sceptical. All through, Joan had to
depend on those who accepted her as an incarnate
angel against those who added to an intense
resentment of her presumption a bigoted abhorrence
of her as a witch. To this abhorrence we must add the
extreme irritation of those who did not believe in the
voices, and regarded her as a liar and impostor. It is
hard to conceive anything more infuriating to a
statesman or a military commander, or to a court
favorite, than to be overruled at every turn, or to be
robbed of the ear of the reigning sovereign, by an



Impudent young upstart practising on the credulity of
the populace and the vanity and silliness of an
Immature prince by exploiting a few of those lucky
coincidences which pass as miracles with uncritical
people. Not only were the envy, snobbery, and
competitive ambition of the baser natures
exacerbated by Joan's success, but among the
friendly ones that were clever enough to be critical a
guite reasonable scepticism and mistrust of her
ability, founded on a fair observation of her obvious
ignorance and temerity, were at work against her. And
as she met all remonstrances and all criticisms, not
with arguments or persuasion, but with a flat appeal to
the authority of God and a claim to be in God's special
confidence, she must have seemed, to all who were
not infatuated by her, so insufferable that nothing but
an unbroken chain of overwhelming success in the
military and political field could have saved her from
the wrath that finally destroyed her.
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