









































the Tolstoyans

movement. Elsewhere, too, it had virtually disintegrated by the time
war again engulfed Europe and eventually the entire globe. In the
post-1945 world Tolstoyism has played no direct role.

A movement so amorphous as Tolstoyism proved to be was un-
likely to prove an effective agent for rallying the antiwar forces of the
twentieth-century world. In any case, as W. B. Edgerton has re-
marked, “anarchism—even Christian anarchism—is incapable of serv-
ing as the organizing principle of society.” In this century the number
of those espousing pacifism and accepting the renunciation of service
in war as part of their religious or ethical beliefs has greatly increased
(though it is still very small in comparison with the supporters, how-
ever reluctant, of military methods of conflict resolution). Yet few
among them have been prepared to follow Tolstoy to his final conclu-
ston and repudiate not only the state in all its aspects but the use of
even noninjurious forms of force. Thus, Tolstoyism eventually became
a narrow sect, sufficient unto itself and standing aloof from the main-
stream of pacifist thought,

The contribution, however, made by Tolstoy to the twentieth-
century pacifist movement has been considerable. In the first place, we
may note the seminal influence exercised by Tolstoy over Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi, the greatest apostle of nonviolence in modern
times. Gandhi read The Kingdom of God is Within You almost im-
mediately after its first publication, Although a variety of intellectual
sources, both Western and Indian, including the Sermon on the
Mount, lay at the back of Gandhi’s practice of nonviolent resistance,
of Satyagraha or “trath-force” as he preferred to call it, Gandhi himself
acknowledged that one of his deepest debts was to Tolstoy, “Russia
gave me in Tolstoy a teacher who furnished a reasoned basis for my
nonviolence,” he wrote many years later (“To American friends,” in
Harijan, 9 August 1942). And when in 1909 Tolstoy first learned of
Gandhi’s long-drawn-out, yet moderately successful, campaign of civil
disobedience in South Africa in support of that country’s Indian
minority, which was subjected by its rulers to social and legal diserimi-
nation, he wrote to the Indian leader congratulating him for his con-
tribution to the cause of nonviolence and welcoming his “passive
resistance” as “of very great importance not only for Indians but for
the whole of mankind.” True, Gandhi differed from ‘Tolstoy both in his
much more positive attitude toward the state and the nation (though
there are anarchist elements in the Gandhian philesophy of nonvio-
lence, too) and in his belief in the need for active resistance to evil,
albeit nonviolent resistance. Thus, whereas Gandhi, more than any
other Indian statesman, may be regarded as the architect of Indian
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national independence and though his disciples and associates became
the founding fathers of the contemporary Indian state, however re-
mote its policies may now seem from the nonviolent principles of
Gandhi himself, Tolstoy, on the other hand, remained a prophet in the
wilderness and the voices of his followers died away seemingly with-
out echo.

Consideration of Tolstoy’s influence on Gandhi leads on to a second
—and perhaps in the long run the most valuable—contribution made
by Tolstoy to contemporary pacifism, which has already been touched
upon above. Gandhi was a Hindu, reared within a cultural milieu that
was independent of the Western intellectual tradition based on ancient
Mediterranean civilization. True, he had come early in his life into
contact with Western thought and mores and was, therefore, amenable
to influences from this quarter. But if pacifism were ever to make head-
way in the twentieth-century world, it was not only essential that it
should emerge from strict enclosure within the confines of Christian
sectarianism and reach out to those who had rejected orthodox re-
ligion {this was already being attempted by a few Quakers of liberal
persuasion and by some absolute pacifists in the Western peace move-
ment); it had, too, to find a common language with the rest of mankind
which, like Gandhi, did not belong in the Western tradition. It was the
merit of Tolstoy that he perceived this and acted upon his perception.
He believed that the nonviolent imperative and the duty of conscien-
tious objection to war were implicit in all the higher religions of the
world, even if the Law of Love from which the former derived had
been “most clearly expressed” in the Christian religion. What is more,
every individual, in his view, could comprehend this Law of Love by
light of his reason, which Tolstoy equated with the conscience im-
planted by God in each human being. “If you consider it irrational to
go to kill Turks or Germans, do not go . . .,” he advised. To a young
Hessian who wrote to him in 1899 in connection with the draft, Tolstoy
replied: “It is not only Christians but all just people who must refuse
to become soldiers-~that is, to be ready on another’s command {for
this is what a soldier’s duty actually consists of ) to kill all those one is
ordered to kill.” Certainly Tolstoy would have approved of what to-
day is known as “sclective objection,” i.e., a refusal on conscientious
grounds, whether religious or nonreligious, to fight in a given conflict
without commitment, however, to reject participation in all wars. But
of course he went further, pleading for a total renunciation of war (as
well as of the state). Resistance of this kind, he argued, was “universal
to all mankind” because it was rooted in an ethical principle which was
“intelligible and common to all men, of whatever religion or nation,
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whether Catholic, Mohammedan, Buddhist, Confucian, whether Span-
iards or Japanese’-to humanists and deists as much as to those who
were professedly theists. He saw each act of conscientious objection as
a drop of water which, once it oozes through a dam, begins to burst it
asunder, Eventually, with the accumulation of countless such drops,
the dam breaks. Then the time would have come when “of wars and
armies, as these are now, there will remain only the recollection.”
These were dreams. The six decades since Tolstoy’s death have
brought two world wars of unparalleled destructiveness, totalitarian
regimes in some areas (including his own Russia) of undreamed-of
oppressiveness, and the mounting threat in these latter years of a
reversion to barbarism, if not of universal obliteration, should nuclear
war ever be unleashed. Tolstoy’s hopes that refusal of military service
might eventually become so widespread that governments would find
it impossible to undertake war, and would be forced thereby to re-
linquish their sway over their subjects’ lives, have not been fulfilled.
Mankind seems no nearer to renouncing violent resistance to evil than
~ it was when he first appeared with his message to humanity. Neverthe-
less, certain elements of his doctrine~-the universality of the Law of
Love, for instance, or the belief in the power of a nonviolent alterna-
tive to the law of violence—have been given renewed relevance today
precisely on account of the baneful developments in military tech-
nology, which are threatening the continued existence of civilized life
on this planet. Tolstoy sought to reinvigorate, to reconstitute, and to
extend the antimilitarism of Christ and the early Christian church. In
attempting this he became, by the sheer force of his moral will, a major
influence in bringing into being a new pacifism, more universal in its
outreach than the sectarian Christian pacifism with which I have been
mainly concerned and more conscious than previous religious pacifism
had usually been of the extent to which war and violence were rooted
in the ‘social environment. As an organized movement and as a com-
pact intellectual system, Tolstoyism disappeared. Its influence has re-
mained, helping to produce a healthy fermentation of ideas in
twentieth-century pacifism and an increased awareness of the need for
individual moral responsibility in regard to social violence and war.
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