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Hawthorne and Reform: 
An Error at the Very Heart of the Matter

In the modern world we can discern two world-views in opposition to each other. The essence of this opposition can be expressed by the Gospel images of heavenly kingdom and earthly kingdom, or by St. Augustine’s images the City of God and the City of this world. More broadly, it is the opposition of religious and secular world views, a chasm between those who see this life as preparation for eternity, and those who say, let us eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die. 

Ontological discontent haunted man ever since he lost Paradise, and the hope to regain original harmony was never altogether abandoned. But this hope produced rather different concepts of the future bliss, depending on whether their proponents adhered to Orthodox Christianity or to Orthodox Judaism, to modern Protestant theology or to a version of the secular humanistic philosophy. 

All eschatological doctrines of the West teach that at one time in the future the human kind (or its elect portion) will attain a perfect and blessed state of existence. But here lies the crucial difference: some place this hoped-for Paradise beyond history while others expect it to be reached in due time here on earth.

As we know, traditional Christian eschatology teaches that human history will end in a short period of unity of all mankind under the power of a ruler who will be the full embodiment of apostasy. However, the rule of Antichrist will be interrupted by the Second Coming, followed by the general resurrection and the Last Judgement. These events will coincide with a universal catastrophe, which will change all nature into a new, incorrupt state. Thus, Orthodox Christianity places eternity – blessed for some and painful for others – beyond the world which we presently know. 

In contrast, Orthodox Judaism is looking forward to the earthly bliss for the chosen people under the rule of a messiah. As a modern Jewish theologian writes, “Judaism has remained a religion of this world, the purpose of which is to create God’s kingdom here on earth”.
 Judaism can therefore be regarded as “the most momentous utopian movement in history” (Paul Tillich). 
 

Between these two polar views there exist a spectrum of eschatological teachings, both religious and secular, which incline to the one or the other perspective. Thus, from the ancient times within Christianity there existed a teaching of chiliasm, or millennialism, which expects a thousand-year reign of Christ on earth before the end of history. The Second Ecumenical Council in 381 condemned chiliasm as a heresy and added to the Creed the deliberate statement that Christ’s kingdom “shall have no end”. However, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries chiliasm was revived by such influential theologians of their day as Joseph Mead, Daniel Whitby, and Jonathan Edwards. As a result the majority of Protestant denominations today hold a millennialist view. A modification of chiliasm is the so-called postmillennialism, which teaches that prior to the Second Coming humanity shall reach the ideal Christian order on earth. Such teachings within reformed Christianity obviously echo the eschatology of Judaism.  

It is natural that modern secular philosophy invests its hope in this world. Such hope is nourished by belief that human nature is subject to gradual improvement. In his “Essay Concerning Human Understanding” (1690) John Locke removed innate sin and depravity and put in their place the idea that man, by the plasticity of his nature, could be brought into harmony with a harmonious natural world around him. This produced the great modern belief that advance in technology, standard of living, and other purely material aspects of culture is advance religiously and spiritually as well – that man gets better and better as he controls nature more and more. There arose the belief in progress through a series of ascending epochs of history.   

The idea of earthly paradise is present in the social philosophy of such influential thinkers as Rousseau, Kant, Hegel, Compte, Spenser, and Marx. All those philosophers, sharing the common faith of their day, believed that human kind, or at least its select portion, is approaching a final and blessed period of existence and that they know the truth which can accelerate the advent of that highest stage. Belief in earthly progress became a kind religion for those intellectuals in Europe who abandoned Christianity. As Marx, for instance, wrote, “It is the task of history, once the otherworldly truth has disappeared, to establish the truth of this world”.
 In Erich Fromm’s words, “Marx’s philosophy was, in secular, non-theistic language, a new and radical step forward in the tradition of prophetic Messianism.”
 

This new language, however, was in a conscious opposition to the Christian revelation. Giulio Girardi observes: “Marxism presumes the existence of a radical antagonism between Socialism and Christianity, one which is posed… in terms of a rivalry between the secular and the religious spheres, or between earth and heaven. The Marxist chooses earth. On earth he will build his paradise. In opposition to heavenly messianism he sets up a terrestrial messianism; in opposition to the fruitless expectations of the heavenly city he proposes an effective effort to construct an earthly city.” 

Thus by the nineteenth century the idea of paradise on earth became prevalent in the European thought, be it in its religious version, produced by the Protestant millennialist theology, or in the secular version, professed by the social thinkers of the century. Both theologians and philosophers alike believed in the gradual perfection of the human race and agreed that there was to be an inevitable happy ending to the historical process. In the modern culture the conception of a redemptive history produces the dominant note. As Reinhold Niebuhr writes, “The whole chorus of modern culture learned to sing the new song of hope in remarkable harmony. The redemption of mankind, by whatever means, was assured for the future”.
 

Such seems to be, roughly, the general philosophic tendency of the faith in earthly bliss. But this faith has practical aspects as well. Detailed schemes of the ideal social order were drawn by Thomas Moore, Companella, Fransis Bacon, Veras, Morelli, Babeuf, and other modern thinkers and men of letters. In modern times there arose social and religious movements which attempted to bring the Golden Age closer, sometimes by means of force. Thaborites, Anabaptists, Moravian Brethren, peasant war in Germany led by Thomas Munzer and Diggers in England, Jesuit Guarani republic in South America, followers of Johanna Southcott in England and Shakers in America - are some examples of such movements.  

In what follows we shall discuss how contemporary attempts to realize utopian projects were reflected in the works of the nineteenth-century American classic Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864).  

Nineteenth-century social experiments are generally known in connection with such figures as Charles Fourier and Etienne Cabet, Robert Owen and Wilhelm Weitling, Albert Brisbain and George Ripley. 

Some common features of these projects can be outlined. Their proponents believe that the present social system is unacceptable. The root of all evil for them is social inequality and private property, sometimes the family institutions. They set themselves a task to withdraw from the corrupt society and to create an ideal community in the wilderness, which would set an example for humanity and bring about the speedy reformation of the world. 

By creating ideal environment they expect to produce an ideal new individual. They promise humanity eternal happiness, life devoid of suffering, material well-being. They consider themselves to be the benefactors of mankind, who are alone able to bring light to the corrupt world. Also, they hotly argue with each other concerning the path to happiness. What remains unclear, - and this is the major contradiction of any utopia - is how imperfect man can create a perfect system capable of producing further perfect individuals. 

It is significant that the majority of utopian projects were drafted by Europeans but realized in the United States. Examples of Considerant’s "Reunion"  and Cabet’s "Ikaria" in Texas, Owen’s "New Harmony" in Indiana, Weitling’s "Communia" in Iowa show that the utopian thinkers of Europe saw the United States as a suitable ground for social experiment. Americans were very responsive to European utopian ideas. The abolitionist movement was on the rise, with critique of all other forms of oppression in its wake. In such atmosphere socialist ideas won many converts. In 1840s the teaching of Fourier was especially popular, propagated by Albert Brisbane and Horace Greely, editor of the popular New York Tribune. All over the country, especially in North-East, Fourierist Societies sprang up, numbering up to 8,000 members within about thirty organizations. 

One of the largest of those was the colony "Brook Farm" near Boston. Among its members and sympathizers there were many intellectuals, including Nathaniel Hawthorne, who will now become our focus. Thanks to Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance (1852) we are able to observe the life of the community from within.       

   Even though Hawthorne invested all his savings and personally participated in Brook Farm, his  attitude to social reform always remained rather ambiguous. His works of 1830s reveal that he was very well familiar with issues raised by contemporary reformers, who fought for such causes as peace, women’s rights, prohibition, abolition of slavery and of capital punishment. But his remarks are often colored by irony, even sarcasm. A journal entry of 1835 is notable in this respect. It reads: “A sketch to be given of a modern reformer, - a type of the extreme doctrines on the subject of slaves, cold water, and other such topics. He goes about the streets haranguing most eloquently, and is on the point of making many converts, when his labors are suddenly interrupted by the appearance of the keeper of a mad-house, whence he has escaped. Much may be made of this idea”.
 Hawthorne was obviously uneasy about reformers’ extremism. 

However, in this early period Hawthorne himself showed signs of conversion. He was interested in Shakers who lived in communes in expectation of the golden age. In 1841 he went to Brook Farm, with an open mind, even if without much enthusiasm. Several months later he left the community while his doubts turned into stubborn skepticism. 

After eleven years Hawthorne wrote The Blithedale Romance, which reflected the Brook Farm experience. The novel was not conceived as a commentary on utopia, but it is valuable in this respect also. Hawthorne’s experience was typical, for utopian communities all have similar features and destiny. We shall quote a few passages from the novel, which reflect the experience seen through the eyes of a literary man. 

The narrator Miles Coverdale characterizes the purpose of the enterprise as “a generous one, certainly, and absurd, no doubt, in full proportion with its generosity”.
 Indeed, life proved to be rather different from ideal schemes. Eating together with simple folk did not abolish inequality but rather emphasized it. Hard labor did not become spiritualized but rendered the colonists incapable of intellectual labor. (As Hawthorne wrote to his fiancée from Brook Farm, “It is my opinion, dearest, that a man’s soul may be buried and perish under a dung-heap or in a furrow of the field, just as well as under a pile of money.”)
 Time exposed other illusions as well: selfishness and passions spoiled the sense of brotherhood, skepticism extinguished faith, ideal impulses became mundane routine. 

At the very first evening their “heroic enterprise” appeared to the narrator “like an illusion, a masquerade, a pastoral, a counterfeit Arcadia, in which grown-up men and women were making a playday of the years that were given [them] to live in”. After living for some time in the secluded circle of dreamers, the narrator felt that he was beginning to lose the sense of reality. 

 Another character, Zenobia, later expresses a similar kind of disappointment: “But I am weary of this place, and sick to death of playing at philanthropy and progress. Of all varieties of mock-life, we have surely blundered into the very emptiest mockery, in our effort to establish the one true system.” 

It is interesting to compare these words with the impressions Victor Considerant, the French follower of Fourier, had of the real American falanstery. In his diary Considerant writes: “This business poorly started and is poorly managed. I pity those wonderful people who wear themselves out in daily activity which, it seems, has become depressing for them. Here the harmony of passions lies in the shroud rather than in the cradle. Chill, ice, death, reign here supreme.”
 

Hawthorne’s narrator Coverdale finally comes to the conclusion that “No sagacious man will long retain his sagacity, if he live exclusively among reformers and progressive people”. Coverdale leaves the community and several years later bitterly expresses his disillusionment: “As regards human progress,… let them believe in it who can, and aid in it who choose! If I could earnestly do either, it might be all the better for my comfort.” 

Just like his narrator, Hawthorne left Brook Farm disappointed. But the experience required understanding, and the social atmosphere charged with utopian ideas brought him to develop the topic. 

In the stories of subsequent years Hawthorne often mentions current theories of social amelioration. Two or three of these stories are especially dedicated to the issue, and they show that Hawthorne had completely lost common language with the reformers. Significantly, he did not join Whittier, Lowell and Greely in contributing to The Harbinger, the Fourieristic organ of the Brook Farmers in late 1840s. Meanwhile, a revised constitution of the Brook Farm expressed a belief that the divine order is closer “than is generally supposed” and “that humanity… is at length prepared to enter into that universal order toward which it has perpetually moved.”

While his former associates were issuing manifestoes such as these, Hawthorne was writing "The Procession of Life," "The Christmas Banquet," and "Earth’s Holocaust." The last story, published in 1844, gives a clear response to social reformers, and deserves closer attention.  

This parable story describes an attempt of humanity to free itself from the accumulated cultural lumber by means of a gigantic bonfire. Symbols of monarchy and aristocracy, weapons, instruments of punishment, books, emblems of religion and all other entities, which can be regarded as limiting human freedom, are destined to be burnt. Enthusiastic reformers, encouraged by the applause of “plebeian spectators” duly complete the project. However, the conclusion of the story is not an optimistic one. Hawthorne suggests that all efforts of the reformers be in vain because they do not affect the human heart, which is the source of all evil and misery in the world. Human effort for external amelioration proceeds from the heart corroded by sin, and therefore it only augments evil in the world. The narrator observes: “How sad a truth, if true it were, that man’s age-long endeavor for perfection had served only to render him the mockery of the evil principle, from the fatal circumstance of an error at the very root of the matter! The heart, the heart – there was the little yet boundless sphere wherein existed the original wrong of which the crime and misery of this outward world were merely types. Purify that inward sphere, and the many shapes of evil that haunt the outward, and which now seem almost our only realities, will turn to shadowy phantoms and vanish of their own accord; but if we go no deeper than the intellect, and strive, with merely that feeble instrument, to discern and rectify what is wrong, our whole accomplishment will be a dream.”
 

Having arrived at this conclusion, Hawthorne could turn his thoughts to other directions, but the topic of reforms is present in some of his later works, most notably in The Blithedale Romance (1852) and the campaign biography of Franklin Pierce. The essays “Chiefly About War Matters”, together with his letters, are a testimony that after still another ten years Hawthorne could see no hope for man to achieve the millennium through his own effort. 

What is the reason of Hawthorne’s stubborn skepticism about ideas so very fashionable among his contemporaries? There are probably several reasons. 

Hawthorne’s reading in history gave him many examples of tragic results of well-intended effort, be it religious persecution in the Puritan colonies, extermination of the Indians, Spanish inquisition or the French Revolution. 

Besides, his personal contact with the reformers could not win his trust in their cause. Some of them were charlatans making capital of popular credulity; in others he saw thwarted souls seeking refuge from emptiness within. Still others he believed to be sincere but misguided spirits, seeking better life.

But however significant were these experiences and observations in shaping Hawthorne’s attitude towards reform, the natural bent of his mind obviously played here the major role. Herman Melville remarked in his famous essay about Hawthorne: “He is immeasurably deeper than the plummet of the mere critic. For it is not the brain that can test such a man; it is only the heart”.
 This depth, according to Melville, comes from Hawthorne’s view of human nature, his deep sense of the Original Sin. Hawthorne could not reconcile the concept of human reform with his belief that a surface of righteousness may conceal the blackest sin. He saw basic human nature to be uniform throughout the ages. In the essay “Chiefly About War Matters” Hawthorne wrote: “Set men face to face, with weapons in their hands, and they are as ready to slaughter one another now, after playing at peace and good will so many years, as in the rudest ages, that never heard of peace societies.”
 

Hawthorne’s skepticism about reform proceeds from his conviction that all effort to improve society would lead nowhere until the human heart is cleansed of sin. But man is unable to cleanse his heart. Therefore a kind of fatalism and pessimism were the outcome of Hawthorne’s thinking. In the Life of Franklin Pierce he wrote: “No human effort, on a grand scale, has ever yet resulted according to the purpose of its projectors. The advantages are always incidental... We miss the good we sought, and do the good we little cared for.”
 

Hawthorne’s distrust for the reforms placed him outside the circle of his contemporaries. But history proved him right. All nineteenth-century socialist communes fell apart shortly after their inception. The external reason was usually the economic failure, the inward reason was loss of enthusiasm. But the ultimate reason was that all those schemes did not take into account the reality of human nature. As Robert Owen wrote in disappointment, “it proved to be impossible to build communes of the very imperfect human material.”
 

As we know, in spite of this negative experience of the previous century, the twentieth century saw attempts to realize utopia on a much more grand scale. The greatest and perhaps the most tragic of such attempts was the communist experiment in Russia. The ideology of the German Third Reich also had a definite millennialist component. Today the dream of earthly paradise is still very much alive world-wide, nourished by modern belief in progress and hedonistic philosophy of the post-Christian world. 

There is a clear millennialist  overtone in the ideology of the constitutional democracy which sees its goal as well-being of all citizens. As it is well known, authors of American Constitution were inspired by the literary utopia Oceania written by George Harrington in 1656. Presently the United States seems to be the most favorable ground for a new utopia. The old Puritanic idea of a City upon the Hill has now been supported by the unique status as the only superpower, a carrier of the ultimate values of democracy and a guarantor of their worldwide triumph within the framework of the New World Order. However, the confusion of the ambiguous earthly reality with the unambiguous ultimate, which will come only after the consummation of history, - such confusion always brings bitter disillusionment.  

It would be naive to think that human kind will learn the lessons of the past. His contemporaries neglected Hawthorne's warning of the "fatal error at the very root" of the struggle for the new happy order, neither do such warnings win much popularity today. New promises of earthly bliss, new futile attempts to achieve it, are probably to be expected in the future. Solitary sober voices of those who in the past spoke out at the time of general delusion are therefore important for us. It is also important to know what were the sources from which those individuals drew wisdom and strength to oppose spiritual plagues of their time.    
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