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For Helena






Well, if I have to choose one or the other

I choose to be a plain New Hampshire farmer.

—Robert Frost








INTRODUCTION The Happy Warrior



To be happy at home is the end of all human endeavor.

—Samuel Johnson



This is a book about happiness.

Happiness is something we tend to take for granted. Which is odd, really. By every measurement, Americans are less happy than we’ve ever been in our country’s history. More and more of us report feeling chronically lonely. We have fewer friends and less sex. Divorce rates are falling, but only because marriage rates are falling even faster. Meanwhile, deaths by despair are way up—so much so that the life expectancy for white males is declining for the first time in recorded history.

How can this be?

Here’s my theory: for too long, we’ve confused happiness with comfort.

And we Americans are pretty damn comfortable. We have smartphones and air conditioners. We have Tinder, Uber, and the drive-thru at McDonald’s—all in one night, if you time it right. A friend of mine from Australia remembers his family getting dressed up every time they went to Sydney. “Even the beggars wore a coat and tie,” he recalls. Today, we have athleisure.

We’re comfortable, sure. But we’re not happy.

As a matter of fact, I think some of us really chafe under all this comfort. That’s the thesis of this book. It begins with the awesome, bracing revelation that grown-ups actually like doing things for themselves. We don’t want to be constantly comforted and pampered. We don’t want to be distracted by a constant stream of bright lights and inane noises. That’s fine for babies, but not for men and women. It doesn’t actually make us happy.

We want freedom. We want independence. And we know, if we’re honest, that freedom and independence come only through struggle and strain.

But we haven’t been honest; we’ve redefined freedom and independence. Freedom used to mean the ability to do what’s right, free from unjust coercion. Today, it means doing whatever the hell you want. Justice Anthony Kennedy put it best in his majority decision for Planned Parenthood v. Casey: “At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life.” And that’s much easier, isn’t it? For us, freedom is about making choices—the choice between Uber and Lyft, between McDonald’s and Burger King. If you’re really forward-thinking, it’s the choice between Tinder and Grindr.

And independence? Well, that was all right in simpler times, but today life is complicated and best left to the professionals. An army of helpful bureaucrats stand ready to tell you what to eat, what to drink, and what books your children should read. There’s an app to tell you whom to vote for, whom to marry, and (according to my uncle, a TikTok fiend) when to go to bed. A child born in the year 2021 could easily go his entire life without making a single consequential decision for himself.

Some might call that convenience. I call it slavery.

I’m not here to blame anyone. Not the Protestants or the Jacobins, the boomers or the millennials, not even the World Economic Forum. That’s all way too simplistic. No, I blame me. And I blame you. Because the fact is that we chose slavery over freedom. For centuries now, we’ve been slowly trading away our independence and gladly selling off our happiness to Big Government, Big Business, and (lately) Big Tech—all in exchange for more creature comforts.

We renew that servitude about a hundred times every day. When we order T-shirts on Amazon instead of going to the store. When we grab a hot-and-ready pizza instead of cooking for ourselves. When we text our best friends instead of going down to the bar for a drink. When we flick through our phones on the bus instead of reading a book. When we stay up until midnight watching Steven Crowder absolutely destroy some dumb college freshman. When we cash our eighteenth COVID stimulus check, despite having been gainfully employed for ten years.

You know, there’s a word for people who only talk to their friends over the phone, who have their clothes and their meals delivered right to their door, and who bill everything to the government. They’re called prisoners. And that’s what we’ve become. We’re prisoners of our own convenience.

Think about it. When the coronavirus pandemic swept the United States, practically every governor in the country declared a state of “lockdown.” Now, I don’t know the first thing about health policy. What I do know is that the lockdown orders couldn’t have happened twenty years ago; the very idea of putting virtually every American into solitary confinement would have been inconceivable. How could we all go into lockdown when everything happens out there? Except for new moms and small children, basically everyone was out of the house for most of the day. Folks couldn’t imagine living any other way—until, of course, they could.

That was the real horror of the lockdown. It proved that a huge majority of Americans could get by in isolation. It’s not that the government could tell us to stay home and we did. (That’s another matter.) It’s that it worked. There was no mass starvation. We ran low on beef and toilet paper, but the supply chain held up.

Apparently, Margaret Thatcher was right: there’s no such thing as society. Not anymore. COVID checks, Amazon Prime, and Netflix made it redundant.

But is that how we want to live?

We thought that technology’s making everyone more interconnected would bring human beings closer to one another. In fact, just the opposite has happened. All of our relationships have become shallower, more transactional. We use one another, but we don’t really need one another. Once delivery drones and sex robots take off, we won’t need other human beings for anything. Then we’ll all be comfortable as hell.

But I ask you again: Is that what we really want? Will that make us happy?

It has taken the better part of seven hundred years for mankind to render itself redundant. This is a process we’ve (rather cruelly) dubbed “progress.” The True, the Good, and the Beautiful came at too high a cost: our blood, sweat, and tears. We traded in beauty for the merely sensual. We gave up on goodness in favor of self-expression. Truth is out; ideology is in.

Part I of this book will consider the major catastrophes in Western history that brought about this false progress: the Renaissance, the Protestant Reformation, the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment, and the French Revolution.

We’ll meet those heroic reactionaries who fought to stem the tide. These men stood for freedom and independence against servitude and decadence. They’re partisans of truth, goodness, and beauty. These are men like Girolamo Savonarola, Thomas More, Robert Bellarmine, Joseph de Maistre, Ned Ludd, and G. K. Chesterton.

We’ll also discuss how this idea of endless, unstoppable “progress” left us blind to the damage wrought over the last seven centuries and totally unable to imagine a better future for ourselves and our children.

Along the way, we’ll see how “conservatives” have served as adagio progressives: accepting “progress,” but slowly. The American journalist William F. Buckley Jr. famously declared that the conservative is one who “stands athwart history, yelling Stop.” But that was more of an aspiration than a reality. In truth, conservatives always seem to wind up jogging alongside history, huffing, “Please, for the love of God, slow down.” That’s no coincidence. Nor is the fact that so many “conservatives” finally wear down and simply say, “Hurrah for progress! Hurrah for capitalism!” Not only is it easier to say that, but they lack the philosophical wherewithal to say anything else.

Part II is a handbook for would-be reactionaries. The reactionary lives in open revolt against the modern world. He believes in simplicity and piety, strength and sacrifice. He categorically rejects both politics and economics; he has no opinions, only principles. He minds his own business, though he strives to be useful to others.

The reactionary understands intuitively these lines from William Wordsworth:


The world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;—

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!



The reactionary’s motto, if he has one, is simply this, from 1 Peter 2:17: “Honor all men. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the king.”

Above all, perhaps, he’s happy. He may be the last truly happy man on earth. He loves life because he surrounds himself with lovable things: family and friends, plants and animals, hearth and home. His work isn’t a chore, and his leisure isn’t mere distraction. He’s constantly challenging himself—mind, body, and soul. He lives “loyally and joyfully,” like the old Christian knights.

This book is an invitation to the reactionary cause. It’s a declaration of war against “progress” and a call for peace with the natural order of things. It’s a guide to happiness for humans living in a world where everything—government and business, pleasure and pain—has grown to an inhuman scale.

So, let’s begin.






PART I That Was Then







CHAPTER ONE The Reactionary’s Dreams of Heaven



Life in the Middle Ages was not a nightmare,

but a dream—an amorous dream of heaven.

—Ramiro de Maeztu



Imagine a land where the average citizen lives on about twelve acres of land, and the poorest of the poor get by with just one. None of them have ever seen the road darkened by a skyscraper or heard the air split by the sound of a passing airplane. Nearly 100 percent of the population lives and works in the great outdoors. Their skin is a healthy bronze; their hands are strong and calloused; their muscles are hard, taut, and eminently practical, earned through long days of wholesome labor.

There are no pesticides or growth hormones in this country. All the meat and vegetables they eat are totally organic. Their furniture is what we would call antique, fashioned by master craftsmen in the local style and passed down from father to son over generations. To heat their homes, they burn wood in the fireplace. Of course, they chop the wood themselves.

Here, nothing is disposable—and nothing need be. When a man’s trouser catches a nail, his wife can darn the tear in a matter of minutes. In fact, she herself made the trousers from wool her husband sheared from his own sheep. If a chair breaks, her husband fells a tree and carves a new one. Tinkering at these pleasant little chores under the shade of an oak tree might even be a definition of happiness.

For the most part, these folks walk everywhere they need to go. It keeps them fit and limber. Besides, they’re never far from town: everything they need is, at most, a few miles from the front door. Not one of them has ever seen a throughway or a byway, and no tractor trailer has ever disturbed the quiet of this little domain. The only sounds a man hears are the whistle of the scythe as his son mows the barley, the low of the heifer as she brushes away flies with her tail, and the voice of his wife calling him in for lunch.

Of course, the routine changes slightly as the year goes on. Life here is tied to the seasons.

In spring, the men stay up all night drinking craft beer, roasting pigs and lambs for the Easter feast. This they’ll eat with apples and plums and wild strawberries. The boys will crown the girls with garlands of wildflowers and woo them with memorized poetry. Broods of children will chase rabbits through the briar. Someone will play the guitar and the people will dance.

Come autumn, the men will hunt deer and geese. The harvest feast will be marked with hearty vegetable stews, tart cider or warm brandy, and all sorts of homemade cheeses. The men will build a great bonfire; the people will sing and dance; and when the celebration ends, families will walk home to their cottages. There’s perfect silence over the valley. An owl hoots somewhere deep in the forest; a badger chitters in the brush.

Here, there are no streetlamps or strip malls. Once the sun sets, all is dark. Every living thing looks up and sees the same pale moon looming amid a crowd of stars. The road ahead is lit by these heavenly bodies. How could it be otherwise?

Welcome to a day in the life of a serf.

That’s a slightly romanticized view…but only slightly. Our view of the Middle Ages has been clouded by centuries of bad history piled on top of one another. So, before we go any further, we must clear up three common misconceptions about our friend the serf.

1. The serf was oppressed.

The defining characteristic of serfdom, it would seem, is a total lack of freedom. But what do we mean by freedom? Usually, we mean exactly what the Marquis de Sade would mean: the ability to exercise one’s agency to fulfill one’s desire. The modern would probably say freedom is the ability to “live your best life.”

Freedom, then, is about choices. The more our choices align with our desire, the freer we think ourselves to be. For instance, the citizen of a communist country gets his bread by standing in a bread line. Everyone receives the same crusty loaf with the same bland wrapper. They have no choice; they are not free. The citizen of a capitalist country, meanwhile, goes to the grocery store. Does he want Wonder Bread, Pepperidge Farm, Nature’s Own, Sara Lee, Arnold, or store brand? Does he prefer white? Wheat? Rye? Pumpernickel? Cinnamon raisin? Sprouted grain? Gluten free? He has choices; he is free.

Theoretically, this should mean that the man who shops at the largest store is the freest. That’s what we mean when we say that a store has the “best selection” in town: that it has the most options to choose from.

But if freedom is defined as the ability to choose from as many options as possible, then freedom is automatically defined by income. In theory, I can walk to Market Basket and choose from hundreds of different breads, the cheapest of which costs $1.99. Yet, if I have only two dollars in my pocket, I have only one choice, which is really no choice at all. If I have only one dollar in my pocket, then I have less “freedom” than our comrade in the breadline, who at least gets some bread.

This isn’t an apologetic for communism, of course. But maybe we can see how our definition of freedom is a bit muddled.

What’s more, chains like Trader Joe’s and ALDI are quickly building a supermarket empire by taking away choice. They realized that Americans like choice in theory but hate it in practice. We’re highly susceptible to option paralysis. While we’d be perfectly content eating any of the hundreds of breads in the baked goods aisle, having to pick just one causes us mental anguish. We’re actually glad when someone makes such decisions for us.

This is the case with so much of modern America. We have more choices than we have desires. In fact, there’s a whole segment of the economy devoted to creating desire for products that already exist but that nobody ever wanted. It’s called advertising. In a sane economy, supply responds to demand. In America’s capitalist economy, we create the supply and then manufacture the demand. Nobody wanted a Chia Pet or an iPhone until someone offered to sell it to him for a reasonable price. Anyway, what’s a “reasonable price” for something you don’t want and don’t need?

So we can’t say that the serf was oppressed merely because he lacked choices. In fact, I would argue that he was freer, because he was free from meaningless choices. If he wanted bread, he baked it.

And this goes well beyond economics. We feel not only entitled to our infinite choices but obligated to make them with the utmost care. There are eight billion people on earth, and we have to find the perfect one to marry. There are more than twenty-six thousand colleges on the planet, and we have to attend the one that’s just the right fit for us. Then we have to move to our ideal city and land our dream job, which will allow us to buy our dream car and go on our dream vacation to an island paradise in the Caribbean. If we don’t, we’ll die unhappy and unfulfilled.

This is nonsense, of course, but many Americans think this way, even if unconsciously, and it’s making us miserable. We are always free to choose, but never free from choice. We lack the greatest freedom of all: freedom from desire, otherwise known as gratitude.

Chesterton once said that “thanks is the highest form of thought, and gratitude is happiness doubled by wonder.” This has always been the position taken by the Catholic Church. Christian serfs were warned against greed and urged to thank God for what little they had. Most of our contemporaries would probably call that a form of propaganda meant to defend the lairds from their envious peasants. Well, the American middle class enjoys prosperity beyond anything the fattest, richest laird in all the Middle Ages could have dreamt of. We have infinitely more to be grateful for, and yet we’re infinitely less grateful for it.

Gratitude for the blessings of his life is what made the serf’s lot such a happy one. He lived his whole life in the village where he was born. He began apprenticing for the family business as soon as he was old enough to hold a shovel or carry a hammer. He married some girl he’d known and befriended since childhood. He was baptized, confirmed, married, and buried in the same church he attended every Sunday. In other words, he was blissfully free of all the basically meaningless choices that we moderns spend the first fifty years of our lives agonizing over. By the time he was eighteen, he could get on with living.

2. The serf was ignorant.

When we picture a serf in our mind’s eye, we see an illiterate, superstitious bigot, his boots caked with manure and his face full of warts. He couldn’t read; he couldn’t vote. If he wanted music, he had to sing it himself. If he wanted art, he had to content himself with the statues in his parish church. He was uncultured and uncouth—trapped in a religious-political system in which he had no say, and which he couldn’t understand even if he did.

How unlike us moderns! We spend our days reading Plato and listening to Beethoven. For long hours we wander through museums, or else simply plant ourselves beneath an oak tree and contemplate the unity of all Creation. On Fridays, we gather with our friends for our weekly symposia; we drink wine and discuss Confucius and Augustine and al-Ghazali. And we’re all very proud of those wise, benevolent elected officials we send to Washington.

It’s amusing to consider how many wars were fought to empty a little scripture out of the peasant’s head and fill it with a bunch of sitcoms and pornography. It’s doubly amusing to read the accounts of men who thought the future might develop otherwise. The philosophes believed the Revolution would bring about a grand Republic of Letters, governed by a mass of learned and virtuous citizens guided by pure reason. Friedrich Engels believed that, in a communist society, the proletariat would become like his bourgeois friends: they would drink champagne, eat caviar, and foxhunt.

It never occurred to these men that most people might not want to be lettered. They might not have much interest in the fancy things afforded by Herr Engels’s trust fund.

To be fair, this isn’t a uniquely modern error. It has its origins at the very beginning of philosophy. In the first line of his Metaphysics, Aristotle declares, “All men by nature desire to know.” It’s a nice sentiment, but a false one. Let me prove it to you.

In your pocket, there’s a little black box. Using that little black box, you can read every known work of Seneca, Euclid, Xenophon, Aquinas, Pascal, Shakespeare, Milton, Montaigne, Donne, Johnson, and Dickens. But you probably won’t. You’ll use it to look at pictures of strange-looking cats and watch videos of men hitting each other in the groin. And that’s not your fault! Human beings, on the main, simply aren’t very curious.

This is the confounding thing about the Enlightenment. It’s true that all men are, to some degree, rational. But it’s also true that all men are, to some degree, creative. We are all, to some degree, funny. Why on earth should we single out reason as the basis of our society? The idea of a “Republic of Letters” is only slightly less ridiculous than that of a Republic of Paintings or a Republic of Comedies.

I say “slightly less” because every human being possesses a rational soul. We are defined by reason in a way we aren’t defined by creativity or humor. But assuming that men will make good use of their rational souls was a pretty big gamble and, so far, it hasn’t paid off.

That’s the trouble with our political, economic, and cultural institutions. They were devised by men who, like Aristotle, believed that every man could be a philosopher and assumed that every man wanted to be one. The feudal order was built on the opposite assumption. The medievals assumed that most men didn’t want to be philosophers: they were content to be men.

3. The serf was miserable.

I suppose, if we went back in time, we could poll a few thousand serfs and find out what percent of them were miserable. Then we could compare that data to modern statistics. That would settle the question definitively.

How are we doing in twenty-first-century America? According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, about 10 percent of Americans have medical records that list them as clinically depressed. In 2017, a Harris poll reported that 72 percent of Americans feel persistently lonely. In 2019, YouGov found that one in five millennials claim to have no friends at all.

It’s hard to believe that our peasant friends would have worse numbers.

Many conservatives would balk at the idea of judging our social order based on happiness, but every question about humanity must concern itself with happiness; it’s the whole reason for our existence.

This is one of the fundamental truths of the Christian religion. The Baltimore Catechism, in its sweet and simple way, puts it thus:


Q. Why did God make you?

A. God made me to know Him, to love Him, and to serve Him in this world, and to be happy with Him forever in heaven.



Now, that last clause is certainly important. Trying to make everyone as happy on earth as in heaven is to immanentize the eschaton, as conservative highbrows like to say. It’s the very essence of utopian thinking, and the reactionary is even more allergic to utopianism than the conservative.

Yet the fact remains that humans are meant for happiness, in a deep and metaphysical sense. Men are made to be happy. The founding fathers understood this and had the wisdom to enshrine “the pursuit of happiness” on our republic’s birth certificate.

Back when he was a conservative, the columnist George F. Will wrote a book called The Pursuit of Virtue and Other Tory Notions. Yet Mr. Will missed the point, perhaps because he’s an atheist. The pursuit of happiness is the Toriest notion of all.

Virtue is certainly a necessary aspect of human happiness. A man can’t really be happy as he wallows in sin. Whatever debased pleasure he might feel, it’s not worthy of the name happiness.

The pursuit of happiness was at the center of the medieval worldview. They understood (as every Christian does) that we cannot be happy without God—that God is our happiness. “Our hearts are restless, Lord, until they rest in thee,” as Saint Augustine said. There’s no better word for the condition of modern man: restless. He is oppressed by his own false freedom, tortured by his inflamed appetites, and humiliated by his own ignorance. The things that might make him truly happy—gratitude and simplicity, peace and quiet—are kept forever out of his reach.

Whatever else we want to say about the Middle Ages, that certainly wasn’t true of the happy serf, whose gratitude and simplicity were a matter of faith and routine. Such happiness was not only independent of wealth, but it could be found in poverty; gratitude was something that could be felt even after the collapse of a civilization. Saint Augustine witnessed firsthand the fall of the Roman Empire, the event that inaugurated the so-called Dark Ages, otherwise known as the early Middle Ages. This was a turning point in the history of Christianity. As Charles Van Doren (himself no reactionary) wrote, “Where wealth had been the measure of a Roman, now poverty became the measure of a Christian.”

It was poverty, yes. Specifically, it was Lady Poverty: the maiden in the desert who won the heart of that great chevalier, Saint Francis of Assisi. In his blessed poverty, the medieval man found a reflection of Christ himself, the poor carpenter’s Son and the source of all true happiness. As Van Doren observed, “The Christian of the Dark Ages also felt that the greatest of human pleasures was to praise the Creator.…Simple meals, a simple life, time to contemplate eternity, and a voice free to praise God—what more could man want?”

We cannot remake the world as twelfth-century France, but what we can do is recognize that a happy society would look much more like twelfth-century France than twenty-first-century America. If one believes with Louis de Bonald that Christianity is “but the application to society of every moral truth,” then one would want our society to be in some meaningful way Christian. In the Middle Ages we have the singular example of a purely Christian society. It was isolated from the old paganism by the yawning Dark Ages and not yet spoiled by paganism’s return in the fifteenth century.

If we are ever to re-Christianize the West, the result will necessarily look like the Middle Ages—and for the reactionary, that is a happy outcome, because he knows, better than anyone, that the worship of progress is the worship of a false god. But before we can reclaim what we’ve lost, including our easy access to happiness, we must humiliate our pride, our idolization of progress, and give a fair hearing to the ages and the peoples that have gone before us.






CHAPTER TWO The Reactionary’s Code: Loyal and Joyful



Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here

Buckle! And the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion

Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!

—Gerard Manley Hopkins



The serfs, we know, were the low rung of feudal society. What we might not remember is that the feudalism of the Middle Ages lasted for a thousand years—and that was not because kings and nobles demanded it, knights enforced it, and serfs cowered before an all-powerful clergy who justified it and sanctified it. This modern view of the Middle Ages is fundamentally wrong, Marxist, and ridiculous. Feudalism—as an economic, political, religious, and cultural order—survived for so long because people believed in it; they believed in its values of faithfulness, service, charity, honor, duty, sacrifice, and, most of all, chivalry. They fell short of these values, they fought over them, but they always labored to restore them.

The noblemen of the Middle Ages were more than high-born or well-bred. They were supposed to be chivalrous—from the French chevalier, meaning horseman, or knight. Properly understood, the nobility were the knights—men worthy of riding a horse. This was the great measure of the medieval man. For “knights have not been chosen to ride an ass or a mule,” as Díaz de Gámez, a chronicler of knighthood, notes. “They have not been taken from among feeble or timid or cowardly souls, but from among who are strong and full of energy, bold and without fear; and so there is no other beast that so befits a knight as a good horse.”

Such strong, energetic, bold, and fearless men were the upholders of the way of life known as chivalry, which was the standard by which every man in the Middle Ages—serf or knight, priest or lord or king—held himself. One scholar has called chivalry a medieval “framework for lay society.” It wasn’t a code of conduct so much as a spirituality—the only comprehensive spirituality for Christians (besides priests and monks) in history.

Its origins are to be found in the very establishment of medieval society. For the first few centuries anno Domini, Christians existed as a persecuted sect. Even after the faith became the official religion of the Roman Empire, the “framework” of society was still Roman. That changed after the Fall of Rome and the disappearance of the Pax Romana. From this apparent calamity, Christians took the opportunity to create a civilization in their own image—fully aware that Christ’s kingdom is not of this world, which belongs to the devil (John 14:30).

C. S. Lewis put it better than anyone, perhaps. “Enemy-occupied territory,” he wrote, “that is what this world is. Christianity is the story of how the rightful king has landed, you might say landed in disguise, and is calling us to take part in a great campaign of sabotage.”

And so, in the Middle Ages, life itself became a crusade, not against heathens and Mussulmen, but against the devil. The worthy man waged an endless war against sin and, to the extent that he was sinful, himself. In that sense, a good Christian is a noble Christian, and every Christian was, and is, a knight.

A knight, like a monk, is an ascetic of sorts. The great chivalric authors rail against vanity and wantonness. Geoffroi de Charny writes of knights, “[W]hen it is cold, they endure the cold, and when it is hot, they put up with the heat.” They don’t waste any time lounging in “white sheets and soft beds,” for “the longer you sleep, the less time you will have to acquire knowledge and to learn something of value.” They certainly don’t play “ball games,” which are a “woman’s pastime and pleasure.” (He meant tennis.) And they are neither gourmets nor gourmands. “Do not concern yourself with being knowledgeable about good dishes and fine sauces nor spend too much time deciding which wines are the best,” Sir Geoffroi advises, “and you will live more at ease.” He recommends that a knight who succumbs to these appetitive hobbies “should have all his teeth put out.”

Nor is a good knight a snob. He knows that the worthiest men are seldom the richest. “You should not care about amassing great wealth,” Sir Geoffroi warns, “for the more worldly goods a man acquires, the more reluctant he is to die and the greater his fear of death.” He continues, “Do not despise poor men or those of lesser rank than you, for there are many poor men who are of greater worth than the rich.” Besides, every true knight knows “impoverished fighting companions who are sometimes worth as much or more than some great lord.”

The code of chivalry held that the bravest and most gallant warriors should also be the meekest and gentlest men. Sir Geoffroi wrote that knights ought to be “humble among their friends, proud and bold against their foes, tender and merciful towards those who need assistance, cruel avengers against their enemies,” and “pleasant and amiable with all others.”

Knights should be self-deprecating. “Speak of the achievements of others, but not of yourself,” says Sir Geoffroi, for “where there is arrogance, there reigns anger and all kinds of folly; and where humility is to be found, there reigns good sense and happiness.” Knights also appreciate the value of silence. Our Blessed Lord once declared, “I tell you, on the day of judgment men will render account for every careless word they utter.” So, Sir Geoffroi informs us, the knight will “take care not to talk too much, for in talking too much you are sure to say something foolish; for example, the foolish cannot hold their peace, and the wise know how to hold their peace until it is time to speak.”

What do knights enjoy, then? They like hardship, challenge, and exertion—becoming stronger in mind, body, and soul. “Because of their great desire to reach and attain that high honor,” writes Sir Geoffroi, “they do not care what sufferings they have to endure, but turn everything into great enjoyment.” For “strength of purpose and cheerfulness of heart makes it possible to bear all these things gladly and confidently.” Knights, to this end, “should never tire of engaging in the pastimes of jousting, conversation, dancing, and singing in the company of ladies and damsels.” Indeed, “the best pastime of all is to be often in good company.”

As chivalry developed, and the memory of paganism faded, knights prayed to be as chaste as they were courageous. In the later Arthurian cycles, for instance, Sir Perceval is told, “[H]ad your body been violated by the corruption of sin, you would have forfeited your primacy among the Companions of the Quest” for the Holy Grail.

Remember, too, the famed affair between Launcelot and Guinevere, which causes a civil war in Britain and the death of King Arthur himself. Wracked by guilt, Guinevere retreats into a convent, and Launcelot to a hermitage, later to be ordained a priest. They don’t meet again in this life. Warned in a dream that she is about to die, Guinevere prays that she may never see her lover again. Launcelot arrives at her nunnery half an hour after she expires. As Sir Thomas Malory writes, “[H]e wept not greatly, but sighed. And so he did all the observance of the service himself, both the dirige, and on the morn he sang mass.”

This is how the greatest courtly romance ends: not in amours, or even tears, but in sackcloth and ashes and penance and sighs.

Launcelot dies of his sorrow not long after. Yet he’s remembered not as a villain, but as a hero—a valiant warrior, a sinner who atoned for his sins. Laying him to rest, Sir Ector says of his dead comrade Launcelot:


And thou were the courteoust knight that ever bare shield. And thou were the truest friend to thy lover that ever bestrad horse. And thou were the truest lover of a sinful man that ever loved woman. And thou were the kindest man that ever struck with sword. And thou were the goodliest person that ever came among press of knights. And thou was the meekest man and the gentlest that ever ate in hall among ladies. And thou were the sternest knight to thy mortal foe that ever put spear in the rest.



When Sir Ector finishes his speech, Malory writes, “there was weeping and dolor out of measure” among the Round Table.

All in all, though, knights were happy warriors. As Sir Geoffroi notes, they took pleasure in “glances and desire, love, reflection, and memory, gaiety of heart and liveliness of body.”

Above all, however, a knight was a servant of Holy Mother Church. This was the knight’s great cause and his first loyalty. It required of him strength, courage, and martial training. “To preserve and maintain the rights of the Holy Church,” Sir Geoffroi writes, “one should not hold back from committing oneself to their defense by war and battle, if they cannot be maintained in any other way.”

While a fighting man, the knight remains pious. Ramon Llull says that “it is the office of the knight to uphold and defend the Holy Catholic Faith.” Therefore, “the greatest friendship there can be in this world should be between cleric and knight,” and “the knight is not upholding the Order of Chivalry if he contravenes and disobeys the clerics who are obliged to love and uphold the Order and Chivalry.” Indeed, “he who neither loves nor fears God is not worthy of joining the order.”

As a Christian, the knight was expected to take special care of the indigent and outcast. “It is the office of the knight to support widows, orphans, and the helpless,” Llull writes, “just as it is customary and right that the mighty help to defend the weak, and the weak to take refuge in the strong.”

A knight should be magnanimous; knighthood is about service, not profit. “You should never regret any generosity you may show and any gifts well bestowed,” Sir Geoffroi assures us. “Above all,” he warns, “refrain from enriching yourself at others’ expense, especially from the limited resources of the poor, for unsullied poverty is worth more than corrupt wealth.”

The goal was not to die rich. It was not to profit from others. It was not to pursue one’s own goals or desires or choices. No, the medieval goal was something quite different. It was to live, as Sir Geoffroi summed it up, “loyally and joyfully.” Friendship and happiness, service and charity, courage and compassion were the goals of the chivalrous man. That was the medieval ideal. And it is the reactionary’s ideal as well. The modern world offers nothing better.






CHAPTER THREE Why the Reactionary Has a Sneaking Suspicion for Savonarola



Life is so full of meaning and purpose, so full of beauty…that you will find earth but cloaks your heaven.

—Girolamo Savonarola



What should strike us about the Middle Ages is not how hierarchical it was, but how egalitarian it was. It wasn’t egalitarian in the radical sense: the banker’s son and the farmer’s daughter standing in the same breadline, or the noblest duke and the humblest vicar marching to the same guillotine. But there was the natural equality of a society ordered on the idea that all men and women are children of God. The poor were not to envy the rich, the rich were admonished to remember their duty to the poor, and kings rode into battle with their knights.

In the Middle Ages, all men, regardless of their station, enjoyed the same pastimes: hunting, fishing, wrestling, dancing, singing, and drinking. In fact, the code of chivalry required that the higher a man’s station, the manlier he be. If the liege lost an arm-wrestling contest, he might also lose his authority.

No popular, manly interest was scorned by the elite; by the same token, no fine art was dismissed by common folks as elitist. Lords and serfs listened to the same troubadours and watched the same jugglers. They heard the same epics recited by the same bards. They told their children the same tales about giants and wizards and the Lady in the Lake. They crowded together in the streets to watch the same plays put on by the same amateur troupes composed of local butchers and bakers. A good joust or a public execution was enjoyed by all.

It’s impossible to understand medieval culture without bearing in mind that it was, everywhere and always, a form of entertainment. It was stuff that people liked, without any airs or pretensions. The word “culture” itself has, in our own time, become identical with “high culture”—that is, stuff people pretend to like because it makes them feel smart.

Much of medieval culture was devotional. Hundreds of people would gather in the center of town to watch a mystery play. The three bestselling books of the age were the Bible, The Imitation of Christ by Thomas à Kempis, and The Consolation of Philosophy by the martyr Boethius. But most of the literature was, literally, epic. Like The Canterbury Tales, The Knight of the Grail, and the Poem of the Cid, they were stories of gallant knights, saucy monks, and ugly women who become beautiful women with the breaking of a curse. Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur is the most exciting and compelling book in history; it’s also incredibly repetitive and almost childishly simplistic. It reads like the transcript of a father’s bedtime story to his son, because it probably was, originally. The oral tradition of storytelling was so strong, and literacy so uncommon, that most medieval texts—even nonfiction works, like Geoffroi de Charny’s Book of Chivalry—are almost impossible to follow unless one is a little tipsy and reading aloud.

What comes through in medieval literature is a civilization built on high Christian ideals, animated by chivalry, held across every social stratum. But chivalry and medieval egalitarianism faded into the Renaissance. Medieval society centered around the Church became Renaissance society centered around man and distinctions among men. Thus, the fancy and the pretentious displaced the simple and the humble. Men thought less of Christian brotherhood and more about social status.

As scholars such as Régine Pernoud have shown definitively, the conventional history of the Renaissance is total bunk. There was no “rediscovery” of classical texts in the West after the fall of Byzantium. Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and other great classical authors were read and quoted widely by literate medievals—one need only remember Thomas Aquinas, the greatest Aristotelian since Aristotle.
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