ON EVIL EUPHEMISMS

G. K. Chesterton

Published in G. K. Chesterton: Stories, Essays, & Poems, (Everyman's Library - 913), J. M.
Dent & Sons Ltd., London, 1946 reprint of 1935 edition, p208-211. Originally appeared in Come
to think of It, 1930.

Somebody has sent me a book on Companionate Marriage; so called because the
people involved are not married and will very rapidly cease to be companions. | have no
intention of discussing here that somewhat crude colonial project. | will merely say that it
is here accompanied with sub-titles and other statements about the rising generation
and the revolt of youth. And it seems to me exceedingly funny that, just when the rising
generation boasts of not being sentimental, when it talks of being very scientific and
sociological--at that very moment everybody seems to have forgotten altogether what
was the social use of marriage and to be thinking wholly and solely of the sentimental.
The practical purposes mentioned as the first two reasons for marriage, in the Anglican
marriage service, seem to have gone completely out of sight for some people, who talk
as if there were nothing but a rather wild version of the third, which may relatively be
called romantic. And this, if you please, is supposed to be an emancipation from
Victorian sentiment and romance.

But | only mention this matter as one of many, and one which illustrates a still more
curious contradiction in this modern claim. We are perpetually being told that this rising
generation is very frank and free, and that its whole social ideal is frankness and
freedom. Now | am not at all afraid of frankness. What | am afraid of is fickleness. And
there is a truth in the old proverbial connection between what is fickle and what is false.
There is in the very titles and terminology of all this sort of thing a pervading element of
falsehood. Everything is to be called something that it is not; as in the characteristic
example of Companionate Marriage. Everything is to be recommended to the public by
some sort of synonym which is really a pseudonym. It is a talent that goes with the time
of electioneering and advertisement and newspaper headlines; but whatever else such
a time may be, it certainly is not specially a time of truth.

In short, these friends of frankness depend almost entirely on Euphemism. They
introduce their horrible heresies under new and carefully complimentary names; as the
Furies were called the Eumenides. The names are always flattery; the names are also



nonsense. The name of Birth-Control, for instance, is sheer nonsense. Everybody has
always exercised birth-control; even when they were so paradoxical as to permit the
process to end in a birth. Everybody has always known about birth-control, even if it
took the wild and unthinkable form of self-control. The question at issue concerns
different forms of birth-prevention; and | am not going to debate it here. But if | did
debate it, | would call it by its name. The same is true of an older piece of sentiment
indulged in by the frank and free: the expression 'Free Love.' That also is a Euphemism;
that is, it is a refusal of people to say what they mean. In that sense, it is impossible to
prevent love being free, but the moral problem challenged concerns not the passions,
but the will. There are a great many other examples of this sort of polite fiction; these
respectable disguises adopted by those who are always railing against respectability. In
the immediate future there will probably be more still. There really seems no necessary
limit to the process; and however far the anarchy of ethics may go, it may always be
accompanied with this curious and pompous ceremonial. The sensitive youth of the
future will never be called upon to accept Forgery as Forgery. It will be easy enough to
call it Homoeography or Script-Assimilation or something else that would suggest, to the
simple or the superficial, that nothing was involved but a sort of socializing or unification
of individual handwriting. We should not, like the more honest Mr. Fagin, teach little
boys to pick pockets; for Mr. Fagin becomes far less honest when he becomes
Professor Faginski, the great sociologist, of the University of Jena. But we should call it
by some name implying the transference of something; | cannot at the moment
remember the Greek either for pocket or pocket-handkerchief. As for the social
justification of murder, that has already begun; and earnest thinkers had better begin at
once to think about a nice inoffensive name for it. The case for murder, on modern
relative and evolutionary ethics, is quite overwhelming. There is hardly one of us who
does not, in looking round his or her social circle, recognize some chatty person or
energetic social character whose disappearance, without undue fuss or farewell, would
be a bright event for us all. Nor is it true that such a person is dangerous only because
he wields unjust legal or social powers. The problem is often purely psychological, and
not in the least legal; and no legal emancipations would solve it. Nothing would solve it
but the introduction of that new form of liberty which we may agree to call, perhaps, the
practice of Social Subtraction. Or, if we like, we can model the new name on the other
names | have mentioned. We may call it Life-Control or Free Death; or anything else
that has as little to do with the point of it as Companionate Marriage has to do with
either marriage or companionship.

Anyhow, | respectfully refuse to be impressed by the claim to candour and realism put
forward just now for men, women, and movements. It seems to me obvious that this is
not really the age of audacity but merely of advertisement; which may rather be
described as caution kicking up a fuss. Much of the mistake arises from the double
sense of the word publicity. For publicity also is a thoroughly typical euphemism or



evasive term. Publicity does not mean revealing public life in the interests of public
spirit. It means merely flattering private enterprises in the interests of private persons. It
means paying compliments in public; but not offering criticisms in public. We should all
be very much surprised if we walked out of the front door one morning and saw a
hoarding on one side of the road saying: "Use Miggle's Milk; It Is All Cream,' and a
hoarding on the other side of the road inscribed: "Don't Use Miggle's Milk; It's Nearly All
Water.' The modern world would be much upset if | were allowed to set up a flaming
sky-sign proclaiming my precise opinion of the Colonial Port Wine praised in the flaming
sign opposite. All this advertisement may have something to do with the freedom of
trade; but it has nothing to with the freedom of truth. Publicity must be praise and praise
must to some extent be euphemism. It must put the matter in a milder and more
inoffensive form that it might be put, however much that mildness may seem to shout
through megaphones or flare in headlines. And just as this sort of loud evasion is used
in favour of bad wine and bad milk, so it is used in favour of bad morals. When
somebody wishes to wage a social war against what all normal people have regarded
as a social decency, the very first thing he does is to find some artificial term that shall
sound relatively decent. He has no more of the real courage that would pit vice against
virtue than the ordinary advertiser has the courage to advertise ale as arsenic. His
intelligence, such as it is, is entirely a commercial intelligence and to that extent entirely
conventional. He is a shop-keeper who dresses the shop-window; he is certainly the
very reverse of a rebel or a rioter who breaks the shop-window. If only for this reason, |
remain cold and decline the due reverence to Companionate Marriage and the book
which speaks so reverentially about the Revolt of Youth. For this sort of revolt strikes me
as nothing except revolting; and certainly not particularly realistic. With the passions
which are natural to youth we all sympathize; with the pain that often arises from loyalty
and duty we all sympathize still more; but nobody need sympathize with publicity
experts picking pleasant expressions for unpleasant things; and | for one prefer the
coarse language of our fathers.
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