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    Introduction

    A Declaration of Provenance and Purpose

    


  


  Although I strike a quasi-prophetic pose in writing this book, I know no better than anyone else what will happen at the turn of the century and the turn of the millennium. But I can show some striking similarities between our New Agers and their predecessors, between our situation in the 1990s and theirs in 1890 and 1790—defining the New Age type each time as people who see radical degeneration going on around them, but also see the possibility of a radically new life for anyone courageous enough to embrace it.


  Moreover, I can show that the 1890s was a crucial decade for the century that followed and that the 1790s was a crucial decade for the nineteenth century. Each century looks back to a New Age as its moral dowry and inheritance. No matter how whimsical or comical that New Age may seem in retrospect, it contains society’s store of hope, even after the hope has been defeated as a practical proposition.


  How many people today are living on their memories of the 1960s’ days of hope! (Even those who revile the sixties still find the topic absorbing.) Some sociologists are saying that it is since 1960 that in advanced industrial societies the postmaterialists—those who live by a version of New Age ideas—have grown to be a significant element. My starting point resembles that of those sociologists, though the course of my inquiry is quite different.


  If the New Age efforts of the 1790s and the 1890s constituted a source of moral energy transmitted to the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, then for our twenty-first century, our millennium, we have a need to build a New Age at least as strong as theirs. So a look at historical parallels may help us.


  I shall also be declaring my sense of where, within our own New Age, we could profitably invest our energies—in whom we should invest our hope. There are in fact heroes and prophets among us, and even if the current venture in civilization cannot be saved, we can go out in style and in the best of company, if we choose. There is as much courage today, as much wit and will power, as much scope of mind and heart, as ever was to be found in the cultural treasury.


  Finally, in thinking about this topic, I found myself distinguishing between three kinds of mind, or temperament, which jointly define my own position. One mind moves always toward power and possession—deals in the lust for gold and blood and guts and grit, to use adventure language: there are politer power-language terms, like “a hundred thousand a year plus expenses” or “briefing the Chiefs of Staff” or “smashing the opposition into a pulp.” This is the voice of triumph and authority. We heard that language during the Gulf War (it is always heard in wartime) spoken by, for instance, General Schwartzkopf.


  It was always clear to me that I belonged to a different type, with a different voice, whose social refuge is academia (in Christendom’s past it was the Church). The mental temperament that flourishes there I call systematic. As far back as one looks there have been educators, priests, or shamans, preserving moral tradition, discriminating between legends, invoking values—systematizing the images and the concepts. They constitute a kind of mind alternative to the authoritarian.


  People of this second type find their way to that corner of the field which we call academia, or the clerisy, or the law, if they are lucky. There they mount their constant Cold War against the men of power, and win small battles in the minds of the young. But we (the men of law) wouldn’t want to be too much at ease in Zion, too sure that the enemy are lost souls, for they have their own kind of virtue, and our self-complacency needs their challenge.


  On another frontier, we meet a different moral challenge from a third type, the naïve and enthusiastic mind that comes to expression in New Ages. People of this type (and we are all of this type part of the time) have a different sense of limits, and try things the others wouldn’t dare. They affirm absolutes and realize ideals.


  Those of us who belong to the second type must always measure ourselves against both the others, and seek out their virtue, to avoid a stupid pride in difference. Writers of books often belong to the second type. But then, so do most readers of books.


  Culture as a whole, and each of us individually, is composed of elements of all three types. We discover this when we meet someone who goes further than we do in our own direction; for then we recoil in dismay, and begin to talk in a voice that is “not our own.” Meeting greater enthusiasts for New Age values than themselves, New Agers begin to sound cynical or rationalist; meeting a sterner specimen of their own type, authoritarians begin to assert their right to hope and their need to reason things out.


  What can such a book as this hope to do? It attempts to modulate culture’s concert of voices by amplifying the New Age voice, which, though quite loud in the event, is feeble in the record, because most historians, being of the second type, diminish it. I remember a conference at Harvard about the run-up to 1914, at which I spoke on the New Agers of Ascona, where afterwards a speaker remarked on the wide range of papers, from someone’s very serious topic to my “Loony Tunes characters.” This was not an insult to me, and as an insult to my subject it was quite harmless, but as an exclusion from, and a diminishment of, history, it struck me as something I wanted to protest.


  I shall of course be asking my readers to adjust their criteria of what they can take seriously, which means to alter their list of the ideas that can be met in the spirit in which they are offered, and the persons who can be met on something like their own terms. A number of the characters I evoke have been denied that status up to now, and so are unknown names. I hope by representing them to draw a somewhat new picture of past and present.


  But I shall not be asking you to espouse occult truths or pure idealism or to give up reductive common sense. For instance, the voice I shall recommend as the truest expression of our own New Age is very commonsensical; it employs a Will Rogers drawl to prescribe the values America should cultivate in a better future: “Rational long-view self-interest wouldn’t be half bad” (Gary Snyder, “Exhortations for Baby Tigers,” Reed College Commencement, May 19, 1991). This New Age is as realistic, in its own way, as the world of power politics and the world of social science.


  
    Chapter 1

    Invitation to a New Age

    


  


  * * * * *


  ... at the end of the century


  Which woke up as if from a heavy slumber


  And asked, in stupefaction: “What was that?


  How could we? A conjunction of planets?


  Or spots on the sun?”


  ... For History


  Is no more comprehensible. Our species


  Is not ruled by any reasonable law.


  The boundaries of its nature are unknown.


  It is not the same as I, you, a single human.


  CZESLAW MILOSZ, “At Yale” (1990)


  It may be hard to say where Milosz draws the line between the comprehensible and the incomprehensible parts of history, but it is easy enough to surmise some of the events that have recently provoked his stupefaction. That is easy because most of us had the same reaction. One main group of those events we associate with the name of Mikhail Gorbachev: the end of the Cold War; the invocation of glasnost; the dismantling of the Communist Party in Russia; the change in the regimes of Eastern Europe; the destruction of the Berlin Wall; the reunification of Germany in October 1990; and the election of a playwright-liberal as the president of Czechoslovakia, who professed the “politics of truth and nonviolence”—Gandhi’s New Age politics.


  Another poet, Gary Snyder, in his commencement address at Reed College in 1991, told his audience that this is a pivotal time in history because of two outstanding challenges, brought by the end of the Cold War and the end of nature. (By the latter he meant of course the end of our traditional way of looking at nature.) It is the first of the two challenges that is more relevant here. For now, Snyder said, capitalism seems to have won the joust with communism, and there is but one superpower on earth, the United States. Naturally, such a suggestion is not a complacent one; it carries a heavy charge of irony and anxiety, not of triumph. Snyder adds, “It is my own crankiness to believe that there is still hope.” But that is still a proposition of hope.


  The results of these political changes have been manifold as well as profound, and have spread across the world. To take the most striking single case, the regime in South Africa has made concessions to the African National Congress, and allowed Nelson Mandela to act as a political leader, in a way that looked unthinkable until it happened. This change, commentators suggest, has occurred at least partly because of the disappearance of “the Communist threat”; with the changes in Russia and elsewhere, the persuasiveness of maintaining the rigid defensive posture in South Africa was lost. By the same token, the size of the American army, and the budget of the Pentagon, could be reduced.


  These events differ in kind, and people have different individual responses to them, but we can put them all together, and ourselves all together, and say like Milosz that “we” are “stupefied” by them. Why that verb in particular? Because they happened so quickly and easily; events that we only dreamed of, or, when we more rationally projected the future, saw as taking decades, moving step by step, and costing treasures of blood and heroism as well as immense efforts of negotiation and propaganda, were changes that in fact followed on each other lightly.


  So we could not but feel that they might have happened earlier, during that time when it seemed so clear that they could not happen. Our sense of the possible had been mistaken, our sense of reality had been much too solid, too immovable a wall. We needed and need, it seems, to hope much more than we have been doing—or, if that seems too pious a phrase, to redirect our native cynicism against our realistic rather than our idealistic assumptions.


  (To make every effort to be clear, here and in what follows, let me stipulate: what constitutes realistic thinking, for anyone, is a function of his/her sense of the real, of “the way things go, despite what we wish”; it is therefore a subjective sense which we can also call “a realism,” because it is likely to differ from one person to another.)


  That this experience has been disconcerting as well as exhilarating—that we had grown attached to our old sense of reality—was shown by the jocular dismay many of us affected at seeing, when the great change came in Central Europe, the East Germans flooding across the old borders into the West, heading for the famous Berlin stores, to join us in our seven-days-a-week carnival of shopping, our continuous High Mass of consumerism; as if what had held them back before had been nothing more substantial, morally, than brute force. We were dismayed because we wanted to believe that they had—to some degree—acknowledged the value of the Socialist virtuousness forced on them, the drab virtue of asceticism so unlike the lifestyle of capitalist Germany. We are, many of us, after all, uneasy about the capitalist dolce vita; we want someone to prefer other values. The East Germans had been ascetic on our behalf, we realized—their virtue had been a valued part of our world.


  This also means that it was part of our sense of reality that good things come into the world only at the price of bad ones—virtue arrives when entailed by tyranny. Now we have to doubt that premise, to think that virtue may be the result of desire and effort. We have to become more naïve. That is not altogether welcome news.


  And our sense of reality affects all kinds of things, many of them remote from politics. It controls our sense of the probable and plausible, in novels or nonfiction. It controls our sense of why we do what we do, our sense of a good argument, our sense of history, and our sense of a moral action. What should be done, in any situation, is obviously a function of what can be done.


  In a moment I will distinguish more fully between the three sorts of mind or temperament: the authoritarian, the systematic, and the naïve. For the time being let me just say that what is realism to the authoritarian mind is black pessimism to the New Ager, and vice versa; what is realism to the New Ager is rose-colored optimism to the other. That is what those words optimism and pessimism mean. Again, what is realism to the New Ager is hopeless naïveté to the systematic mind, and vice versa; what is realism to the latter is bloodless abstraction to the New Ager. Each person’s mind is composed of all three, but the proportions differ between individuals, and also between decades; that is how we come to have New Ages.


  Of course there is plenty going on in the world today that confirms our old (pre-New Age) sense of reality: things going on inside Gorbachev’s Russia, in South Africa, in the Middle East. But given my focus, the important fact is that some actual events have occurred that challenge the hegemony of the old truths. This suggests that other such events might happen, and thus emits a call to a more energetic, optimistic, idealistic realism.


  That sense of the real is part of the mental equipment of most of us most of the time, but in unfavorable epochs, of repression or depression, the exercise of that sense is restricted to fantasy, to idyllic art, or to purely personal relationships. At other times, however, it becomes powerful and enters even political consciousness and inspires political action. Such times are New Ages, which their protagonists sometimes describe in religious terms, such as “spiritual ferment,” or “the leaven of the spirit.”


  We are now being invited to enter such a time of hope, a New Age. But saying this, we should be careful to ask what the term means. “New Age” is too easily associated with cartoon figures, which represent it rather ludicrously. In Gandhi’s autobiography he tells us about the “enterprising” lady proprietor of a New Age vegetarian restaurant in Johannesburg, where he met his Nature Cure and Theosophist friends. She was “fond of art and extravagant and ignorant of accounts.” Gandhi lent her money that she failed to return, and this got him into trouble, but that need not concern us here. What is to my point is that Gandhi’s dry sentence evokes a person lots of us would call “typically New Age.” But in fact Gandhi himself (keen on accounts and unenthusiastic about art) was just as much a New Age type, and a much better representative of its strengths.


  Today we think first perhaps of candles, crystals, incense, and Tarot cards; or Shirley MacLaine’s seminars; or the music labeled New Age; or the current journal with that title. But for me all those are caricatures of the real thing. So what is that real thing, for us today and tomorrow? We must look back into history, to the recurrent phenomena of New Ages, to find guidelines.


  A General Theory of New Ages


  These phenomena often occur at the end of a century—though by no means only then. But those symbolic centenary dates induce an added self-consciousness, first of all in journalists, publicists, and activists, who chant the numbers to charm our attention, and then induce a general questioning of the state of things, a questioning that can interact with other historical stimuli and push into consciousness and even activity the idea that at other times will languish in vagueness. There is good reason to guess that something like that will happen in the 1990s, when not just a century, but a millennium, comes to an end.


  William M. Johnston’s recent book Celebrations studying the cult of anniversaries of events, or of the births and deaths of the great, predicts that the approaching celebrations will be feverish and all inclusive. But his book is a study of the contrasts and combinations made possible by our plethora of anniversaries, shuffling and re-dealing the high-culture pack of cards: composers, painters, philosophers, poets. Indeed, Johnston even sees the cult of celebrations as expressing a postmodernist withdrawal from history, since this cult is a nonserious way of remembering the past. The New Age sense of history and culture is more moral and urgent—closer to one kind of religion.


  However, there are several kinds of religion; evangelical Christianity, for instance, shows itself in a non-New Age—an apocalyptic—relation to the future. Usually, the apocalypse mind is the opposite of the New Age mind, and expresses the authoritarian sense of crisis. The approach of the year 2000 has sent the sales of apocalypse and prophecy books soaring, according to a recent newspaper article. The Late Great Planet Earth, a book of the 1970s with ten million copies in print, doubled its sales between July and November 1990. Sales of the Bible and books about occultist prophets, such as Nostradamus, have increased. Televangelists like Billy Graham, Pat Robertson, and Jack Van Impe have spoken of the war in the Persian Gulf as Armageddon.


  People like me tend to dismiss all this as only one step away from the cult of Elvis. “To be sure,” Steven Stark says in an article in The Boston Globe, “the religious movements that spawn these ideas are virtually invisible to East Coast intellectuals.” The systematic mind gives the authoritarian short shrift. But, Stark says, it is estimated that one-third of all Americans live partly in a world of biblical prophecy. Such a number does not make them right, but it does make them important.


  Those are two current responses to the approach of the year 2000, the evangelical and the postmodern. The New Age idea of history is very different from both, while reacting to the same stimuli. We must understand the New Age precisely as an alternative and voluntary response to our current situation—even though some of the other options, the less optimistic ones, will offer themselves as inevitable.


  Despair, for instance, presents itself as involuntary. The Pompidou Center in Paris has an electric sign clock, set up in 1987, which continually flashes the number of seconds left in the twentieth century. Elaine Showalter says that whatever its intention, this “Genitron” works as black humor, making everyone at best very uncomfortable, because a terminal decade always suggests a civilization’s terminal moments. She looks back to the end of the last century, and quotes from Max Nordau’s Degeneration (1892), a book of an earlier New Age, which spoke of the Götterdämmerung of the nineteenth century “in which all suns and all stars are gradually waning, and mankind with all its institutions and creations is perishing in the midst of a dying world.”


  Showalter’s focus, as she moves to and fro between the last century’s end and our own, is on the “sexual anarchy” that accompanies the mood of despair or crisis. That phrase, which she makes into the title of her book, is one that George Gissing used about the 1880s and 1890s. Gissing and Nordau looked at the fin de siècle phenomena around them without either faith or hope. It was not a New Age for them.


  We have our own mood equivalent for that despair. Susan Sontag calls it “Apocalypse from Now On”; and other phrases recently devised for our sense of our age are “Endism” and “End Time.” However, that mood is not singly and simply ours. We have alternatives.


  My focus will be almost opposite, since it will be on hope, which is as natural to such periods as despair. From that same period at the end of the last century, I will examine a loosely organized movement of thought with an energetic, optimistic, “naïve” sense of reality, which was often at the time called the New Age. People found that they and/or their friends had suddenly acquired hope, meaning that—besides complaining about and analyzing what was wrong—they could, one at a time or in a small group, simply start living differently, and the prison walls would crumble, the cannon would melt, unjust laws would change, and so on. They did not actually stick flowers into the gun muzzles of the soldiers confronting them—that supremely evocative image awaited the coming of the 1960s—but probably they would have enthusiastically recognized that gesture as like their own.


  New Age Realism


  Today we probably associate “New Age” with 1960s outdoor concerts, like Woodstock and Altamont, the political activities of Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, drugs and flower children. Of really contemporary phenomena, we associate it with occultism and the scientistic optimism of the Aquarian Conspiracy, to borrow Marilyn Ferguson’s phrase.


  With those associations, an almost infinite perspective is already opening up before us, along with phrases that blur into “New Age” like “counterculture” and “the sixties” and “Californian.” To make a single pattern out of all those—that way madness lies. I shall attempt to introduce some order into this multiplicity by first using the phrase as it was used in relation to the 1880–1910 period. So I shall describe that New Age (in the next chapter) and then the one at the end of the eighteenth century, before applying the term to the twentieth century.


  This tactic involves us in some discrepancies because the term was applied rather differently in the various cases—for instance, at the end of the nineteenth century the focus was not so much on mass phenomena and media events as it was later; it was more on book-described ideas, and on individuals and small groups. However, my tactic has the advantage of bringing out, in the later period, features that we can “take seriously”—phenomena that we can meet in the spirit in which they offer themselves. Above all, the alignment of the three periods, as New Ages, is very suggestive from a historical point of view.


  First of all, I must situate New Agers among other kinds of radicals. All New Ages, including the nineteenth-century one, are times of radicalism, and so in their attitude to the status quo are cynical and angry. They are motivated by passionate dissatisfaction, and aim at enormous changes. Thus they have much in common with left- and right-wing radicalism or revolutionism. (“New Age” means a period when all kinds of radicals are active, though it also means New Age radicals as distinct from other kinds—words do have that annoying way of confusing issues.) New Ages are then charged with indignation, and some of their members are ready to employ violence. Even the cause of ecology today, preeminently a New Age issue, has had its exponent of violence, in Edward Abbey. For if their solutions tend toward the gentle, the lyrical, or the sacrificial, the New Agers’ problems are the same as those of violent revolutionaries.


  Thus, though I have described New Age realism in terms of hope, optimism, and naïveté, of course any strong or clear mind grows by acquiring other, sometimes opposite qualities—without necessarily sacrificing its original character. New Agers do not live in a fools’ paradise. I will quote a sentence from Ursula K. Le Guin, one of the New Age voices of our own time, here discussing her own early fiction, and calling its New Age character romantic: “I am still a romantic, no doubt about that, and glad of it, but the candor and simplicity of [Le Guin’s early work] has gradually become something harder, stronger, and more complex.” Thus one can remain naïve even while absorbing some opposite, “sophisticated” wisdom. The hopeful New Ager has more in common with the angry revolutionary than with ordinary people.


  Among the dramatic political events of the nineteenth-century New Age movement we can list the attacks by terrorists or anarchists on heads of state (King Umberto of Italy and President McKinley) and heads of huge commercial corporations; the Boer War; and the 1905 Revolution in Russia. All of these were forms of violent political action. All of them failed; the revolutionaries in Russia, the anti-imperialists in South Africa, and the various terrorist groups were defeated and punished. But these events were still felt to be signs of the breakup of immense immobilities (empires) that had seemed eternal—those sharp reports that announce the melting of icebergs in the spring. The election of the Liberal Party to power in 1906, with a large majority, including a lot of members new to the House of Commons, was a promise of change within the British Empire that corresponded to Gorbachev’s promise of change in Russia today.


  Exactly what period in the twentieth century are we comparing to that nineteenth-century New Age? To fix the exact chronological limits of any historical period is something of a convention, a formal or aesthetic device. Moreover, New Age phenomena occur in all periods; we use the phrase only when they are unusually concentrated; and certainly what happens soon before or soon after the dates I give may be just as relevant to my argument as what happens within them. Nevertheless, it is worth trying to be clear-cut within the limits of possibility, to save us from drowning in cases, half like each other, half unlike.


  Thus, looking for current equivalents for that period, 1880–1910, I shall—not being ready to engage in outright prophecy—take our present time, the most recent thirty years of our past, 1960–1990. The parallelism in cases of terrorist action seems obvious: the assassination of the Kennedy brothers and Martin Luther King; and, in the world of commerce, the Baader-Meinhof assassinations in Germany. The Revolution of 1905 in Russia and the granting of parliamentary powers to the Duma have some likeness to events in Russia today. But most striking is the parallel between the Boer War and the Vietnam War. The likeness lies in both events involving a great imperial power, which prided itself on its liberalism, in a long and brutal war against a small republic far away, with whom world opinion sympathized. The parallel shows itself most importantly in the radical split caused in the home country between the patriot-imperialists (Kipling in the earlier period) and the pro-Boers or pro-Vietnamese. (Two books that summed up the indignation of the left were J. A. Hobson’s Imperialism for the earlier New Age, and Susan Sontag’s Trip to Hanoi for the later one.) This had a direct effect upon the world of literature and thought—after the Boer War, Kipling was an outcast from the world of letters. Indeed, the output of adventure tales (by English writers hoping for literary status) stopped as definitely after 1910 as Hollywood’s production of Westerns stopped in the late 1960s.


  The effect of the Boer War and of the other two kinds of events was to mobilize and radicalize liberal opinion, and to put the conservatives on the defensive, in the 1880–1910 period. This energizing of the more idealistic party helped create or sustain the mood of hope and experimentation, but also anger, however sublimated, that called itself the New Age. The same is true of the Vietnam War.


  As my examples will already have suggested, however, our 1960–90 period was not homogeneous. It contained within it a difference and a change, from that age of revolution we call the sixties to the age of conservatism in which we now live. There are New Age elements in both, but as far as political action goes, in the conservative period those remain quiescent or merely rumble. That is why the phrase has nowadays that immediate reference to “candles and crystals,” and why so many turn away from it impatiently.


  By the same token, the phrase could suggest—quite wrongly—that between certain dates everyone, or at least most people, shared ideas and activities quite unlike those shared in another decade. In fact, as I have already implied, plenty of people were doing in the 1950s just the sort of thing that was hailed as “of the sixties” a few years later. The difference between periods is largely between their contemporary myths.


  For these reasons it will be profitable to compare our thirty-year period 1960–1990 both with the nineteenth-century New Age and with another one that was an age of revolution. We shall use the end of the eighteenth century in England for that second purpose. That will compare with features of the sixties, while the nineteenth-century New Age compares better with the eighties.


  Historical and Theoretical Cases


  I am describing the participants in New Ages, then, as people who share a sense of reality that is more open and optimistic than other people’s, a feeling that the obstacles to desire are often less substantial than they look. In lightweight, light-minded people, of course, such a trait would deserve to be called mere optimism, and probably linked to those flaws of the psyche we call narcissism or hedonism.


  However, two of the examples I shall refer to most often are Tolstoy and Gandhi, which should show that the naïveté I am interested in is not lightweight—or uninformed or uncritical. That naïve is still a meaningful word to use about them is suggested by their both saying that they had been closest to the truth, and at the height of their powers, when they were children: that education, even in the broadest sense, had obscured the truth for them. Tolstoy saw in one of his own children who died very young spiritual powers that he himself could not achieve.


  These men must be said, therefore, to have aspired to naïveté, and tried later in life to retrieve their childish faith by an eager assent to the moral teachings of Christianity on the one hand, Hinduism on the other. Their vegetarianism, for example, was under one aspect simply an application of “Thou shalt not kill.” Thus the New Age is—not only, but in part—a return to those childhood teachings.


  Today, the most impressive poets and thinkers of the current New Age are clearly, though discreetly, preparing us to live in the aftermath of some unspeakable disaster, most likely in the form of nuclear war or accident, possibly in the form of energy failure. They direct our attention, for instance, to the economies and organizations of American Indian tribes, as our best clues to the adaptation that may be forced on us. That is not mere optimism.


  Some members of the nineteenth-century New Age, also, were serious enough—one might say desperate enough—for us to see their optimism rather as a very grim kind of virtue; indeed, to think of it as like the theological virtues of Faith, Hope, and Charity. And the two of those people who remain the most interesting to us are the old Tolstoy and the young Gandhi, in both of whom a kind of innocent realism could as well evoke our sense of the despairingly heroic or tragic as our sense of the naïve.


  Tolstoy declared that we have only to want no more war, and we shall have no more war. We find the same faith in Gandhi—the moment Indians really want swaraj, home rule, they will have it. The two men’s heroic personalism, their sense that everything depends on the individual act of will, also contained a component of lightness, which facilitated that heroism: a sense that the world only exists because we wish it to—because we assent to its claims. Much of what we call, or allow to be called, the world’s substance—“human nature” and “our situation” and “what history teaches”—is quite insubstantial. Reality could perfectly well be absolutely different tomorrow, and we do not need to take it seriously. As Gandhi put it, “I refuse to judge mankind on the scanty evidence of history.” He was a profoundly realistic politician, as Tolstoy was a profoundly realistic moralist, but it was a paradoxical, New Age realism in both cases.


  To make the idea of this New Age realism clearer, it is well to hold in mind two contrasting senses of reality. They correspond roughly to right-wing and left-wing radicalism, and so they will be useful in sorting out the three families of radicals—who sometimes belong together, but sometimes must be sharply distinguished from each other.


  One of these two, and the one less like New Age naïveté, we might see embodied in nationalist leaders like Churchill, de Gaulle, or Stalin; or embodied in our confidence in such men. All three of these figures are, seen in this context, “reactionary,” in the sense that they make us react against the idealistic New Age optimism that all of us have a share of, and that Tolstoy and Gandhi acted on. (In our moments of confidence in or enthusiasm for the three great national or imperial leaders, we normally do not focus consciously on their reactionariness, but it is always implicit.) In the nineteenth-century New Age, Kipling was a spokesman for this kind of reactionary radicalism.


  These figures, heroes and spokesmen, are champions of the nation-state. This is an idea that—at least as a moral ideal—intellectuals are likely to dismiss too quickly. “In our own time, Gaia is goddess, and the nation is suspect,” says Catherine Albanese in Nature Religion in America. But the nation-state is still an idea that intelligent people live and die for, and certainly has been an immensely powerful force in history. On the other hand, it stands in marked contrast with the current New Age’s idea of the tribe.


  These men’s sense of reality—or the one we associate with them—I would describe as morally blood stained, by the feeling that nothing can be accomplished without grief and guilt, violence and domination. It is a realism associated with royal robes, official portraits, uniforms, medals, titles, all of them stiff with guilt as well as gilt, with blood as well as glory. And insofar as they incorporate the masculine identity (which they tend to do), that in itself becomes inseparable from force, explosions, death-dealing, the nuclear winter. We expect to find this sense of reality among men of action, and women, too, when they have the same social function, whether the individuals are solitary adventurers, commanders of armies, or rulers of nations. (To evoke the contrast with New Age realism, put a photograph of Gandhi in his loincloth next to one of Churchill, his great opponent, in his bemedaled uniform.)


  The second alternative realism I associate primarily with intellectuals, such as the followers of Marx, Freud, and Weber, the founders of nineteenth- and twentieth-century social science. This sense of reality is marked by its systematic character, the mutual consistency of its defined terms. Its great legendary success is the hard sciences, the triumphant achievement of Western civilization. In social life its great manifestation is the law—which as a moral ideal tends to absorb all of politics.


  Taking it for granted that all three of these realisms are dissatisfied with consensus common sense, and so all employ special codes, it remains true that the systematic alternative makes the greatest effort toward translating everything into its own cognitive terms. For such people, phenomena can only be regularized and accorded reality (which is in this sense something formal and abstract), so they can only be understood, by being coded.


  Politically, this results in a praxis that Norman Mailer calls in The Armies of the Night “the sound-as-brickwork-logic-of-the-next-step,” and associates with Marxism. In his account of the 1967 March on the Pentagon, he said that in the 1960s a new, post-Marxist generation had arrived in America, who believed in technology but also in LSD, in witches, in tribal knowledge, in orgy, and revolution. “It had no respect whatsoever for the unassailable logic of the next step,” only for the revelatory mystery of the happening. That is another way to say that that generation embodied the intellectual style of the New Age.


  The systematic translation and coding of data takes an effort of reason and theory, conducted by discussion and controlled by method. This is the source of the realism of intellectuals—i.e., to name the group more concretely, people in the academic world. (Of course, it is not the mere or ordinary academic, only the ideologically energetic few, whom one would compare with the other radicals discussed here.) The most current forms of system are perhaps feminism, structuralism, and poststructuralism, though they are most prevalent outside ordinary politics. The photograph to set beside Gandhi this time would perhaps depict Freud and his psychoanalytic colleagues at one of those early conferences at which the scientific respectability of the movement was being legislated.


  It may be useful to associate these three realisms with the three temperaments described before, implying by temperament an aptitude or predisposition for certain patterns of feeling as well as action. This will define the New Age mentality as a phenomenon distinct from the ideas it entertains—which are quite different at various times and in various people. It will also extend the scope of “realism” to cover more of behavior; for this is not limited to the cognitive, but covers emotional, imaginative, and indeed political activity.


  For instance, the animal or human sacrifice (literal or symbolic) to be found in so many religious cults, though horrifying to the piety of the other two minds, has a ring of awful truth to men of power. It answers to that element of lawless violence (we hear it in the roar of the mob, whether in the stadium or the streets) that surrounds our rational discourse as a limiting boundary. Some modern novelists bring that violent chaos into their plots, their city backgrounds, even their own language, in narrative and analysis—see Norman Mailer’s American Dream, Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities, Martin Amis’s Money. More traditionally, it has been a part of our image of warfare. To this experience of chaos, the stern splendor of sacrificial religion, or the execution of political assassins, can seem a counteraction, necessary to reestablish order.


  It is the mild and rational piety of More and Erasmus, or the great Anglican writers of the seventeenth century, that we associate with the second temperament. Awe and splendor, power and force, thunder and lightning of all kinds—these arouse the authoritarian mind. But after the majestic strains of, say, the Eroica Symphony die away, the flatter voice of the systematic mind can be heard, comparing, discriminating, explaining. And the naïve mind finds its religious emblems in figures like St. Francis or Gandhi or—to take images rather than life stories—those long-haired and androgynous pop stars who sing against war or world hunger.


  The word “naïve” shows its appropriateness to the New Age temperament in the latter’s “childish” attachment to goodness—its stubborn insistence on the primary school or catechetical virtues. Tolstoy in his old age thought he had been taught the crucial values as a child, and then had them obscured (ridiculed and replaced) in adolescence and manhood. We are told that Queen Victoria, when told she was queen, said, “I will be good”; and that ideal remained a naïve element in Victorian consensus moralism—reflected, for instance, in the representation of sexual relations in that period’s middle-brow novels. Most people today find that naïveté hard to swallow, because of specifically modernist features of our society (those depicted by Mailer, Wolfe, Amis) but also because of a traditional sense of reality that we share with, for instance, Augustan London—say, Swift and Pope. They did not believe in goodness any more than we. But Gandhi was an admirer of Queen Victoria, and he himself aspired to be good, in manhood as in childhood. He was naïve.


  The ideas embodied in Tolstoy and Gandhi were very different from those embodied in Tom Paine and William Blake, not to mention contemporary New Agers like Gary Snyder. Yet all these have a right to call themselves New Age; indeed, almost any idea may be New Age if it is put forward when and where it can be applied in individual life experiment. They all therefore have a special excitement; however they differ from each other.


  There is thus an ascetic New Age, of which Gandhi and Tolstoy were great examples, contemporary with an erotic New Age, represented by Edward Carpenter in England and Otto Gross in Switzerland. There are future-oriented New Age ideas, and backward, Golden Age-oriented ideas. But the opposites often melt into each other; we shall find it just as plausible to call Otto Gross ascetic as erotic.


  To take another example, the taking of hallucinogenic drugs has often been a New Age practice, but so has vegetarianism. To most people, the two practices seem very different in social character, but in New Ages they often coincide, as they did in Haight-Ashbury in the 1960s. And at the end of Gandhi’s life he engaged in sexual experiments that belonged not to the ascetic but to the erotic New Age—indeed, he explained them by referring to Havelock Ellis and Bertrand Russell, sexologists of that earlier period. These practices startled all those who thought they knew Gandhi, but he had always been a life-experimenter. Such a coincidence, of Gandhi and Havelock Ellis, points us toward what I called the New Age mentality or temperament.


  In any large idea or fact, such as Christianity, one will find all three of these temperaments represented. The Gospel itself, summarized in the Sermon on the Mount, speaks to the naïve mind, and is returned to in most New Ages. Theological systems and ecclesiastical policies, on the other hand, are created and administered by the systematic mind. And the warrior bishops, or Savonarolas, the literal or metaphorical crusaders, are clearly figures of authority. Of course the three temperaments blend together in actual events, as they do in individual persons, but one can understand both events and persons much better if one teases out their components.


  The suggestion of the congenital, unconscious, or unalterable in the word “temperament,” however, should be taken as heavily qualified. We are examining a group as much as an individual phenomenon—to some extent this temperament is a function of what people believe or intend, not something involuntary or inherited. And some individuals can change their temperaments: enthusiasts can sometimes change themselves and become what they want to be. Gandhi before 1894 was very shy and inept in matters like public speaking; Tolstoy after 1880 set himself to become meek, patient, long suffering.


  For the temperament that seems essentially proper to the New Age, I have already suggested the label “Naïve,” meaning by that not any lack of knowledge or intelligence, but a generous readiness to believe in something new, and to act upon a belief. The weakness or softness that plagues that temperament as its defect is of course a lack of critical rigor, a readiness for self-deceit, or even self-indulgence.


  The temperament that goes with the right-wing realism I have labeled “Authoritarian,” although I don’t use that word in order to condemn it. I mean that people with this temperament are especially concerned with hierarchy and power and responsibility, and with endorsing and enforcing the best forms thereof.


  The other temperament I have labeled “Systematic,” meaning that such people believe above all in rationally organized efforts, whether it is concepts or individuals who are being organized. They care more than the other two groups about the consistency of their thoughts and language—sometimes at a cost in substantiality—keeping the language of one field consistent with that of another, and even in hypothetical circumstances.


  The mutual antagonism between these three temperaments—three realisms—takes many forms. One of the most striking is the resentment felt by the systematic mind for the naïve. Because of the circumstances of my career, I have encountered this most often in the academic dislike for Gandhi and Gandhism. (Authoritarians tend to love him, sentimentally.) This is no doubt because Gandhi—and other such figures—belong to the iconostasis of secular saints. Academia, the guardian of intellectual adulthood, regards Gandhi as grade school pabulum, to be rejected by the brighter high school student, and on no account to be allowed into college, except to be reductively analyzed. To reject him, along with many other New Age enthusiasms, is an intellectual rite of passage.


  Another such example is the contempt freely expressed by men and women of letters for the Tolstoy of 1880–1910 (the New Age writer). Critics and historians whose tone about War and Peace and its author is reverent to the point of idolatry feel licensed to dismiss his late stories and essays as ridiculous. One example is the recent and highly praised biography by A. N. Wilson, but there are many others. Finding Tolstoy involved, in the last phase of his life, with New Age ideas, intellectuals feel no need to consider seriously what he was saying. They join their colleagues in calling feeble a mind they have previously defined as bold and powerful.


  Perhaps it will also dramatize the conflict to describe the way each radical option looked at the other in the New Age of the nineteenth century. Kipling, speaking for the authoritarians, made fun of the New Agers of his time, in his story of 1913 “My Son’s Wife.” Frankwell Midmore is the hero of the story, which tells of this young man’s recovery from the sickliness of New Age enthusiasm in London by the hearty experience of hunting and the unchanging humors of life in the country.


  The unregenerate Midmore is in fact a composite portrait, representing many branches of the New Age, from the Fabians to the sexologists. He engages in Social Research, disapproves of hunting, refers to “our tomfool social system” and to marriage as a base convention. He makes love to women “whose hair smelt of cigarette smoke ... [women of] the Immoderate Left.” Amongst the women we shall discuss, Olive Schreiner is one who would probably have seemed to Kipling to fit into this category.


  The story begins: “He had suffered from the disease of the century since his early youth, and before he was thirty he was heavily marked with it. He and a few friends had rearranged Heaven very comfortably, but the reorganization of Earth, which they called Society, was even greater fun.” Midmore felt assured each day that he and his friends had “helped the World a step nearer the Truth, the Dawn, and the New Order.” Kipling is of course making use of New Age rhetoric.


  Such was the nineteenth-century authoritarian mind’s satirical awareness of that New Age. The systematic mind’s awareness we might take to be expressed by Friedrich Engels and H. M. Hyndman talking about William Morris’s socialism; Engels declared Morris “untalented” in politics, and “a victim of the anarchists,” and “a settled sentimental socialist.”


  Or we might cite the Webbs talking about H. G. Wells: Sidney Webb commented on Wells’s book Anticipations that Wells undervalued the role of the professional administrator; “all experience shows that men need organizing as much as machines, or rather, much more.” Beatrice Webb deplored Wells’s “lack of any detailed knowledge of social organizations.” Both disapproved his “gambling with the idea of free love.” Morris and Wells were naïve by comparison with their more systematic-minded colleagues.


  In a book I wrote during the 1960s (Cities of Light and Sons of the Morning), I also defined three temperaments. They were rather different; partly because that book’s primary focus was on writers of imaginative literature, and partly because of the focus on revolution indicated by its subtitle, A Cultural Psychology for an Age of Revolution. (That was a sixties book.) An age of revolution is an extreme case of a New Age when the pressure to take everything to the point of immediate action makes a difference to ideas. Nevertheless, what I call the authoritarian temperament here is roughly the same as what I call the Faustian temperament there; and what I call the systematic here I there call the Calvinist.


  I used those terms to stress the idea of a psychic bargain, or an exchange of one set of possibilities of personal development for another—the famous one traditionally being Faust’s bargain with the Devil, selling his soul for forbidden powers. (I contrasted “Calvinist” and a third term, “Erasmian,” partly because Calvin, Erasmus, and Faust have a certain epochal and imaginative congruence.) To use another metaphor, such a bargain or contract is an investment transfer of one’s psychic resources, capital, and work force from one enterprise to another. This is important not so much because either capital or work force is limited in quantity, but because the act of transference arouses and energizes the whole psyche. The mind has its self-consciousness, and is profoundly responsive to its own actions. The larger the action, the larger the responsive effect. This is not limited to the conscious mind, and some of those transferences are very large in their compass, and have the character of being for life. These are temperamental contracts.


  Most people make many contracts, some of which compromise the effects of others, in order to take care of all their needs to some degree. But though to make just one contract is to risk large failures, it is also to acquire large energies, because of the mind’s power of self-excitation. This is what Nietzsche meant when he said that a man of just one virtue is stronger than a man of many.


  Such a man will be a radical, in one or other of the three ways described, and we will find all three kinds of radical conflicting with the status quo, and with each other, in most Ages of Revolution.


  Conclusion


  We find all three temperaments side by side in Tolstoy’s great historical novel, War and Peace, and to locate them there has the advantage of leading our minds back to the radical difference between this younger Tolstoy, the novelist, and the later spokesman for the New Age. In his novel, he is espousing the authoritarian, the national-military option, and he makes as good a case for that as can be made. Moreover, he does so in conscious opposition to the systematic option; and he makes an exception in favor of the naïve that became significant later in his life.


  Tolstoy’s novel was written at a time when the Russian intelligentsia contained many highly systematic and combative thinkers, and War and Peace was greeted by them with a good deal of contemptuous anger. The novel’s characters had no ideas, they said; its mood was merely nostalgic; the message was irrelevant to the problems of Russia in the 1860s. Dmitri Pisarev, the radical critic, said all it did was show how Russian aristocrats managed to live without knowledge, without ideas, without energy, and without work.


  Simply by choosing to write about a patriotic war, a time when Russia was fighting for her life against the French invasion, Tolstoy was making a move against the intelligentsia, since the emotions associated with such national memories are necessarily authoritarian. (The three men I chose to associate this realism with—Churchill, de Gaulle, Stalin—were heroes of patriotic war.) Tolstoy describes a military parade at which, as Czar Alexander I approached each regiment, “Every man felt self-forgetfulness, a proud consciousness of might, and passionate devotion.” Nikolai Rostov, one of the novel’s central characters, seeing Alexander’s handsome and happy face, “experienced a feeling of tenderness and ecstasy such as he had never before known. Every trait and every movement of the Czar’s seemed to him enchanting.”


  Of course, as the title implies, there is another interest in the novel, the life of peace, the life of love and marriage, which is complementary to (and temporarily supportive of) the life of war. Natasha Rostova is a more important character than her brother Nikolai. The story shows how the values of marriage meet those of dandyism and conquer them, and then they merge with the values of war and establish a hegemony over them.


  Both these interests (equally conservative in political tendency) are saved from a merely political label for the sympathetic reader by their being rooted in the “unconscious” life; and indeed this ideology of life values is often invoked by others who see reality in the first way I described. (Take the political novels of D. H. Lawrence as an example.) From the point of view of the systematic mind, this is of course mystification. To the naïve mind, it is the cult of power.


  The most important representative of systematic thinking in the novel is Mikhail Speransky, the Czar’s adviser, whom contemporary readers were able to associate with the sixties intellectual Chernyshevsky. Tolstoy identifies Speransky above all by means of “the whiteness of his plump hands and face ... and his awkward, ungainly movements.” Those hands tell us that their owner has no contact with the sun and the wind and the soil, they do not make things, shape things, cultivate things, they only manipulate symbols. Paradoxically, Speransky is linked—as a character type—to Napoleon. The latter has the same hands. But he might more naturally be associated with the Czar, except that Tolstoy wants to save the phenomena of patriotic war from any association with militarism and imperialism. The Czar, and General Kutuzov, are presented as morally innocent, because in some sense unconscious, agents of Russia’s destiny.


  Speransky produced a Civil Code in 1812, based on Napoleon’s, which was part of his blueprint for the reconstruction of Russian society. Napoleon is the novel’s villain, in life-values terms, because he is an entirely “produced” personality, entirely conscious of his own effects, all intention, calculation, rhetoric, theater, and theory. We hear him telling himself, “I shall speak to them as I always do: clearly, impressively, and magnanimously.” He has no hidden sources, no unknown self, no fertile darkness or hinterland. This wrongness in him coincides with his role as national enemy (the French being less natural than the Russians) and with his role as representative of revolution. For Tolstoy this concept referred not just to the French event of the 1790s but to the potential Russian revolution of the 1860s, which also seemed to Tolstoy rhetorical, ideological, theoretical, and theatrical.


  The third option, the New Age temperament, is represented in the novel first by the self-renewing naïveté of the central figure, Pierre Bezukhov, the autobiographical hero, who is unlike his friend, Prince Andre, because never long committed to any course of action. But neither is he, on the other hand, scornful of action; he is instead always on the point of self-commitment. He is all becoming. And secondly we see naïveté in the peasant Platon Karataev, met only briefly by Pierre as a prisoner after battle, but exerting an oracular effect upon both Pierre and Tolstoy. Karataev “had no attachments, friendships, or love, as Pierre understood them, but loved and lived affectionately with everything life brought him in contact with.” His talk was all folk sayings, barely conscious, unintentional, transparent, innocent of ego. He and Pierre are, in somewhat different ways, innocents, one demonstrating naïveté in psychological terms, the other in social terms.


  What these two personalities mean in the terms of the novel’s national military politics is—a priori—impossible to say; i.e., they mean nothing in such terms, and thus the effect of admiring them is to justify political inertia, or conservatism. What happened to Tolstoy in his later life is that he decided to “say,” indeed to live by, what these figures would mean if taken seriously. Whereupon he discovered that their (Christian) naïveté was just as hostile to the authoritarian kind of realism as to the systematic. That is, to spell out these characters’ meanings is to discover one New Age ideology.


  
    Chapter 2

    Prophetic Voices: 1880–1910

    


  


  * * * * *


  The first duty of the British workers is to refrain from entering the Army or Navy, these being the tools whereby their land-owning class defend their own possessions at home and seize on the land of others abroad.... Britain has just passed through the throes of changing Governments. She has rejected, even with obloquy, some of the men who were her demigods only two or three years ago. ... Have the party politics of a democracy any more real principle behind them than has the irresponsible will of a despot?


  ISABELLA FYVIE MAYO, applying Tolstoy’s teaching to England, in 1910


  The nineteenth-century New Age movement was a worldwide phenomenon, at least wherever Western culture was established. I shall limit my concerns to its manifestations in England and the Empire, but with one exception: the colony of radical New Agers in the Swiss lake village of Ascona. This had important connections with the English equivalent, principally via the Simple Life and Nature Cure enthusiasms, but it belonged primarily to Central and Eastern Europe. However, it deserves to be described here because it was a concentrated epitome of all that was elsewhere feebler and more scattered.


  Ascona


  In the year 1900 a group of seven young people, from several different European countries, met in Munich and decided to turn their backs on the city civilization about them. Some of them had attended the centennial celebrations in Paris, but had felt disgusted rather than enthralled by the triumphs of progress exhibited. They walked into and across Switzerland, looking for a place to settle, and found the lake village of Ascona, in the Italian-culture canton of Ticino. Its beautiful landscape and underdeveloped economy had already attracted some anarchists and theosophists. The best off of the seven (a Belgian called Henri Oedenkoven) bought land on a hill called Monescia, and there set up a Nature Cure sanatorium called Monte Verita.


  Even before they bought land, they talked with Albert Skarvan, a Tolstoy enthusiast, who seems to have broadened their ideas and given them a more political cast. Skarvan had been a doctor in the Austro-Hungarian army, until his Tolstoyan pacifist convictions had caused him to be stripped of both his commission and his license.


  Tolstoy was therefore one of the masters and teachers of the Ascona New Agers. Two others—very unlike Tolstoy—were Wagner and Nietzsche. The latter was the great philosophic rebel against conformism and the status quo. Wagner they sang and read aloud, and his 1880 essay, “Religion and Art,” had almost scriptural authority for them. Wagner there called for a league of noble spirits to lead the rest of Europe out of its enthrallment to materialism and to help regenerate the race. That revolt against contemporary materialism was what linked the three prophets in the Asconans’ eyes. Like the Asconans, Wagner had become a practicing vegetarian—in Wagner’s case after reading an essay on the subject by Tolstoy—and his hero Tannhäuser wore sandals, as they did. (Sandals were symbolic footwear.)


  The seven soon disagreed over ideological issues like the owning of property and the charging of fees by the sanatorium. Only two of them, Henri Oedenkoven and Ida Hofmann, continued with the project of the sanatorium, but nearly all the others settled in Ascona, setting up their shelters (of a primitive and temporary nature) on the same hill or nearby.


  The most extreme in his lifestyle was “Gusto” Graeser. Born in 1879, in an eastern province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Graeser was baptized Arthur Gustav, but renamed himself to express his joy in life, his gusto. He also told people that Graeser was the plural of Gras, grass, and offered a blade as a visiting card. He lived some of the time in a cave, and at other times wandered, doing without money and employment. When a common-law wife attached herself (and her five children) to him, they and their children (there came to be eight altogether) lived in a caravan. He made himself an embodiment of health, as Walt Whitman and Edward Carpenter had. One of his early friends, who wrote articles about him, was Johannes Schlaf, a translator of Whitman. Another friend was Hermann Hesse, who was strongly drawn to vagabondage, and much influenced by Graeser’s example.


  He wrote poems, which he gave away, or offered for whatever price the purchaser thought fair. In one, he says that he too had once smoked, worn gloves to stroll in, and strangled himself with a silk tie, but never again:


  I knotted me into the father

  noose—and even bragged about it


  Hung myself by the silken tie—by

  manhood’s executioner.


  Now he wore a tunic and sandals, and offered the spectacle of himself as an antidote to a poison that many people felt to be in the air—the poison of civilization and culture.


  In Kronstadt, his hometown, Graeser refused to do his year of military service, in 1901, and was sent to jail. Returning to Ascona, he was offered a piece of land by the villagers of Losone, but would not accept it as his property. His early “home” was formed by two slabs of rock, with a few boards on the ground to lie on, and a trough into which he threw fruit stones, later to be scattered wherever he thought trees were needed.


  He was deeply influenced by the Way of Life of Lao-tzu, and translated it into German. One of the Chinese poet’s most important concepts is wu wei, quietism or deliberate inactivity, the voiding of the self so that Tao, the Way, may take control of all one’s being and doing. Lao-tzu, important to Tolstoy also, acquired authority in the New Age generally, as he has again in our own day.


  Graeser was one of the style makers of the vagabond life. He is credited with inventing both the headband and the version of the poncho that wanderers then wore. He cut out his own tunic and made his rope sandals, which usually laced up the calf. His hair was untrimmed and he had a noble beard.


  He also applied his aesthetic to the rubbish dump aspect of his life—his use of pickups and throwaways. Adolf Grohman, in 1902 or 1903, described Graeser’s cave home, the Felsenheim, which was an hour’s walk northwest of Ascona, as picturesquely adorned with “bits and pieces.” (And at the end of Graeser’s life, in the 1950s, the Munich garret he died in made use of twigs to hang things on, and hollow logs to stuff things into, and conveniently shaped stones and bones and rinds.) The landscape around, Grohman tells us, was full of caves and waterfalls, goats and hollow chestnut trees. At this time, Graeser was looking for a Felsenweib—a cave woman for his cave home. Elizabeth Doerr and her five children answered his call.


  He was a handsome man, with abundant hair, a noble posture, regular features. There are pictures of him walking down a Munich street, the cynosure of all eyes, seeming to tower over others, physically and morally. Besides accosting people and presenting himself in this way, Gusto gave “lectures,” formal and informal, on his lifestyle and his development, his Werdegang. He talked about health and healing, and in effect announced himself as the way, the truth, and the life. He attacked Christianity and its dynamic of guilt, in the name of Germanism and its dynamic of joy.


  He did not publish his poems, in any ordinary sense, but he worked seriously at them. From his Tao translation, we can take part of the first poem.


  Do you hear me?


  Give over the drudging and

  clawing, justlet yourself rest—


  Let yourself fall in good faith with the faithful


  Whole, like the dew


  That falls to the ground.


  Outside us beats the all-holy pulse.


  Flow-fall with the TAO into life! ...


  Don’t name and take, from yourself and me,what It saves and brings


  By way of gifts.


  Unnamable is the unending One andnamable only


  The passing part—


  Nature Cure


  Ida Hofmann, another of the original seven, and one of the directors of the sanatorium, wrote a pamphlet in 1905 called “Vegetarismus! Vegetabilismus! ” The second word meant eating vegetables instead of meat; the first meant also nature cure, the rejection of vaccination, the wearing of clothes that needed no starching or ironing, and the sharing of housework among men as well as women. Thus vegetarianism reached out toward feminism and dress and medical reform.


  Besides the diet and the fresh air and sunbaths, Monte Verita offered medical treatment, though of a kind very unlike the surgeries and hospitals of the day. Mud poultices were applied to burns, cuts, inflammations, and high blood pressure. Patients sunbathed in the nude, slept out of doors, sat in cold baths, dieted, fasted. The cure was a system of ascetic exercises, a denial to the body of the harmful luxuries of modern food and comfort, with the aim of self-strengthening. The ethic-aesthetic was a hard, clean strenuousness, a scouring out of the alimentary system, a stripping off of subcutaneous fat, a bare vigorous intercourse with wind and water, hill and stars. Above all, it meant sun worship. Hofmann and Oedenkoven had first met at an Austrian sanatorium run by Arnold Rikli, known as the sun doctor, the Sonnendoktor.


  This nature cure was a widespread movement in Germany. The first nature-cure doctor to practice outside the villages was Louis Kuhne, born in 1853, whose New Science of Healing eventually appeared in twenty-four languages. He saw the nineteenth century as the century of nervousness, especially of “progressive paralysis of the insane”—a city disease that does not occur among poor people and peasants. In South Africa, Gandhi and his friends took Kuhne baths.


  Adolf Just, born in 1859, brought out his Back to Nature!—also very widely read—in 1896. He said everyone should be his own doctor, and should make use of the four great therapeutic means that nature supplies—mud, diet, light and air baths, and the cold rubdown. His subtitle runs, in translation, The True Natural Method of Healing and Living and the True Salvation of the Soul—Paradise Regained. (This doctor, too, was well known to Simple Lifers in England, and to Gandhi and his friends in South Africa, who faithfully imitated his recipes and diets and therapies.)


  Sebastian Kneipp (1821–1897) was a Roman Catholic priest who developed a water cure. He was the teacher of Elizabeth Doerr, Graeser’s common-law wife, and a prominent figure in Ascona. Kneipp, having suffered with his lungs, and finding no relief with regular doctors, worked out a system of rubs, showers, and douches with salts to dissolve in the water. In 1889 he founded his first Badeanstalt, which had a great success.


  Such are some of the figures who stood behind the medical work of Monte Verita, and behind the Simple Life and Nature Cure taught by Carpenter in England, Gandhi in South Africa, and the Tolstoyans everywhere.


  Ascona and Nonviolence


  Ascona was also a center of anarchist and antiwar activities. Gusto Graeser refused military service both before and during the Great War. Indeed, he lectured against the war, and for that reason was arrested in Stuttgart in 1915, condemned in Budapest, and confined in Kronstadt. The commanding general there gave him an ultimatum: put on a uniform (he was still wearing his tunic) or be shot in the morning. He chose the latter, with his wife’s approval. But in fact the military authorities then put him into a mental home for six months, and finally released him.


  There were others like him among the New Agers. Ascona was a station on an underground railway for young men evading military duty in Germany. They could cross into Switzerland by boat, and then from Ascona could get into Italy.


  Graeser carried the gospel of nonviolence into postwar politics, too, in 1918. When a revolutionary government was set up in Munich at the end of the war, it included some New Agers: some, like Erich Muehsam, had been living in Ascona; others were the friends of Asconans, as Gustav Landauer was a friend of Muehsam. But there were also men of violence there, adventurers and Communists of another kind. Hearing this, Graeser felt the call to go down from the mountains into the city, to preach nonviolence. He called on Hermann Hesse to accompany him, but the latter was too prudent, and Graeser had to go alone. His speech—delivered on April Fool’s Day, 1919, with the title “The Communism of the Heart”—was mocked and ignored. (Being politically insignificant, he escaped with his life, as Landauer did not.) The episode, and its moral implication, left a deep scar on Hesse’s sense of himself, which can be traced in his literary work.


  Eroticism


  Ascona was one of the great centers of erotic and gender liberation in the New Age, and the doctrine as it reached, for instance, England, bore the Ascona imprint. The most striking case of that is no doubt D. H. Lawrence, whose wife had been an Asconan (of the spirit), but there are several other cases, like H. G. Wells.


  That doctrine can be read in the form of two or three legends. One appeared in various works of fiction in this period. We can take Gerhart Hauptmann’s once famous novel Der Ketzer von Soana (The Heretic of Soana) as our example. This tells the story of a young Catholic priest in a Swiss mountain parish very like Ascona, who leaves Christ for Eros. He encounters and succumbs to paganism in the form of a beautiful girl who has been brought up outside the Christian religion and civilization, and so is innocent in her sexuality. When we first see the ex-priest, he works outdoors all day as a goatherd, wearing a goatskin instead of a soutane, and is as proudly beautiful as a Donatello statue.


  This novel had great and international success. By 1925 it had sold 140,000 copies, and was translated into every literary language. It formed part of the literary propaganda for eroticism. At the end, the narrator, to whom the priest tells his story, sees for the first time the woman who had such an effect. He is going down the mountain as she is coming up, and he feels weak and small before her. “There was no protection, no armor against the demands of that neck, those shoulders, and that breast, blessed and stirred by the breath of life. She climbed up and out of the depths of the world, past the wondering scribe [the narrator]—and she climbs and climbs into eternity as the one into whose merciless hands heaven and earth have been delivered.”


  That image—the incarnation of triumphant erotic values in a figure, male or female, emerging from nature toward a story’s central figure—is to be found in Joyce (the wading girl in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man); and in Lawrence (peasant or gypsy men in stories like “Sun” and “The Virgin and the Gypsy”). In an earlier version, Hauptmann’s novel was entitled Die Syrische Gottin (The Syrian Goddess), one of the titles of Magna Mater, the Great Goddess. In Women in Love, Lawrence spoke of Syria Dea.


  In 1905 H. G. Wells published A Modern Utopia, a semifictional account of modern social ideas, which is set in Ticino and includes a description of the beliefs and lifestyles of the Naturmenschen of Ascona. Five years later, in his autobiographical novel, The New Machiavelli, he described a walking tour like the one he himself had taken, in which his hero, like Hauptmann’s, receives a revelation of female beauty and strength from the peasant women harvesting in the valleys (their “deep breasts and rounded limbs” inflame his imagination), and has his first erotic experience in a Ticino hotel. In fact, the name “Locarno,” the town next to Ascona, recurs throughout the novel as a code word for eroticism.


  The second legend important to Asconans was more mythical. It was about the Primal Crime, humanity’s Original Sin, which had been committed by Man—that is, by the patriarchal Father/Husband/ Master who dominated imperial Germany. This story comes to us in fragments: one of them was invented by Otto Gross toward the end of his life. He had a vision of a turning point in world history when a horde of ambitious half-apes burst out of a clump of bushes and flung themselves on the naked and unsuspecting women who had, till then, in matriarchal innocence, directed human life. They enslaved these women, making them wives, and with that event our miserable history began.


  Gross depicted these men in cartoon terms, as war-mad bureaucrats, administrators, academics, who wore professorial beards and official decorations on their breasts. That is, he saw them as being like his own father, Hanns Gross, who had been a professor of criminology, and who had volunteered to fight in 1914, although in his sixties. At the beginning of our history, men like Hanns Gross hung up, in the women’s innocent temples of sensual love, their weapons of war and their tablets of the law.


  Another fragment or version of this story was the dance drama conceived by Rudolf Laban and Hans Brandenburg, and worked out by Laban’s women dancers in Ascona in 1914. In this the men’s symbolic crime was sexual; a father—danced in a gigantic and terrifying bearded-idol mask—destroys his wife and then invades and ruins the erotic lives of his son and daughter. At the funeral of their mother, his wife, he fixes his desire upon his daughter.


  Such a version of Original Sin is Asconan and not Freudian, because it accuses Man. The Oedipus complex here is not a matter of infantile feeling but of historical fact; it is acted out, not in the child’s mind, but in the adult’s behavior. And such facts were part of Ascona’s history, in for instance the Gross scandal. In 1913 (the year Laban brought his dancers to Ascona) Otto Gross was arrested on his father’s deposition that he was a dangerous psychopath. At the age of thirty-six he was declared incompetent to manage his affairs and incarcerated in an asylum. Hanns Gross was declared his legal guardian. Moreover, Hanns petitioned to have Otto’s son handed over to him, to have the boy removed from his mother’s care in Ascona, because she—following Otto’s teaching as she did—was not a fit mother.


  The English poet Harold Monro, during his time in Ascona (just before 1913), began an epic poem called “Jehovah,” which he worked on for the next fourteen years, and which seems to have had a similar message, judging by the surviving fragments. He presented his Jehovah as “an ignorant and boorish ogre,” the god of aggressive nationalism, like the Father in the dance; and some lines suggest the Otto Gross story:


  Devourer of your first-born, unbeloved. ...


  You will not claim to be father of Jesus? ...


  War lords are your archangels, O Jehovah


  The poem showed how Jewish monotheism historically replaced the animistic worship of rocks and plants and water. (Laban’s autobiography ascribes a great importance to rocks, sands, and crystals in his early experience.) Monro quoted Shelley, saying that the overthrow of the idea of God would bring about the supreme good of earth.


  When we put these three legends together, we have an idea, a program—an impeachment of Man and his God, an enthronement of Magna Mater—that was dear to all Asconans. The conflict between Hanns and Otto Gross was, as we have seen, an anecdotal equivalent of this idea.


  Hanns and Otto Gross


  Hanns Gross may be said to represent both the authoritarian and the systematic temperaments I have described. His is not a generally famous name now, but he was an important man in his day, and his son Otto was a key figure in the nineteenth-century New Age in Central Europe; the son’s convictions began in his rebellion against his father.


  Hanns (1847–1915) introduced criminology, as a modern social science, into the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He traveled all over the province of Styria, enforcing justice by the most modern methods—investigating crimes as well as sitting in judgment—and his work was systematic: he was scandalized by the haphazard enforcement of the law in country districts. Austria was still debating the desirability of entering the iron cage of modernization and centralization, and in that debate Hanns Gross spoke for everything modern.


  He wrote up his cases and described the scientific methods by which he tracked down criminals in his Handbook for Examining Magistrates of 1893. Footprints, fingerprints, bloodstains all turned into clues in his hands. (We, coming after, find it hard to imagine such things being anything but clues, but this is one of the classic cases of encroaching positivism.) He dealt in facts, and therefore put little credence in eyewitness reports. People were less reliable than facts, and typically he held menstruating women to be especially unreliable witnesses. He was also especially suspicious of gypsies, who were for him prototypes of the untrustworthy. His son made himself into a sort of gypsy, in revenge. Gross’s Handbook has had many editions, has been used by Third World countries in setting up their own police forces, and is referred to today in Simenon’s police procedural mystery novels, among others.


  So far we have described him as a man of system; but he should also be seen as a man of authority, intuitively enforcing the interests of his class and country, like a War and Peace Kutuzov. In personality, Hanns Gross was an all-German father figure—what German New Agers called ein Baertige, a Beard. He was a big man, with a dominating personality as well as physique, who relegated to his wife and son a very subordinate role in the family. Athletic, with a bull neck, he was a semi-soldier all his life. His scientific work was done with soldierly precision and punctuality, and his institute was put at the service of his fatherland’s defense, against internal and external enemies. As a boy, he was active in escapades and ingenious in mechanical devices—a young Tom Sawyer. He grew up to love the army (his father had been a professional soldier) and he died at sixty-eight of a lung inflammation contracted as a wartime volunteer in the army. His admirers described him after his death by saying that the three roots of his personality were the military, the judicial, and the scientific.


  His son Otto’s personality was an opposite type—rooted in art, love, and introspection. Otto declared that he had no sense of community, no sense of duty or patriotism. He rebelled against both authoritarian reaction and scientific systematization. He was in every way opposite to his father. As part of his lifelong rebellion, in 1905 he made his way to Ascona, where people like himself were gathering, to start a new way of living. His case represents the strengths and weaknesses of the New Age idea with great intensity.


  By means of both personal, therapeutic encounter and the preaching of his ideas, Otto Gross liberated many individuals from emotional and ideological imprisonment. Some of the force of his personality, however, was rooted in a destructiveness that he aimed primarily against himself, and he ended as a virtual suicide. Indeed, he spread destruction around him (encouraging recklessness in his disciples, and supplying some of them with the means of suicide) and was a sinister figure as well as a martyr and hero of the New Age. He was in effect suppressed, and his memory erased, by the authorities invoked by his father, but also by the psychoanalytic movement as organized by Freud. (Freud saved him from Hanns Gross, Otto said, but then replaced Hanns as the father against whom he must rebel.) But Gross’s memory, carried mostly underground in the minds and work of those who knew him, especially artists, has been part of the heritage of the twentieth century.


  Otto Gross died in 1920, and in the same year Hofmann and Oedenkoven sold Monte Verita. Ascona’s heyday was over. But many life experimenters continued to live there, and it was no accident that the famous series of Eranos Conferences were held in the years that followed. Many famous names were associated with these discussions of religious and occult ideas and icons, but the dominant presence was C. G. Jung. He had of course known Gross and many other Asconans, and his ideas—in transformed shape—incorporated much of their thinking. This will be important in considering later New Ages. Ascona was forgotten, but via Jung some part of its heritage reached as far as California in the 1960s. (Indeed, the California communes founded at the beginning of this century had much in common with Ascona.)


  The English Movement


  In England at the end of the nineteenth century, the closest equivalent to Ascona was probably Whiteway, a Tolstoyan colony near Stroud, in the Cotswold Hills. It was a smaller-scale phenomenon in every sense, but was set up for much the same reasons, and had many of the same features. We will notice recurrent themes of eroticism, antimilitarism, imprisonment, nature cure, and others.


  Whiteway was an agricultural colony, founded by a group of radicals coming from the London suburb of Croydon. John C. Kenworthy, a disciple of Tolstoy, was pastor of the Croydon Brotherhood Church and editor of the Brotherhood Publishing Company. The church, founded in 1894, ran a store, a laundry, and a dressmaking establishment before it set up its agricultural colony. “Brotherhood” stood for “Brotherhood of Man”; such churches were sometimes called Labor Churches.


  The colonists made their big decision in 1898, just two years before the Asconans. Three of them officially bought the land, but they then burned the title deeds, so there should be no owning or owners. The twelve of them—some of whom were Quakers—lived communally but also spontaneously. They shared even their clothes, and took no vows, made no promises or pledges even to each other. During their very first winter their money ran out, and they lived on potatoes and parsnips.


  Though many left, many more came, with various intentions and from various countries. Let us take as an example Francis Sedlak, the neo-Hegelian philosopher. He was born into a farming family in Moravia in 1873. A rebellious boy, he contradicted his teacher’s pious doctrines about kings and priests, and denied his father’s authority over him—and so while away at school got sent from home twopence to buy some rope to hang himself.


  He was an intellectual from the start, attempting while young to devise a system of ideographic writing. He did not want to work on the family farm, and ran away from home to join the French Foreign Legion. After a short time he deserted, was imprisoned, and returned home in time to be conscripted into the Austrian army.


  He soon came to have conscientious objections to obeying officers’ orders, refused to be a soldier, and was imprisoned. He studied the anarchist doctrine of Max Stirner with enthusiasm, and—as soon as he was free from the army—set out for England where he had heard of an anarchist colony in Newcastle, headed by an Austrian anarchist. By the time he got there, the colony had been turned into a private enterprise, in which he took work; but he soon set off for Russia, as a fireman in a steamship.


  He had not at this point read Tolstoy, though he had heard of him; indeed, the Austrian military authorities assumed Tolstoy’s pamphlets were the source of Sedlak’s recalcitrance. But in St. Petersburg (in 1899) he bethought himself that the great man was not far away and set off to visit him. (He assumed that Yasnaya Polyana was an anarchist colony.)


  He kept a diary as he tramped and begged his way there. “Well, I am about to see the most famous and original thinker of the dying century.” Arriving at dawn, he had breakfast with Tolstoy, and told him his life story. The old man (having no money of his own) borrowed three rubles from the cook to send Sedlak back as far as Tula, asked him to write up his army experiences to help the antiwar cause, and told him about the English colonies set up by Tolstoyans at Purleigh and Whiteway.


  When Sedlak arrived at Purleigh (founded by Aylmer Maude), he discovered that it had reverted to private property; but at Whiteway he finally found a welcome, and in fact stayed there till he died in 1935, living in a free union with Nellie Shaw, one of the original founders. He began as a Tolstoyan, but then was attracted to Theosophy, practiced yoga, and wrote Counterblast to Tolstoy. Then he turned to Hegel, whose ideas absorbed him for the rest of his life. He published a book on the Hegelian philosophy, which was reviewed in sympathetic journals like The Theosophist and The New Age.


  Like Graeser, Sedlak was a figure of splendid manliness and perfect health—such are the terms in which the colonists described him. (It is notable that these living icons were most often male.) He went barefoot, dressed in white cotton pants and shirt, and wore his hair long. He was often photographed by strangers and compared with paintings of Christ’s apostles; the same thing happened to Graeser and other German wanderers. And Sedlak, too, was a vegetarian and practiced Nature Cure.


  There are then manifold likenesses between Whiteway and Ascona. It is no exaggeration to say that they were both manifestations of the same idea. But in England the general situation as regards both sexual and orthodox politics was less patriarchal, and the New Age movement as a whole was less extremist in its resistance. As a result it was, in the short run, more widespread and more influential.


  The New Age was the title of an important radical journal, one of the few to review Sedlak’s book on Hegel. Under the editing of A. R. Orage, The New Age was often described as the leading left-wing weekly, and left-wing culturally as much as politically. More generally the phrase was used, together with its alternate, the New Life, as the label most frequently attached to that powerful though diffuse movement of ideas, that idealistic faith generally thought to have been broken by the outbreak of war in 1914. There was also a New Order publishing house and journal, which published Sedlak, a New Era magazine, and other such variants on the idea New.


  Finally, there was a Fellowship of the New Life, the stimulus for which came from an itinerant Scottish teacher, Thomas Davidson. The meetings he convened in his rooms in Chelsea between 1881 and 1883 are said to be the fons et origo of ethical socialism in England. (Ethical socialism was the New Age alternative to scientific or Marxist socialism, and the Fabian Society in fact began as a branch of the Fellowship.) Havelock Ellis the sexologist and Hubert Bland the socialist are two members whose names have not entirely faded from the record.


  The movement was international, and its two greatest members, even for the English, at least by now, are a Russian born in 1828, Leo Tolstoy, and a Hindu born in 1869, Mohandas Gandhi. Quite apart from their foreignness, however, seen from the perspective of the English movement then, Tolstoy was too old, and Gandhi too young, to count among its most typical representatives; Tolstoy was a precursor of, Gandhi a successor to, that New Age. But they are the ones we look back to now.


  This is partly because, as well as their incarnation of specifically New Age qualities, they had other extraordinary gifts and achievements. Tolstoy was one of the greatest imaginative writers of the nineteenth century; Gandhi was one of the greatest political leaders of national independence. Thus they give the New Age the endorsement of great achievers—of various kinds of greatness, as common sense and the establishment have understood that term.


  It is worth noting that they came to know each other in the medium of that English environment. Tolstoy was a member of the New Age movement as well as a leader. In a list of the magazines he read, drawn up on March 15, 1890, he put down a Swedenborgian journal called New Christianity, the American The World’s Advance Thought, the Religio-Philosophical Journal, the Orientalist Open Court, the Theosophical Lucifer, Theosophical Siftings, and the Brotherhood Church’s Dawn Sower. That is a very representative list of New Age publications. Another such list can be found under “Recommended Reading” in Gandhi’s Indian Opinion.


  Gandhi first heard Tolstoy’s name in the vegetarian circles he moved in during his years in London, 1888–1891; and first read him (The Kingdom of God Is Within You) in South Africa in 1894; wrote to him (in English) in 1908, when Tolstoy was eighty; exchanged letters and documents with him in 1909 and 1910; and founded Tolstoy Farm in South Africa in 1910, the year the old man died. They read each other’s writings in English, sent each other books and pamphlets printed in England, and wrote letters to each other in English, and—sometimes literally—via London. How else could a Russian and a Hindu of different generations, different social classes, different religions and languages, never in the same city or country at the same time, come together? It can sometimes seem the greatest achievement of that New Age that it put these two minds in touch with each other.


  Written Invitations


  The movement’s beginning can fairly, if symbolically, be attached to the year 1880. We have already come across Wagner’s pamphlet of that year, and in another pamphlet of 1880, “Spirit of Revolt,” the Russian geographer/ecologist and anarchist Peter Kropotkin declared, “There are periods of human society when revolution becomes an imperative necessity, when it proclaims itself as inevitable. ... The need for a new life becomes apparent.” Kropotkin—exiled from Russia for his politics—lived in England and visited Ascona. He was one of the prophets of this period and voices of this temperament. His politics, as opposed to Marx’s, and his science, as opposed to Darwin’s, were both New Age.


  So loosely self-defined a movement naturally included a variety of people and ideas, some of whom belong rather with the authoritarian or systematic kinds of radical, if one is trying to distinguish those two from the New Age type. But all three can be, and often were, lumped in together, to contrast the radical with conservative or liberal options. For instance, the Fabian Society and the (Marxist) Social Democratic Federation both were (being radical) and were not (being systematic) parts of the New Age in England.


  That movement was often imagined in terms of literal movement, of people leaving their homes, which is of course a traditional gesture of or metaphor for conversion—being called to come out. Thus accounts of Ascona, given us by Hermann Hesse, Mary Wigman, and Emil Szittya, often begin with the sight of bare-legged, long-haired hikers passing through a village, on their way to the center of the New Life, attracting the attention of the settled people, and being followed. Such people went from one such center to another; for instance, to Whiteway, and to Yasnaya Polyana. Dr. Skarvan visited the latter and also the Brotherhood Church in Croydon. Gandhi visited Whiteway. Tolstoy died coming out—running away from home.


  But let us begin with written invitations to the New Life, by Tolstoy and by Edward Carpenter, from which we can pass to the people who responded to those invitations and their equivalents today. The tendencies of the two men’s ideas were diametrically opposite, from most points of view. Tolstoy’s was an ascetic New Age, Carpenter’s one of erotic liberation. But both were part of the same movement, and acknowledged each other as such; both were generally recognized as prophets of the New Age; above all, however different their ideas, they shared the same mentality.


  Both the erotic and the ascetic New Ager sought to harken to and obey their inmost voice—something remote from worldly common sense, and requiring no other sanction. The difference was that the ascetic enthusiast located that inmost voice in the soul, as traditionally defined; the erotic enthusiast located it in the body. (Of course, the former paid great attention to the body—witness Gandhi’s constant preoccupation with diet and health; and the latter was concerned with the body-soul—see erotic novels like D. H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow. But the difference is so fundamental that it deserves to be fixed in terms as contrastive as possible.)


  From this contrast flowed all the differences between Tolstoy’s teaching and Carpenter’s. But we should not forget that likeness, which they themselves saw quite clearly. Both engaged in radical critiques of scientific medicine and other systems of modern life and thought. More generally, both demanded that their readers resist all systematic thinking and listen to the inmost voice.


  Tolstoy


  An important document of the movement at its most serious was Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God Is Within You, written in 1893, of which the subtitle was “Christianity Not as a Mystical Teaching But as a New Concept of Life”—the last phrase making Christianity itself a New Age phenomenon. This was obviously not in any exclusive sense an English book, but it was first published not in Russia, where it had been banned while still in manuscript, but in England at the Free Age Press. Tolstoy’s principal disciple, Vladimir Chertkov, was living in England (he too was an exile from Russia) and publishing the books that Tolstoy could not bring out in his homeland. Indeed, the Tolstoyans in several countries constituted one radical section of the international reading public.


  The person we call “the late Tolstoy” was in fact born in 1880 and died in 1910—his life span was the period of the New Age. In 1881 the famous writer of War and Peace and Anna Karenina moved his large family from the country to Moscow, so that his children could have the advantages and pleasures of city life. But he himself had to meet the harsh and strenuous moral challenges of living in a large industrialized city, with a mixed population that included the very oppressed and the very powerful. This was also the time of the assassination of the Czar, Alexander II, by idealistic young radicals and the execution of his assassins. The effect of these events was to upset for good the delicate balance of interests, policies, and values (domestic, artistic, worldly) by which Tolstoy had hitherto lived. For the next thirty years, he tried to discover both the theory and the practice of a different—and radically religious—attitude to life. The Kingdom of God Is Within You was an important step forward in that progress.


  Historically, the newness referred to in the subtitle means the way early Christianity differed from the Roman imperial culture in the midst of which it developed; but ultimately it points to the incompatibility between Christian concepts and the Russian Empire of the nineteenth century (and modern Western civilization in general). It denounces that civilization, and prophesies its doom on the authority of true Christianity.


  In the 1890s, the modern world system seemed to many people to be trembling, in London as in Moscow, and a new idea to be burgeoning, which might in fact be that old idea of “true Christianity.” Aylmer Maude, representing the British New Age, named the period 1897–1907 as the Tolstoy period of history, when it seemed as if Tolstoy groups and colonies were springing up everywhere. A somewhat extended summary of the book will help us to understand what happened.


  Tolstoy began by referring to the seventeenth-century Quakers as his spiritual ancestors, and then to some of the nineteenth-century American abolitionists, quoting from William Lloyd Garrison’s “Declaration of Sentiments” of 1838. (The former could be called an example of seventeenth-century New Ageism.) He described the Quakers’ repudiation of patriotism, politics, and the courts, and contrasted with them the radicals of violence he called the Jacobins or terrorists: “The spirit of Jacobinism is the spirit of retaliation, violence, and murder.” Then he expounded the lost truths taught by the fifteenth-century Bohemian Chalicky in his Drawnet of Faith.


  The latter denounced the adoption and adaptation of Christianity for state purposes by the Roman Emperor Constantine, using the metaphor of fishing in his denunciation. He said that the larger fish, like emperors, tore their way out of Christ’s drawnet, and through the holes they made lesser folks followed. Tolstoy agreed, saying that the ruling class everywhere and at all times is hostile to Christianity, and tends to suppress it, even in the books they write. That is why these truths have been lost so many times.


  Social obligation has always worked to the advantage of society’s ruling class, he said, and nowadays that class is morally retarded, compared with those they rule. For 1,800 years there has been a development of moral sensitivity, but also a development of material power, with opposite moral tendencies. The contradiction is concealed by social hypnosis, which modern methods of communication extend into private life. And the great example of such hypnosis is in the preparation of whole peoples for war. (He cites the effect of military parades—so dear to Russian czars—and the selling of toy soldiers for middle-class children to play with.) All the Western nations, he says, are stockpiling weapons and spreading war propaganda. The German Kaiser, “this miserable sick man who has lost his mind from the exercise of power,” is the enfant terrible of European politics who reveals the mania that others discreetly conceal.


  And yet men today pride themselves on “that high degree of culture on which European civilization now stands, with its Krupp guns, smokeless powder, the colonization of Africa, the government [subjection] of Ireland, parliament, journalism, strikes, and the Eiffel Tower.” Tolstoy contests the American Colonel Ingersoll, who said that Christ’s teaching is no good today, since it does not harmonize with our industrial age. Tolstoy reverses the proposition: since Christianity is the abiding measure of our lives, it is industrial civilization we should get rid of, together with its attendants, science, art, and theology. Unbelievers are deceived by science, as believers are deceived by the churches.


  Tolstoy’s view of religion was essentially progressive and idealist. The scholarly study of religion (in the 1890s) explained it as a symbolic representation of the forces of nature, which persists in our minds, a survival from the past. But in fact, Tolstoy said, religion refers to the future, and represents the path that humanity must in the future travel.


  We are now, according to him, in the third phase of religion’s development, the universal (the first was personal or animal, and the second was social or pagan). The process of its realization will go on to an infinity, to an absolute, morally as well as metaphysically speaking. Consequently, to understand religion as something historically conditioned, and so to lower its demands on our conduct, to make religion practical, is to destroy it.


  It is now time for society as a whole to change its life because material conditions now make that possible, and because the contradiction between Christian ideals and social facts, above all those of war, is now so great. There is a contrast between our consciousness and our life, and the latter needs to catch up. But this does not mean that people of culture should be our leaders. “The indefiniteness, if not the insincerity, of the relation of the cultured men of our times to this phenomenon [war and conscription] is striking.”


  Tolstoy’s enthusiasm for definiteness and clarity is reflected in his own style and structure, which tend toward the effect of a geometrical theorem. “We must take the Sermon on the Mount to be as much a law as the theorem of Pythagoras.” This comes as a surprise and shock to any devoted reader of Tolstoy’s novels, whose art it is to represent so much of life in suggestive (i.e., indefinite) relatedness. But this kind of simplification is one of the New Age characteristics—a simple literary style and a simple set of concepts.


  A man need only make the new life concept his own, Tolstoy said, for all his chains to fall off. But this means that he must not let the state make moral decisions for him. Indeed, a man must never take an oath of obedience to an army or to the state, however Socialist the latter may be, because he belongs to God. A Christian need not, must not, pass judgment on a government, but he must for himself refuse to support it. “Christianity in its true meaning destroys the state.” That is why Christ was crucified.


  We hesitate to believe this, Tolstoy says, because we feel that if we lost the protection and order the state gives, we would lose everything else in culture. But that is mere superstition; the state’s claim to be guardian of the good is not to be credited; in fact, we know that the individuals who are set in power by the state become evil. We know that thanks to Christ’s “lucid and exact” definitions of evil.


  Such is the message of this book of 1893, read by Gandhi in South Africa, and felt by him as a calling to a life of social action. It was, in the words of the official Soviet edition, the culmination of all Tolstoy’s publicist work of the 1880s. It was praised by Lenin as posing concrete questions of democracy and socialism, and expressing a sincere protest against class domination, although it pointed in a direction very different from that which Lenin followed.


  To represent Tolstoy’s discipleship in England we can take Isabella Fyvie Mayo (1843–1914). She was a novelist and writer on women’s issues, already past her youth when the New Age began, and in most ways a very limited thinker in a very Victorian manner, but under Tolstoy’s inspiration she entered the New Age. She was invited by Vladimir Chertkov, Tolstoy’s close friend who lived in England, to collaborate in the translation of Tolstoy’s work.


  Chertkov first settled in a farm near Croydon, because of Kenworthy’s Brotherhood Church there, but then moved to the Mill House, Purleigh, toward the end of 1897, where he set up his own colony. In 1900 he bought a house in Eastbourne, where he established the Free Age Press, which put into print four million pages of Tolstoy between 1900 and 1903. Chertkov made himself the official center for the translation and publication of Tolstoy outside Russia, and he chose his collaborators in the cause very carefully. (Albert Skarvan, adviser to the colonists of Monte Verita, translated the novel Resurrection.)


  Mayo helped Chertkov with the translation of some of Tolstoy’s late pamphlets for the Free Age Press, and wrote some quite fiery “Notes” to accompany some of them. (A quotation from one of them forms the epigraph to this chapter.) Her comment on his “The Crisis in Russia” begins, “It is often said that in order to understand Tolstoy one should take into consideration the peculiar conditions of Russian life. It would perhaps be more correct to say that this is just the way to misunderstand Tolstoy. Tolstoy examines and solves the problems of life from the standpoint of Reason and Christianity ... a moral universal ideal.”


  In her autobiography, Recollections of Fifty Years, she describes her progress from pious Anglican beginnings in London to Tolstoyan convictions in Scotland. She had always supported Christian and feminist causes: in 1877 she attended the meeting to found the Working Ladies Guild, and she listened to the sermons of the great Nonconformist preachers, like Charles Spurgeon and Thomas Guthrie. But by 1910 she was deeply into the Tolstoyan New Age. Thus she implies that she or her friends are vegetarians by remarking that in the recent past vegetarianism had seemed a dangerous eccentricity, and she now prefers the Brotherhood labor churches (such as Kenworthy’s) to any regular church. “Since I have lived in Scotland [after 1877—the birth of the New Age] I have not come into any close relation with churches or church work.” Her advice to young people is the Tolstoyan and Gandhian “keep a diary and draw up scrupulous accounts.” She has just, as she finishes the book, received a message from Tolstoy: “We can imagine nothing better than life, if only in it we fulfill what God desires of us.” Nineteen-ten was the year in which Tolstoy was to die; this last message can remind us of the New Age exaltation that accompanied the asceticism.


  Icons and Ideas


  Books and arguments always incorporate only part of the life of the mind, and this is especially true of movements like New Ages, which distrust the formalities of intellect and aspire to spiritual values. Besides summarizing Tolstoy’s book, therefore, we should remind ourselves of the person who wrote it, as he was seen by its readers.


  One of the icons of the nineteenth century’s New Age was Repin’s painting of Tolstoy at the plough, wearing his peasant’s blouse, a figure of age and labor, severe and worn. There were innumerable reproductions of this (for magic lantern and stereoscope and so on, as well as simple prints) and many photographs of him in the same costume. Several bitter quarrels in the Tolstoy family were touched off by the questions of by whom his picture should be taken, wearing what, with whom, against what setting, and so on. Pictures like Repin’s were a statement that Tolstoy did not belong to his wife and children, or to the class and age he was born into, but to the peasants and the New Age.


  His family used to call those who came to Yasnaya Polyana to meet the New Age Tolstoy “the dark people”—to distinguish them from their visitors. In fact, a good deal of Tolstoy’s thinking did derive from those visitors. His vegetarianism, for instance, was taught him by a Swedish wanderer who called himself Wilhelm Frei. Syutaev, a muzhik from Tver, taught Tolstoy the evil of upper-class philanthropy; and Bondarev taught him the need for everyone to perform bread labor (the daily physical work needed to produce the food one consumed). The last two men were both Bible searchers and sectarians (roughly speaking, the Russian equivalent of nonconformists or dissenters), but they can stand for many more peasants and pilgrims, often orthodox in their Christianity, with whom Tolstoy held long conversations, out of which evolved his writings and his life after 1880.


  Another source was the revolutionary movement, which entered Tolstoy’s home in the form of the children’s tutors. Most importantly, V. I. Alexeiev came to be mathematics tutor in 1877, and had a strong influence on both the eldest child, Sergei, and Tolstoy himself. Alexeiev was then twenty-nine years old, and one of the eight children of a marriage between a peasant woman and a landowner from Pskov. While at the University of St. Petersburg, he had read John Stuart Mill and George Henry Lewes, and became a “Narodnik” (a populist radical).


  He had made political propaganda among the workers and joined a famous revolutionary group headed by Nikolai Chaikovski. He then fell under the influence of a man called A. K. Malikov, who preached a mystical-social religion of God-manhood—of God realizing himself in man. Malikov’s group founded a commune in Kansas, where Alexeiev and his brother went to live and which lasted from 1875 to 1877. By the time he returned to Russia, moreover, the Alexeiev who went to the Tolstoys’ was husband to Malikov’s wife and father to his children.


  He lived in the village of Yasnaya Polyana, refusing a room in the manor house, because he refused to be served by the white-gloved servants. Sergei Tolstoy, who is our main informant about Alexeiev, calls him the first Tolstoyan, but one might call Leo Tolstoy the first Alexeievan. Tall, thin, beardless, narrow-shouldered, neither strong nor passionate, Alexeiev was an opposite to the temperament Tolstoy had always aspired to—as officer, as lover, as artist. He was what Britishers like D. H. Lawrence and George Orwell, in their anti-Christian outbursts, called “a creeping Jesus.” But Tolstoy now apprenticed himself to Alexeiev, in ideas and temperament. Alexeiev took down from Tolstoy’s lips the nonecclesiastical version of Jesus’ gospel they worked out together and helped him compose his 1881 letter to Czar Alexander III, begging him not to punish the assassins of the previous Czar.


  Sonia Tolstoy burst in upon them when they were so engaged and made a terrible scene (about the danger in which they were putting the family), which ended with Alexeiev being exiled to the Tolstoys’ estate in Samara. A little later, after some disagreement, Tolstoy wrote him, “We have the air of having forgotten that we love each other. As far as I am concerned, that it is not true. I don’t want to forget that I owe you much of the calmness and clarity in my present conception of the world. You are the first educated man I met professing not only in words but in your heart the religion which has become pure light to me. That is why you will always be dear to me.”


  Via Alexeiev, Tolstoy also met three of the “hundred and ninety-three” radicals, a famous group arrested in 1866, including Malikov, and Bibikov, who acted as bailiff on the Samara estate. Thus the revolutionaries as well as the peasants and the vagabonds like Frei contributed to the New Age ideology as Tolstoy worked it out and spread it through the world. All this is to be seen in those iconic pictures of Tolstoy at the plough that New Agers nailed up on their walls, gave each other as remembrances, stowed away in their packs as they migrated from province to province or from continent to continent.


  In the case of Gandhi, the skinny figure in shawl and dhoti with toothless mouth and spinning wheel was familiar from cartoons as much as from photographs. He is alluded to as a joke in 1930s movies and comic songs (for instance, Gracie Fields’s). But he too was an icon, and his image was treasured in thousands of homes as something holy, though in it the comic aspects blended together more obviously with the serious. We shall find the picturesque and comic aspects of later New Age leaders important, also.


  Carpenter


  Another side of the New Age, almost opposite to Tolstoy’s in its recoil from asceticism and evangelical religion, is represented by Edward Carpenter, who wrote in his autobiography that we should learn to understand Christianity as a version of a universal solar religion, and that “the world is coming round again to a concrete appreciation of the value and beauty of actual life, and to a neo-Pagan point of view.” Carpenter’s work includes such titles as Love’s Coming of Age and The Art of Creation. The latter, of 1904, begins, “We seem to be arriving at a time when, with the circling of our knowledge of the globe, a great synthesis of all human thought on the ancient and ever-engrossing problem of Creation is quite naturally and inevitably taking shape. The world-old wisdom of the Upanishads, with their profound and impregnable doctrine of the Universal Self, the teachings of Buddha or of Lao-tzu, the poetic insight of Plato, the inspired sayings of Jesus and Paul, the speculations of Plotinus, or of the Gnostics, etc., ... all this, combining with ... modern physical and biological Science, and Psychology, are preparing a great birth, as it were.” This sort of expansive speculation was New Age thinking, as much as Tolstoy’s asceticism.


  No single text by Carpenter was as important as Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God Is Within You, but I can mention a few and dwell briefly on one that is very representative. This last is Civilization: Its Cause and Cure, of 1888. Together with Tolstoy’s, this was the most important of all books in forming Gandhi’s philosophy. It is primarily an attack on modern medicine and health care. Health is wholeness and a positive presence, says Carpenter, and yet we treat it as the mere absence of disease. Medical science makes a fetish of disease, and dances around it.


  “The words health, whole, and holy, are of the same stock,” he says. (Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder are still telling us the same thing today.) Carpenter quoted Captain Cook on the healthiness of Tahitians, and declared that Africans are the children of nature. The “wild” races—the ancient Greeks, the American Indians, the Africans—are at one with nature in their keenness of sense, and much more. (Gandhi advances many of these ideas.) We should eat fruit and nuts, and avoid even those vegetables which have to be uprooted, like cabbages. In Towards Democracy, Carpenter wrote an extremely long poem in Whitman-like blank verse, and presented himself, as Whitman had done, as a figure of perfect health.


  Carpenter was sixteen years younger than Tolstoy. Clever, handsome, mild-tempered, he was a favorite of fortune in his early years. He graduated from Cambridge in 1864 and was ordained and made a fellow of his college in 1869. In 1870 he became curate in a Cambridge church where the incumbent was F. D. Maurice, a leading Victorian intellectual.


  But Carpenter had always been under the influence of poets like Shelley, Wordsworth, and Whitman, as much as that of theologians—he was oriented toward beauty as much as faith—and after a visit to Italy in 1873, he fell in love with Greek sculpture. Moreover, this development was entwined with his discovery of his own homosexuality. In 1874 he left the church and began a new career as a university extension lecturer. He bought a country cottage in Yorkshire (near where Ruskin’s followers were creating a commune) in 1883, and lived with a working-class family there. He became largely vegetarian and a teetotaler, and lived a great deal in the open air. He grew fruit and vegetables, and took them some miles to sell them in a market. He liked the working people of Sheffield, whom he saw as “natural”—rough but shrewd and good-natured. He preferred them to the guardians of official culture.


  Like Tolstoy, Carpenter began his New Age career in the spring of 1881, the beginning of the New Age period. It was then that he found his poetic voice and his philosophic message, in the long poem Towards Democracy. He explained later that he had been liberated by the sudden discovery of a new region of his Self, which existed equally in others and which became the subject of his poetry. He knocked together a sort of sentinel box in his garden, in which he wrote—the free open air being as necessary as the free-verse form to his inspiration. He became the guru of the Simple Life.


  Today a powerful movement in ecology and protection of the environment is heir to the nineteenth century’s pioneers. Everyone thinks of Thoreau, of course, but Edward Carpenter, till recently a forgotten figure, is again being referred to. For instance, Marilyn Ferguson, in her widely read The Aquarian Conspiracy, refers to Carpenter nine times, as well as to other figures of the English New Age, like D. H. Lawrence and John Middleton Murry.


  In Love’s Coming of Age, written in 1896, Carpenter had an essay, “Man the Ungrown,” in which he criticized the orthodox masculine persona, and saw it as then coming under attack from Woman on the one side, and from Workmen on the other. Of course the hint of sexual as well as gender heresy, developed further in Carpenter’s essay on “The Intermediate Sex,” and his general propaganda for sexual liberation, was not part of what was congenial to Gandhi or Tolstoy in his work.


  Civilization: Its Cause and Cure, on the other hand, was. This book had a profound effect on both of them, and it touched on much more of “civilization” than just the nature cure subject discussed before. In it the whole modern structure of material and mental life is as radically condemned as it was in The Kingdom of God Is Within You.


  Carpenter’s rhetoric was much more pagan than Tolstoy’s. “On the high tops once more gathering he [Man] will celebrate with naked dances the glory of the human form and the great procession of the stars.” (This was quoted by Stanton Coit, the Ethical Culture leader, in his lecture Is Civilization a Disease? We see how different branches of the New Age reflected each other.) This is the kind of rhetoric we associate also with Hermann Hesse, and the erotic writers of Ascona.


  We don’t know whether Carpenter ever stayed in Ascona, but in 1910 and 1911 he was in Florence and held long conversations with Harold Monro, who owned a house in Ascona and moved to and fro between there and Florence. Monro was later the proprietor of the Poetry Bookshop in London and sponsor of contemporary poetry in England. He had just left his wife, and was acknowledging his identity as a homosexual. Thus Carpenter’s influence on Monro was like his influence on E. M. Forster; he encouraged both men’s erotic liberation. Whether or not Carpenter spent any time in the Swiss lake village, he clearly knew about it, as a center of both erotic liberation and diet-and-nature cure. His attack on “civilization” was an eloquent statement of the values by which the Asconans lived.


  This book was actually published in the year of Gandhi’s arrival in England, but whether or not he read it then, the latter must surely at that point not have been ready for its sweeping condemnation of Western civilization and its call to simplify social as well as individual lifestyles. However, it was reviewed by Henry Salt in The Vegetarian in September 1888, so it is quite likely that Gandhi knew about Carpenter’s ideas, in abbreviated form, long before 1909. For over the twenty years to come (before Gandhi wrote his own book), Carpenter’s teaching persisted and indeed spread.


  In his autobiographical My Days and Dreams, Carpenter says that even Sidney Webb and G. B. Shaw, the Fabians who had at first most attacked his ideas, had since then themselves ceased to use the word civilization as a self-confident and self-evident value—in its “old optimistic and mid-Victorian sense.” In the 1880s and 1890s Carpenter was the greatest teacher of “simplification” in England, as Gandhi was to be elsewhere later.


  To complete the symmetry in the treatment of Carpenter and Tolstoy, we should glance at disciples of the former who stood in something of the same relation to him as Isabella Fyvie Mayo did to Tolstoy. Olive Schreiner and Kate Joynes Salt were two women of intellect who were frequent visitors to Millthorpe and members of Carpenter’s circle there. They received many of his ideas, and were personally devoted to him. His “ideas” meant most importantly the Simple Life, so the fact that Schreiner did her own housework had an ideological bearing that Gandhi recognized and valued in her later. Schreiner was of course a famous author and thinker in her own right; Kate Salt was for a time secretary to George Bernard Shaw, and was said to be the woman from whom he drew the character Candida in his play of that name. She was of that third sex that Carpenter called Urnings.


  Schreiner had intense platonic love affairs with both Carpenter and Havelock Ellis, the sexologist, and those affairs and the other woman’s can represent to us the New Age’s patterns of sexual experiment. When in 1885 Kate Salt and her husband, Henry Salt, left Eton College, where he had been a master, they put on their sandals and made for the simple life, as Michael Holroyd puts it, “the lemonade and potato digging of Edward Carpenter’s world.” Like Schreiner, Kate Salt had a platonic affair with Carpenter, and also one with Shaw. Shaw was her Sunday husband, but her heart was given to Carpenter, as Shaw acknowledged.


  Of these relationships, we know most about Schreiner’s with Ellis. They got to know each other in 1884, and gave each other both a strong affection and physical intimacy (Schreiner would stroll downstairs in the nude to talk with Ellis), without apparently feeling the desire for each other in which an ordinary sexual relationship is rooted. She apparently wanted physical nearness without excitement; and he, she decided, was a true decadent, interested only in the abnormal. But at the same time they discussed sexuality, marriage, prostitution, and deviancy more than any other topics. They gave each other detailed sexual autobiographies. Ellis’s wife, Edith Lees, was a feminist devoted to Schreiner and herself more interested in women than men. This pattern of people and their relations can be called paradigmatic for New Age eroticism.


  Carpenter and Tolstoy profoundly admired each other’s work and acknowledged each other as coworkers in the New Age, although the former’s aestheticism, putting all life under the aegis of Art and Creation, expresses a moral philosophy quite unlike Tolstoy’s asceticism.


  As vegetarians, Carpenter and Tolstoy were both heroes and comrades to the Asconans. In 1910, when Tolstoy died, the people of Monte Verita wrote in the local newspaper, the Locarno-Ascona Boten, “We as vegetarians have lost our greatest comrade of all ages, literature has lost one of its giants, and humanity a master and teacher, a patriarch and a prophet.” Erich Muehsam, one of the young enthusiasts there, wrote a poem celebrating Tolstoy’s flight from domesticity and respectability.


  He went to die, as never a man yet went,


  Not weary-cursing, not in fear of death,


  He burst the ring of gold that held his fate ...


  An old man left his wife, his goods, his house.


  Thus even in his death Tolstoy was an inspiration to these New Agers, many of whom disagreed with most of his beliefs about how to live well but who agreed with his rebellion against the status quo.


  New Age Journalism


  These prophetic voices are the part of the New Age most impressive to us now. But they reached the general public indirectly as well as directly, as parts of a general discourse. If we had asked about the New Age during this period, we might have found most book readers identifying the idea primarily with some very popular journalists. (I am using that category to include writers of plays and novels, as will be seen; they were tagged as journalists at the end of the New Age, as a way to discredit both them and it, but I shall use the word in an honorific sense when it does validly characterize New Ages.) We have already mentioned A. R. Orage, whose journal, The New Age, promoted so many of our themes; but his fame was comparatively narrow, being limited to a highbrow audience. Much more widely known were Robert Blatchford, H. G. Wells, George Bernard Shaw, G. K. Chesterton, and Hilaire Belloc.


  Wells, who was born in 1866, began publishing science fiction in the middle of the 1890s: The Time Machine in 1895, The Invisible Man in 1897, and The War of the Worlds in 1898. In their way, even these stories were New Age; they increased the range of imaginative possibility and suggested ways out from contemporary “reality,” which is the reason New Agers have usually liked fantasy and futurism. Wells then turned to nonfiction works like Mankind in the Making in 1903 and A Modern Utopia in 1905, books that invited readers to speculate about the possible and the future. He was especially concerned with gender and sexual changes.


  Thus A Modern Utopia, with its Ticino setting, discussed a hypothetical social order of modern Samurai, based on the Samurai of Japan. This inspired Harold Monro and a friend to found an order of Voluntary Nobility and a press to print books devoted to that idea. This was an ascetic New Age idea. The Samurai were to practice chastity, vegetarianism, and early rising, to renounce drink and smoking, and to spend some days each year in fasting and meditation. Wells came to some of their meetings.


  Even Wells’s social comedies, which began with Kipps in 1905, gave his heroes and himself a cheerful, impudent, Cockney style that was the very opposite of official England, and seemed to stand for a radically new society.


  In his attitude to socialism, Wells was strikingly like Robert Blatchford, a popular radical journalist who set up his own paper, The Clarion, in 1891, whose circulation went as high as sixty thousand. His book about socialism, Merrie England, of 1893, sold two million copies, two hundred thousand being ordered before publication, and is said to have converted far more Englishmen to the cause than Marx’s Capital ever did. He was one of the small group who founded the Independent Labor Party in 1894. His immense success was a sign of the power of journalism in those years, and a sign of a hopeful mood.


  His Britain and the British began, “The purpose of this book is to convert the reader to Socialism,” but in fact it is Emerson who is cited rather than Marx. He wrote for those he called “unattached Socialists.” Chapter 2 of Merrie England ends by citing Ruskin, Carpenter, and Morris as recommended reading. Blatchford called himself a Tory Democrat and an Anarcho-Communist, in other words, an antisystematizer. Though he used Fabian pamphlets as sources, he called the Fabians themselves Gradgrinds in Socialist clothing. (Thomas Gradgrind is the character in Dickens’s Hard Times who justifies the industrial system in all its harshness.) Later in life he became more conservative, but in his radical days he was a classic New Ager.


  Wells and Blatchford were great simplifiers and popularizers, both in the literal sense of reducing to common sense complex ideas like socialism and in the metaphorical sense of promising that the powers and mysteries of authority would dissolve at the touch of common-sense criticism.


  Shaw was more of an intellectual virtuoso, a paradoxist and self-displayer, whose sincerity in professing socialism Blatchford distrusted; but Shaw was also a true New Ager in his own way. He was, for instance, much more ardent in understanding and appreciating the late Tolstoy and the early Gandhi than any other man of letters. He corresponded with Tolstoy and was eager to meet Gandhi when the latter came to England in 1930–1931. Shaw told reporters that he and Gandhi were two of a very rare kind, and that theirs was a meeting of Mahatma major and Mahatma minor.


  After a rather miserable youth, Shaw “found himself” in the 1880s, in the New Age and as a New Ager, in many matters of faith and opinion. Both Shaw and Wells were also New Agers by virtue of their costumes, their self-stylization: Shaw was depicted in a thousand cartoons with his ginger beard, his Jaeger suits, his sandals, his bicycle; Wells, too, and Gandhi on occasion, were to be seen cycling. (The bicycle, mildly comical appropriate technology, was the New Age transport form.) Wells depicted his autobiographical heroes again and again as short, fat, bouncy, untidy, exclamatory men. The same stress on comic self-styling was to be seen in G. K. Chesterton, with his cloak, long hair, and big belly, and Hilaire Belloc, dressed—so Blatchford said—like a Catholic priest. All these journalists were public entertainers. New Agers used costume as an answer to both the authoritarians’ uniforms and the systematizers’ three-piece suits.


  The journalists gave their loyalty, however, to systematic ideas (that being the mode of seriousness they endorsed) and so were to some degree disloyal to the New Age movement. Shaw allied himself to Sidney and Beatrice Webb in the Fabian Society and helped to keep it devoted to statistical analysis and the “permeation” of existing institutions as the most practical of socialist options. Wells would have made the society more experimental, more New Age. But his own energies were invested in encyclopedist projects, combining all sorts of knowledge systematically. The same is true of Chesterton and Belloc’s Catholicism: their personas were New Age, but their serious recommendations were quite different.


  Nevertheless, on his visit to England in 1909 Gandhi took some of the ideas that most struck him from Chesterton. In an article in the Illustrated London News on September 18, Chesterton exhorted Indian nationalists to remain true to their own culture, and to turn away from the ideas they were absorbing from the West. It was particularly the systematizing influence of Herbert Spencer he deplored. “One of their papers is called the Indian Sociologist. Do the Indian youths want to pollute their ancient villages and poison their kindly homes by introducing Spencer’s philosophy into them?” Spencer’s sociology was at that time taken to be an extreme example of systematic thinking.


  The Indian Sociologist was the organ of the London Indian terrorists, including Savarkar and Krishnavarma, who were Gandhi’s main enemies. Gandhi’s friends in South Africa, like Joseph Doke, thought Chesterton must be joking, but Gandhi wanted to have Chesterton’s article translated for his journal, Indian Opinion. As the Gandhi scholar Geoffrey Ashe says, Gandhi found his “true India,” as Chesterton found his “true England,” in the legendary epoch of heroes and sages.


  Chesterton wrote a book on Blake, admired Shelley, and was deeply influenced by Whitman—principally as the voice of a buoyant and direct vision of reality. These were all leading New Age lights. And even after his conversion to Catholicism, in 1922, he never entirely turned away from the milieu of Carpenter, Annie Besant, and Edwin Arnold, as Ashe says. Like Blake, he hated generalizations, and set great store by “minute particulars,” and his book on Christ has the Blakean title The Everlasting Man. He was therefore as hostile to the Fabians as to Spencer. He held that “free thought,” agnostic and atheist, was a prison cell of determinism. Like Blake, he wanted to startle his reader into seeing freshly, without the myopia of the conditioned response; his paradoxes were intended to have that effect.


  In their negative thinking, of course, Chesterton and his friends took much the same line as Gandhi in criticizing modern society, and at the same moments. Hilaire Belloc entered Parliament in 1906 as a Liberal, but withdrew, embittered by the Parliamentary process, in 1910. He and Chesterton’s brother, Cecil, wrote an attack on Parliament called The Party System. (Gandhi is unusually harsh in his remarks on Parliament in Hind Swaraj, published the same year.) Belloc saw Fabian ideas as leading to bureaucracy, and called another of his books The Servile State.


  Thus we see, in the two “conservatives” of the famous quartet, as in the two “liberals,” a blending of New Age ideas with the systematic thinking of the time. Gandhi was able to draw on them, as well as on those more profoundly similar, like Tolstoy and Carpenter.
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