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ABSTRACT
THE ART AND VISION OF IGNATIUS DONNELLY
By

David Edwin Wright

Ignatius Donnelly (1831-1901) is best remembered as the flamboyant
Minnesota politician who helped found the People's (Populist) Party.

But Donnelly was also a complex man of several other interests and
talents. For instance, he numbered himself among the literary and
scientific intelligentsia of his day. On both sides of the Atlantic

he was recognized for his theories on the Baconian authorship of the
"so-called" Shakespeare plays; and on the basis of his Atlantis (1882) he
was invited to join The American Association for the Advancement of
Science. More importantly, Donnelly was a novelist who authored Caesar's
Column (1889), a dystopian romance set in 1988, Doctor Huguet (1891),

a novel on race relations in the post Civil War South, and The Golden
Bottle (1892), a political tract in fictional form explicating Populist
principles.

Donnelly's two scientific works, Atlantis (1882) and Ragnarok (1883),
and the three novels are interrelated. Considered together, they
provide an interesting interpretation of late nineteenth century cultural
issues and tensions, and reveal the philosophic background for his
political ideas. The purpose of this dissertation is to examine the

substance and continuity of Donnelly's ideas as revealed in these five
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David Edwin Wright

works and to explore the relationships between his ideas and those
of other major intellectuals of his era.

Such a study naturally involves consideration of the previous
scholarship on Donnelly, much of which has been hostile to him.
Specifically, Donnelly has been charged with reactionism, escapism,
racism, and authoritarianism. This dissertation, however, will depict
Donnelly as an essentially humane and incisive analyst of the cultural
tensions of his milieu who was responding mainly to what he perceived
as the deleterious influence of naturalistic ideas on society. Donnelly's
interesting and complex views on science, including naturalism, are
discussed throughout this study. He supported scientific investigation
and admired technological prowess. At the same time, he felt that a
primarily materialistic, causal interpretation of reality undermined
more important spiritual perceptions.

While Donnelly's earliest works are somewhat vengeful in tone if
not in theme, his later works are more and more concerned with reconciliation,
cultural pluralism and constructive reform. As a popular artist who
deliberately employed the melodramatic literary forms best known to his
audience, Donnelly wrote didactically, striving to reinculcate Christian
values in what he saw as an increasingly materialistic and ruthless age.

Chapter One examines Donnelly's relationship to his intellectual
milieu. He was primarily preoccupied by the challenge to traditional
views on human nature, freedom, and religion raised by the evolutionary
naturalists. The pertinent ideas of Herbert Spencer, William Graham
Sumner, Lewis Henry Morgan, Lester Frank Ward, John Dewey and others
are briefly summarized and compared to Donnelly's.

Chapter Two focuses on Atlantis and Ragnarok. Ostensibly scientific
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studies, they are in fact Donnelly's reevaluation of history in response
to the evolutionary naturalists. Donnelly's apocalyptic, historical
paradigm, a complex synthesis of biblical, medieval, eighteenth and
nineteenth century attitudes toward history, emerges from these two
works. This paradigm in modified form provides the basic structure for
his subsequent'novels.

Chapter Three analyzes the transference of the historical paradigm
to prose fiction. The cosmic forces of Atlantis and Ragnarok are

personified as fictional characters in Caesar's Column. Essentially,

this first novel warns that disaster awaits twentieth century society if
the social and economic abuses of the late nineteenth century are not

rectified. Analysis of structure and characterization in Caesar's Column

reveals that the novel is flawed not because of Donnelly's alleged
reactionism or nihilism, but rather because of his difficulty in
transferring his vision from history to prose fiction.

Chapter Four discusses Doctor Huguet, Donnelly's novel on race

relations in the South. Donnelly's vision operates in microcosm in this,
his best novel. He argues that racism is part of the larger materialistic
malaise affecting society. The chapter considers and defends Donnelly
against charges that the novel is covertly racist.

Chapter Five examines Donnelly's last novel, The Golden Bottle.
Written during the campaign of 1892, it is the least impressive of
Donnelly's works. However it does demonstrate the final synthesis of his
ideas. The book documents Donnelly's thematic movement toward cultural
pluralism and constructive reform and away from vengeful violence. The

novel also includes Donnelly's blueprint for a modern utopia.



THE ART AND VISION OF IGNATIUS DONNELLY

By

David Edwin Wright

A DISSERTATION

Submitted to
Michigan State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Department of English



For Leslie

ii






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I wish to thank the members of my committee, Professors Pickering,

Mead and Nye, for their advice and assistance during the researching and

writing of the dissertation. I also want to express my appreciation

to Professor Willard Thorp and to Professor Howard Anderson for their

friendship and intellectual stimulation during my undergraduate and

graduate careers.

iii






TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction

Chapter One: Donnelly's Vision and Its Intellectual Milieu

The Debate on the Lessons of History
The Debate on Contemporary Society
Donnelly's Utopian Alternatives

Chapter Two: Atlantis and Ragnarok: The Emerging Vision
Atlantis

Ragnarok
The Apocalypse in Perspective

Chapter Three: Caesar's Column: The Dark Night of
Civilization
Gabriel's Story: How the World Came to Be Ruined
The Vision In New Form: Critical Issues
A New, Complex Conception of Man Emerges
Science, Religion and Society
Donnelly's Utopia
From Atlantis and Ragnarok to Caesar's Column

Chapter Four: Doctor Huguet: The Vision Individualized
Critical I1ssues
The Education of Doctor Huguet

Chapter Five: The Golden Bottle: The Final Synthesis
The Utopian Vision: The Final Synthesis

Conclusion
Notes
Appendix

Bibliography

iv

12
18
22
24

29
31
40
46

51
54
65
75
79
82
88
90
103
112

121
138

145
147
161

178



e

i

¥iamesc

Rectie -
that fr-
for s,
Success ¢
served v
Congres
tanajg-
Seaate 4
Chaotic
“twnd;
! Fargg,
Einne%t
ey not

be foung




INTRODUCTION

Ignatius Donnelly (1831-1901) is best remembered as the flamboyant
Minnesota Populist of the late nineteenth century. His colorful and
hectic political career is the subject of numerous studies which reveal
that from the time he was twenty-eight until his death, Donnelly ran
for some state or national office in nearly every election and was
successful in roughly half his campaigns. At one time or another he
served Minnesota as lieutenant-governor, acting governor, United States
Congressman (three terms), state senator and state representative. He
campaigned unsuccessfully for the governorship, the United States
Senate and, just before he died, for the Vice-Presidency. In the
chaotic arena of Minnesota politics, Donnelly changed parties with
astounding regularity. He ran as a Republican, a Democrat, an independent,
a Farmer-Laborite, and a Populist. In addition he helped found the
Minnesota Farmer's Alliance and the National People's (Populist) Party.
When not holding office, he held forth in the two political newspapers

he founded and edited, The Anti-Monopolist and The Representative.

But Donnelly was also a novelist, cultural historian and analyst,
and literary critic. This extensive aspect of his career has, until
recently, received little scholarly attention. His works include:

The Mourner's Vision (1850), an epic poem; Atlantis: The Antediluvian

World (1882) and Ragnarok: The Age of Fire and Gravel (1883), both

scientific, historical studies; The Great Cryptogram: Francis Bacon's
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Cipher in the So-Called Shakespeare Plays (1888); Caesar's Column:

A Story of the Twentieth Century, a utopian-dystopian melodrama and

his most famous novel; Doctor Huguet (1891), a novel concerning race

relations in the South; The Golden Bottle (1892), a utopian romance

illustrating People's Party ideas; The American People's Money (1895),

a political tract; and The Cipher in the Plays, and on the Tombstone

(1899).

Five of these works, Atlantis, Ragnarok, Caesar's Column, Doctor

Huguet and The Golden Bottle form a natural body which is the subject

of this study. (I have chosen not to include the other works in this
dissertation--the two treatises on Bacon because of their specialized

topic and questionable interest, The Mourner's Vision because it is

an adolescent and uninteresting poem, and The American People's Money

because it is properly part of his political career.) These five
works (two scientific,historical studies and three novels) reveal
Donnelly's assessment of the dynamics of history, the nature and
future of man, and the major intellectual issues of his day. They
portray a fundamentally coherent philosophy which I have chosen to
call Donnelly's vision.

Like many of his contemporaries Donnelly was aware that new
scientific ideas and technological innovations were stimulating
radical change in many phases of American life. Specifically, the
ideas of Darwin and his popularizers raised fundamental questions about
the validity of the Christian conception of life. To Donnelly, social
adherence to the egalitarian ideals of brotherhood and charity seemed
to be breaking down before the arguments of the Social Darwinists. At

the same time technological innovations in the factory system,
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transportation and communications were revolutionizing the market
system. In the economic upheavals that followed, a small group of
ingenious men accumulated vast fortunes. But thousands of farmers
and laborers were crushed by cycles of inflation and depression, wage
disputes, lockouts, and rising railroad tariffs. Whether these
dislocations were a natural, even though traumatic, part of the
nation's economic and technological development is a moot question.
Those who were adversely affected felt that they were being cynically
manipulated by cartels whom they called the "interests'" or the
'*plutocracy."

These embattled farmers and laborers became Ignatius Donnelly's
natural constituency. In defending them he came to believe that
Social Darwinism and the '"oppression” of the '*masses' were related
because the wealthy and their intellectual allies used the arguments
of Social Darwinism to oppose new laws and reform measures made
necessary by sweeping economic changes. So while Donnelly attacked
the symptoms of the problem--the economic and political injustice that
he felt was being perpetrated on the people--in his political life,
he went much deeper in his literary endeavors, trying to reconcile
fundamental philosophical questions raised by the evolutionary natural-
ists with his own humanistic and egalitarian ideals.

He began this analysis with his two scientific works, Atlantis
and Ragnarok, at first only vaguely aware of his mission. They are,
in fact, ostensibly scientific studies; but beneath the surface they
are analyses of historical patterns and Donnelly's rebuttal of the
Social Darwinist view of history. By the time he began his novels,

Donnelly was well aware of his purpose. Caesar's Column, Doctor
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Huguet, and The Golden Bottle examine the relationship of the spiritual
and the material world, human motivation and values, and various
theories of social organization.

Donnelly concluded, finally, that social progress is indeed not
inevitable. Further, he found that a society based only on material
values would inevitably become despotic. This is not to say that
Donnelly was an enemy of science and progress. In fact, he was in
many ways as enthusiastic an advocate of science and technology as any
of his contemporaries. But he believed that if the scientific and
technological advances of mankind were to lead to a better society,
they must be guided by a commitment to higher and essentially spiritual

ideals: Christian Brotherhood and charity.

Most of the critical scholarship on Donnelly does not, unfortunately,
adequately consider the complexity either of his ideas, or those of the
evolutionary naturalists to which he was responding. This may be partly
explained first by the fact that Donnelly was so visibly a partisan
politician in his own time that his literary works were rarely searched
for more than Populist propaganda, and second by the fact that his
works have been ignored until recently by modern critics. Such
nineteenth century criticism as survives is located in Donnelly's
papers (collected and microfilmed by the Minnesota Historical Society)
and in William Douglas O'Connor's Mr. Donnelly's Reviewers (Belford, 1889).

Modern criticism of Donnelly usually considers him as part of either
the Populist movement or the utopian literary movement that flourished
during the last twelve years of the nineteenth century. This criticism

can be subdivided into three categories: the first is descriptive and






historical; the second contains a series of attacks on Donnelly's

alleged reactionism, racism, escapism and nihilism; and the third

defends Donnelly against these charges. It should be noted that these

charges and countercharges concern not only Donnelly's writing but

the Populist and to a lesser extent the utopian movements as a whole.
The list of historical and descriptive criticism is headed by

Martin Ridge's excellent study of Donnelly's political career,

Ignatius Donnelly: Portrait of a Politician (Chicago, 1962).

Although by far the most thorough historical treatment of Donnelly--

and one that also contains brief analyses of his literary works--Ridge's
book is anticipated by the work of John D, Hicks. His treatments of
Donnelly appear in "The Political Career of Ignatius Donnelly,"

(Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 1921); "Ignatius Donnelly,"

in The Dictionary of American Biography; and in various sections of his

The Populist Revolt (Minneapolis, 1931). There are, in addition,
numerous works that deal with aspects of Donnelly's political career
that do not fall within the scope of this study. However, they are
recorded in the lengthy bibliography in Ridge's book.

The first and only full length treatment of Donnelly's literary
works-~-including his adolescent poetry and his works on the authorship
of Shakespeare's plays--is John R. Bovee's unpublished dissertation
(Washington State University, 1969), "Ignatius Donnelly as a Man of
Letters." These historical and descriptive studies provide an excellent
introduction to Donnelly's political and literary careers. They point
out both Donnelly's inconsistencies and his basic humanitarian nature
and, although non-polemical, they are by and large sympathetic to

Donnelly. Finally, Walter Rideout's "Introduction" to the modern
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edition of Caesar's Column (Cambridge, 1960) also belongs to this

category for even though it echoes a number of the charges laid
against Donnelly by modern critics, it is largely descriptive and
provides valuable historical information.

The modern attack on Donnelly began with a revisionist view of
Populism in the 1950's that discovered irrational, authoritarian, racist
and backward-looking traits in the movement. This new line was first
propounded by Richard Hofstadter in a chapter, "The Folklore of Populism,"
of his book, The Age of Reform (New York, 1955). While he does not

contradict Hicks' findings (The Populist Revolt, 1931) that the Populists

were progressive and humane on several specific issues, he finds that

the movement as a whole contained some malevolent qualities. Specifically,
he charged that the Populists yearned to return to some pre-industrial,
agrarian age where the beneficence of the land and not the expediencies

of big business influenced government. He also found that they
entertained a '"conspiracy theory of history" and saw social struggle
simplistically and dualistically. Finally, he found that the Populists
traced all social evil to the "money power" of the "Plutocracy" an
inclination which, he concluded, was at the heart of their rhetorical
anti-semitism. For Hofstadter no piece of Populist literature displays

these failings as blatantly as Donnelly's Caesar's Column: 'far more

onimous, however, than any of the vivid and hideous predictions of the
book is the sadistic and nihilistic spirit in which it was written."

Several critics writing after Hofstadter have expanded upon one
or more of his charges. David W. Noble in the first chapter of his

The Progressive Mind, 1890-1917, (Chicago, 1970) discusses what he says

is Donnelly's backward-looking obsession with an Edenic Golden Age.



Essentially, he argues that the American Founding Fathers thought
that they were escaping the artificial and consequently corrupt societies
of the middle ages in this new republic. Living in accordance with
God's natural law would save the new country from ever degenerating into
despotism. The Populists felt, according to Noble, that this government
by natural law had been achieved in Jacksonian American but was now in
danger of being undermined by the artificial complexities of a new
industrial order. Moreover, the Populists in general and Donnelly in
particular saw an international conspiracy behind this threat to the
American garden paradise. To counteract this, Donnelly called upon the
people, Noble concludes, to turn away from the dangers of an artificial
society and back to the pastoral culture that lived in harmony with
natural law.

In "Ideology and Utopia in the works of Ignatius Donnelly,"
(American Studies, 12, ii, 1971) Allan Axlerad ties Donnelly's desire
to return to the Golden Age to his cyclic theory of history evidenced in
Atlantis and Ragnarok. Axlerad contends that each of Donnelly's ancient
societies achieved a Golden Age of pastoral splendor only to be
destroyed by God when they became '"voracious and immoral metropolitan"
cultures. He cites the destruction of "metropolitan' America and the
creation of the '"garden society" in Uganda at the end of Caesar's
Column to demonstrate the workings of Donnelly's historical ideas in
fiction. While he contends that Donnelly's utopia lies in the past he
does admit that, '"although Donnelly was pessimistic over the prospect
of ever building an urban-industrial utopia, he did explore the unlikely
possibility in The Golden Bottle," and that, 'the novel suggests that

history is not inevitably cyclical; man can cope with natural forces
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by planning wisely."

Charges of racism, especially anti-semitism, are leveled against
Donnelly by several people beginning with Hofstadter. Indeed, it is
commonly accepted that Donnelly was guilty of at least some rhetorical
anti-semitism. That Donnelly was also Negro-phobic despite his professed
benevolence toward blacks is the view of John S. Patterson in "Alliance

and Antipathy: 1Ignatius Donnelly's Ambivalent Vision in Doctor Huguet,"

(American Quarterly XXII, 1970) and''From Yeoman to Beast: Images of

Blackness in Caesar's Column," (American Studies 12, ii, 1970).

Patterson's argument is outlined in some detail in chapter three of
this study, and need not be recapitualed here.
Frederic C. Jaher reasserts many of the charges against Donnelly

from a psychoanalytical perspective in Doubters and Dissenters:

Cataclysmic Thought in America, 1885-1918 (London, 1964). For him

Donnelly's predictions of cataclysm and his alleged fondness for a
Golden'Age are pathological reactions to his economic and political
failure in the new order of things: "Although the future may be eagerly
anticipated by those who swim with the tide, for those who want to
hold fast against the currents of change, innovation seems cataclysmic."
Interpreting all Donnelly's behavior as pathological, Jaher finds that
his "neurosis of defeat" began with the failure of Nininger City in 1857.
Amidst these attacks Donnelly has had his defenders. Following
Hicks and taking exception to Hofstadter, Paul F. Boller in American

Thought in Transition: The Impact of Evolutionary Naturalism 1865-

1900 (Chicago, 1969) finds that Donnelly and the Populists were
reasonably shrewd analysts of nineteenth century political and economic

conditions, that they accepted the industrial order as permanent but
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wanted to democratize it. The works of Ridge and Bovee (cited above
as historical and descriptive criticism) take this same view without

entering the polemical debate. Bovee in'Doctor Huguet: Donnelly On

Being Black'" (Minnesota History, XLI, 1969) also makes a kinder

interpretation of Donnelly's racial views than does Patterson.

Alexander Saxton in "Caesar's Column: The Dialogue of Utopia and

Catastrophe,”" (American Quarterly 19, 1967) finds that Caesar's Column
is neither simply auopia ﬁor a dystopia. He finds Donnelly complex
but basically humanitarian and forward looking.

Donnelly's most ardent defender is Norman Pollack who in

"Ignatius Donnelly on Human Rights: A Study of Two Novels," (Mid-America

47, 1965), The Populist Response to Industrial America (New York, 1962), and

"Fear of Man: Populism, Authoritarianism, and the Historian," (Agricultural

History 39, 1965) attempts to refute systematically charges that Donnelly

and the populists were racist, nihilistic or reactionary.

Since this study attempts to defend Donnelly from most of the
ma jor charges of his critics, it falls into the last of the three
critical categories. I will argue that Donnelly was a more consistent
and saner man, despite his obvious intellectual eccentricities, than
has heretofore been claimed. But more important, this study hopes to
convince the reader that Donnelly's vision is much more complex and
illuminating of the issues of his day than has been recognized.

It is unfair to claim, as most of his critics have, that Donnelly
was simply a vengeful frontier lunatic calling down plagues on the
houses of his enemies and on a future with which he could not cope.

Nor can it be said that he was merely a quixotic escapist more
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10

content in an Atlantean past or utoplan future than in his troubled
present. Unfortunately, Donnelly's works have been too often used
as an example of the traits of larger movements and too little for
what they reveal themselves.

In fact, Donnelly was more interested in the problem of materialism
than with the problem of free silver, more interested in human nature
and human rights than in temporary political coalitions, and more
concerned with the future than with the past. Moreover, Donnelly's
concerns were those not so much of alienated splinter parties but
those of the major intellectuals of his day. For beneath the debate
on the distribution of the new industrial wealth (which topic aroused
concern far beyond the Populist enclaves), Donnelly and his intellectual
contemporaries joined a more fundamental debate on the effect of
evolutionary naturalism on traditional Christian values.

A careful analysis of Donnelly's writings combined with a
consideration of his vision in the larger philosophical context both
exonerates him from most of his critics' charges and reveals him to

be a far more fascinating and incisive thinker than previously supposed.

This study is organized so as to trace the development and
establish the context of Donnelly's vision. The first chapter
summarizes Donnelly's major ideas and compares them briefly with
those of the major intellectuals of his day. Chapters two through
five discuss Donnelly's works in the order in which they originally
appeared. Each of the last four chapters begins with a biographical
introduction so that connections between Donnelly's political life and

his literary career may be easily made. The introductions are
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11

followed by interpretative summaries of the works under discussion.
Since Donnelly's scientific studies and novels are still little

known and since analysis of them necessarily involves discussion of
their thematic and structural complexities, these summaries--sometimes
lengthy--are necessary. However, the summaries are selectively
constructed so as to include only that information necessary to the
interpretative argument.

The summaries are, in turn, followed by analyses of the structure,
themes, and central ideas. The chapters conclude with a discussion of
each work's development of the major ideas and tensions that comprise
Donnelly's evolving vision. Subtitles are employed to identify these

several parts of each chapter.
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Chapter One

Donnelly's Vision and Its Intellectual Milieu

In his time as well as our own Donnelly's intellect has seemed
for some quixotic, dwelling as it does on lost continents, phantom
comets, and millennial utopias. For others Donnelly has revealed an
irrational, nihilistic and even sadistic mind obsessed with the
cataclysmic destruction of his enemies. To be sure Donnelly was a
complex man grappling with intricate issues. Yet his vision is
fundamentally sane and consistent. And his literary fictions--
including his scientific histories--reveal the power of his perceptions.

Then why such divergence of interpretation? A large part of the
problem of coming to grips with this extremely controversial man is
finding a suitable historical context within which to assess his ideas.
Until now critics have grouped Donnelly with either the Populists or
the utopian novelists of the late nineteenth century. And of course he
does belong to both camps. But a problem arises when critics assume
simply that both groups were responding to "industrialism'" and
"Social Darwinism'' and then quickly proceed to debate Donnelly's
attitudes on progress, race, and mankind. His views on these subjects
are central issues in his work, but issues that cannot be satisfactorily
examined without first learning what "industrialism" and "Social
Darwinism'" meant to Donnelly and to what extent his attitudes were a

response to those ideas.

12
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13

Conscious that a radically new scientific world view, evolutionary
naturalism, and revolutions in the technologies of production, trans-
portation and communication were ushering in a new age by permanently
altering the economy and politics of the country, Donnelly attempted
to gauge the effect of these powerful ideas and forces on the concepts
of Christian Brotherhood and social justice that he thought essential
to the sustenance of a democratic society. He found the naturalistic
rejection of the spiritual nature and individual autonomy of man not
only repugnant but symptomatic of a despostic mentality. On the
subject of industrialism Donnelly's views are complex. On the one
hand he was, like most of his contemporaries, fascinated by science
and technology. But on the other, he deplored many of the social
realignments brought on by the new industrial order: the displacement
of thousands of laborers and farmers simultaneous with the swift
accumulation of vast wealth by a few entrepeneurs. Even more frightening
for Donnelly was the materialistic, anti-egalitarian spirit of the age
which seemed to justify itself, insofar as it was ever moved to
introspection, in terms of Social Darwinism. Donnelly concluded that
plutocratic industrial orgamization (not industrialism itself) and
Social Darwinism were related and together threatened a nightmarish
future of authoritarianism. So Donnelly began to attack in his work
this new naturalistic philosophy and its social manifestations, and at
the same time to lay out his alternatives for a constructive future.

To expose and refute opposing ideas and to demonstrate the efficacy
of his own alternatives, Donnelly was forced to reevaluate basic
philosophical questions on the moral nature of the universe, the

fundamental nature of man, and the lessons (if any) of history. To
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14

this end he dedicated himself to the study of anthropology, history,
psychology and secular theology. In all his works despite whatever
immediate political goals they may propound, these questions are at
the thematic core.

While Donnelly's conclusions are, of course, unique to him, he
was by no means alone in his investigations. Many of the major
American intellectuals of his day shared his view that the world was
on the brink of radical change. And like Donnelly they were attempting
to test new scientific perspectives--usually those of evolutionary
naturalism--on basic philosophic questions. Biblical and historical
revisions abounded. And the disciplines of anthropology and psychology
attracted intense new interest.

The fact that he shared so many of the central concerns of his
day suggests that there is a more complex philosophical and historical
context in which to view Donnelly's ideas than simply those of the
Populist or utopianist movements. Usually drawing different conclusions
but preoccupied by similar questions, Donnelly was engaged in much the
same enterprise as were Herbert Spencer, William Graham Sumner, Lewis
Henry Morgan, Lester Frank Ward, Thorstein Veblen and even John Dewey.
To examine Donnelly's ideas in this larger intellectual milieu puts
the critical issues in Donnelly scholarship in another, broader
perspective and will perhaps resolve some of their ambiguity. Further,
such an examination offers an interesting complement to an internal

analysis of his work.

The philosophical views Donnelly propounds throughout his works

on the nature of man, religion, science and society are essentially



SEdanTToly D

& red

phea:
freec

lavs

LI 36
Beche|
"cons
Teabel
vith]

Other

vas 3
inte,

unfj,



15

a reaction to evolutionary naturalism and its social applications
as posited by Darwin, Spencer and Sumner respectively.1 In general,
they held that scientific fact was by far the most dependable form of
knowledge. Further, they tended to analyze moral and social problems
using the same organismic constructions that they applied to physical
phenomena. Finally, in their view, the individual exercised little
freedom of choice being as tightly constrained by inexorable social
laws on the one hand as he was by physical laws on the other.

Herbert Spencer, the best known Social Darwinist, saw society as
a glant corpus evolving slowly but inevitably toward perfection. The
mechanism for this evolution Spencer discussed in terms of a kind of
"conservation of energy," where matter divided up into the largest
number of heterogeneous units possible. Functions were differentiated
within society and although interdependent, some were subordinate to
others.2 While steadfastly insisting that this process of evolution
was automatic, he was adamant that no social welfare legislation should
interfere with the mechanism by providing for the survival of the
unfittest. ''Incidental" suffering and hardship of a certain unadaptive
segment of the population were unavoidable and finally beneficial to the
organism as a whole. While he professed a belief in natural rights of
man, he did not explain the apparent conflict between these and his
strong opposition to any remedial, social action should these rights
be violated.

William Graham Sumner who further developed and modified Spencer's
ideas, took a considerably more somber view of man's fate than did his
predecessor. An ordained minister turned sociologist and economist,

he came to reject theology as irrelevant mystery and turnmed to a
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causal-deterministic model to explain social problems. For him man
was locked in a continual struggle for survival, pitted against
nature ("survival of the fittest'") and against his fellow man ("the
competition of life'"). In this struggle it was, as far as Sumner was
concerned, "Root, hog, or die," and like Spencer he asserted that any
attempt to assuage the plight of the poor weakened society.

For Sumner man was governed by four basic drives: '"hunger, sex,
vanity, and ghost fear." And this finding tended to preclude any
optimistic prognosis for the species: 'The truth is that cupidity,
selfishness, envy, malice, lust, vindictiveness, are constant vices
of human nature." In keeping with this, he rejected Spencer's belief
in natural rights; Sumner believed that man had no more intrinsic
right to life '"than a rattlesnake."

Sumner also rejected Spencer's faith in inevitable progress.
Finding Spencer's theory of conservation of energy inadequate to
explain social change, he developed a more cogent, complex model.
Beginning with a Malthusian premise, he argued essentially that the
pressure of increasedpopulation on the means of subsistence stimulates
invention which leads in turn to more complex social institutions
and consequently to more intricate divisions of labor. He was afraid
that eventually the pressure of population on social institutions
might become so great that it would lead to widespread starvation,
frequent wars, and totalitarian govermments. To prevent or at least -
to forestall such an occurrence the institutions of society must be
allowed to evolve as rapidly and efficiently as possible. On this
basis Sumner defended the concentration of wealth in the hands of

the few because the captains of industry promoted the development
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of more productive institutions. Millionaires, he said, are "a
product of natural selection."

Based on these findings Sumner had a more explicit reason for
opposing interference with the processes of social evolution than
Spencer did. Governmental intrusions that promoted the survival of
the unfittest might seriously weaken society and usher in the grim
future that he feared. Therefore, Sumner found himself in bitter
opposition to men like Donnelly whom he felt weakened society as they
naively sought to rescue it.

So the differences between Donnelly and the evolutionary naturalists,
to whose ideas he was largely responding, could not be more striking.
They saw nature and society in the grip of natural forces beyond man's
control and with which it was dangerous for him to tamper. Further,
they perceived man as an animal with very little freedom because he was
dominated by such base drives as "hunger, sex, vanity, and ghost fear."
Such freedom as was possible was attainable only through living in
accordance with social as well as physical laws.

Donnelly wrote in a Christian, Idealistic, and humanistic tradition
that was diametrically opposed to these views. For him mankind,
despite its glaring cupidities, was essentially good and possibly
capable of perfection. Further, the universe was human-centered,
created for the purpose of allowing mankind the opportunity to achieve
that perfection. So he shared the horror of men such as Borden P.
Bowne who felt that this naturalistic world view meant '"life without
meaning; death without meaning; and the universe without meaning. A
race tortured to no purpose, and with no hope but annihilation. The

dead only blessed; the living standing like beasts at bay, and
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shrieking half in defiance and half in ftight."3 Denial of man's
spiritual nature and of the doctrines of Christian Brotherhood and
charity could only lead, for Donnelly, to a dehumanized, nightmarish

future.

The Debate on the Lessons of History

As part of the general controversy surrounding evolutionary
naturalism, debate raged over historical and anthropological issues, and
for obvious reason. If the idea of evolution were valid, and if it
could legitimately be applied to the growth and changes in civilization,
then ancient history and anthropology should provide conclusive supporting
evidence.

Spencer and Sumner, of course, saw man as having evolved socially,
via immutable natural mechanisms, from a state of brutal savagery to
the relatively advanced state of modern civilization. Both found the
romanticization of primitivism, such as in the concept of the noble
savage, ludicrous. Others like John Dewey drew different conclusions.
For Dewey, history demonstrated not an impersonal mechanism but the
- unfolding of God's will.4 Moreover, his studies of anthropology
revealed that primitive man was essentially good, that he shunned
competition and private property for cooperative societies. Lewis
Henry Morgan, an attorney whose interest in evolution led him to
become the preeminent anthropologist of his era, developed a model that
depicted seven stages of growth from savagery to civilization.
Anticipating Dewey, he too found primitive man cooperative and
democratic. But perhaps more important he traced the development of

civilization through a series of complex changes in the relationship
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of technology and property from primitive communism to modern capi-
talism. And he concluded much as Donnelly did--though through a
different means of analysis--that:5

the dissolution of society bids fair to become the

terminiation of a career of which property is the end and

aim; because such a career contains theelements of

self-destruction. Democracy in govermment, brotherhood

in society, equality in rights and privileges, and

universal education, foreshadows the next higher plane

of society to which experience, intelligence, and

knowledge are steadily tending . . . .
This remarkable diversity of opinion even within the "scientific"
community reveals the degree to which value judgments intruded into
the objective sanctuary of scientific investigation. More important,
it indicates the complexity of the debate especially over such issues
as freedom and determinism. Morgan and Dewey obviously believed that
the course of history could and should be altered by rational human
choice. Sumner claimed to the contrary that viewing man as if he were
a rational creature capable of free will was a counterproductive
delusion.

Donnelly's paradigm of history, as it develops from Atlantis to

The Golden Bottle focuses on this very issue. For Donnelly history was,
at least initially, the trial of mankind before the will of God. In
his historical works, Atlantis and Ragnarok, he discovered a series
of complex, cyclical patterns that described the rise and fall of
past societies. In the two previous cyclical civilizations, The
Tertiary and Atlantean Ages, mankind had achieved a high degree of
technical sophistication and social complexity only to be destroyed

by God for its excessive materialism and social injustice. He was

anxious that the lessons of these earlier ages not be lost on his
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own. For America had reached in the late nineteenth century the

apex of a third major historical epoch. It now remained to be seen
whether it would suffer the same disaster as its predecessors or
achieve utopia through a recommitment to Christian Brotherhood.
Donnelly differed from the evolutionary naturalists like Spencer and
Sumner--and to a lesser extent Morgan and Dewey--in that he did not
feel that there was anything automatic about social evolution. Nor
did he credit any natural laws which were said to govern social
change. For him civilization was fragile and progress always tentative;
and it was achieved not through the passive acceptance of natural law
but through the dynamic utility of creative human intelligence.

There is some irony in Donnelly's initial position. While
criticizing a mechanistic view of history that allowed of no meaning
and no human freedom, his initial alternative provided divine meaning
but freedom only within the limits of divine will. But interestingly,
and this is a point that most of Donnelly's critics miss, his vision
of history wasaltered by his changing perceptions of organic evolution.

Like most of his contemporaries including many scientists,
Donnelly did not understand evolution clearly, especially the mechanism
through which it proceeded, natural selection. (The genetic basis for
natural selection was not discovered until the end of the century.) 1In
his first work, Atlantis, he seemed to totally reject the idea. But

in subsequent works culminating with Doctor Huguet and The Golden

Bottle he began to embrace the concept using it as an argument for
greater social justice.6
As Donnelly's views on organic evolution changed, so did his

historical paradigm. God intervenes in human affairs with less and



21

less frequency as the novels progress until, in The Golden Bottle,

Donnelly feels compelled to offer a reason for His inactivity. This
leads one to the tentative conclusion that Donnelly's earliest
historical theories were an attempt to counter the lock-step idea of
social Darwinism with an equally ordered (and therefore possibly
equally persuasive?) idea of divine progress. In any case his final

position taken in The Golden Bottle is interesting. Having apparently

come to realize something of the hit and miss mechanism of natural
selection, Donnelly's fiction of history becomes correspondingly less
rigid. But even though his position changed as he became more

familiar with evolutionary ideas, the changes took him further than
ever from the positions of the strict evolutionary naturalists like
Spencer and Sumner. With each novel, human initiated change and control
over society become more and more important as God intervenes less
frequently. Consequently, it was essential for Donnelly to see men

as free, good, and finally perfectible if social progress was to be
achieved.

One of the most interesting aspects of the change in Donnelly's
historical paradigm is the increased tolerance for cultural pluralism.
As his novels progress, the societies he depicts become less vengeful
toward their enemies. In contrast to Caesar's Column, for instance,

Donnelly's final novel, The Golden Bottle, displays a spirit of

forgiveness for conquered enemies. Further, the social institutions

of the world government at the end of The Golden Bottle are specifically

designed to accomodate cultural conflict and change.
On close examination, Donnelly's historical paradigm reveals a

complex combination of earlier historical ideas. For instance, the
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cataclysms in Atlantis and Ragnarok exhibit the Puritan belief that
God ordered and governed time and chance according to His own pleasure.
There is also, in these two works, the echo of an even older idea, that
history is the record of a retrogression away from a golden age.

In the later chapters of Ragnarok and in Caesar's Column, Doctor

Huguet and The Golden Bottle the eighteenth-century cyclic theory of

history developed by Gibbon, Condercet and others appears. The cyclic
theory is, in turn, modified by the Romantic idea of progress which,
as exemplified in America by the works of George Bancroft, became
popular in the early nineteenth century.

All of these ideas are mingled in Donnelly's view of history.
While the newer historical ideas are emphasized more as the novels
progress, the older ones, with the possible exception of the idea of
God's direct intervention in human affairs, remain. Donnelly never fully
adopted the optimistic creed of progress, nor did he find any automatic

mechanism in social development.7

The Debate on Contemporary Society

Turning from history and anthropology to the problems of

contemporary society, Donnelly unswervingly attacked Social Darwinism

as the shallowest kind of justification for the abuses of the plutocracy.
He disputed everything from the premise that human motivation could be
reduced to the pleasure-pain continuum to the conclusion that men dare
not tamper with natural social laws. To the contrary, Donnelly believed
that progress could only be achieved through recognizing the spiritual
equality of all men. Further, he asserted that men were naturally

cooperative and not ruthlessly competitive. This criticism of Social
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Darwinism he shared with a number of his contemporaries, both

churchmen and sociologists, from Washington Gladden (Applied Christianity,

1886) to Lester Frank Ward whose writings offered an incisive rationale
for Donnelly's position.g Ward discussed at length the laborious and
incredibly wasteful mechanism of natural selection and pointed out

that human society had never developed passively and involuntarily but
rather through '""telesis," '"planned, voluntary, rational growth."9

He concluded that the great advances in civilization had come when

men had rejected competition in favor of cooperation. The extent to
which Donnelly shared these general views is indicated by his proposals

in Caesar's Column and The Golden Bottle for the cooperative and

communal organization of society.

Apart from believing that the Social Darwiniam analysis of society
precluded positive social growth, Donnelly was bitterly opposed to it
for another reason: it sanctioned the abuse of the downtrodden by
claiming that the poor were simply inherently inferior and unworthy of
aid.lo More specifically he was afraid that Social Darwinism--
especially its '"germ theory" of racial origin--would lead, to the
"slow but certain dissolution of the Negro."11 The elaborate, if

sometimes confused, scientific arguments Donnelly offers in Doctor

Huguet are an attempt to refute that concept.
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Donnelly's Utopian Alternatives

Donnelly's utopian novels, Caesar's Column and The Golden

Bottle, and his novel on racial problems, Doctor Huguet, reveal his

alternatives to the naturalistic world view of Social Darwinism.12

His societies rest on a very different, essentially ldealistic system
of values and conception of man. For him, spiritual reality--dismissed
as irrelevant mystery by Sumner and others--was more important than
material reality and in fact controlled material reality. (By
“spiritual reality" he meant that the universe was imbued with moral
values accessible to men in their most lucid moments.) In all of his
works, for instance, the basic conflict arises when societies obsessed
with materialism degenerate to despotic conditions. Then some infusion
of power from the spiritual world remedies the situation either through
the direct intervention of God as in Atlantis and Ragnarok or through

the leadership of some spiritually motivated hero as in Doctor Huguet
13

and The Golden Bottle.

This idea of a transcendent spiritual reality led Donnelly to a
more complex conception of man than that of an animal motivated solely
by pleasure and pain. Since men were fundamentally spiritual creatures
who could grasp the higher purposes of the universe, they were for
Donnelly basically noble.

This goodness emanated from the soul, the spiritual component in
man. The soul, which Donnelly equated with what we would call the
dynamic unconscious, was also the source of creative intelligence.
People in touch with this higher force within themselves could see
through the material surface of things to deeper realities. For

instance, Donnelly's '"seeing" characters know that all men areequal



ia ¢

nat

3t

Spit

for

Spiq
mea
are
par]
con!
vic
for

the

1f
th

tr

b

-



25

in the spiritual sight of God despite seeming differences in race,
nationality or economic conditions. And as he asserts again and
again in his novels, the superficial differences between men are
circumstantial and envirommental while their fundamental kinship is
spiritual. This is, of course, Donnelly's philosophical rationale
for the idea of Christian Brotherhood.

Donnelly found that evil results when men lose touch with their
spiritual natures. This can happen for two basic reasons: either
men forsake their consciences for the sake of material gain, or they
are dehumanized by men who do, the plutocracy of Donnelly's political
parlance. This spiritual malaise, which since spiritual reality
controls the material is always visible in the countenances of its
victims, is equally as destructive to the wealthy as to the downtrodden,
for when materialism becomes the plutocrats' ultimate goal in life,
they become the dissatisfied, soulless robots described in Caesar's
Column.

But in Donnelly's universe evil can never triumph indefinitely.
If God will not intervene directly as he did in ancient times, then
the souls of the oppressed will eventually erupt in cleansing but
tragic revolution. What Donnelly hoped, however, was that the pattern
of tragic historical cycles could be broken and that a stable,
benevolent society achieved.

To this end he proposed his various utopian schemes. Based on
the ideas of Christian Brotherhood and charity, they incorporated new
safeguards against despotism. New political structures were devised to
insure that political power could not be wrested from the people;

limits were imposed upon the amount of wealth any one individual could
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accumulate so that the masses could never again be manipulated by
plutocrats; and finally, minimum support was provided for all families
so that the crippled, chronically i1l1l, or even the merely inept could
live in dignity. Bitterly critical of unregulated capitalism, but at
the same time opposed to the anti-individualistic character of
Marxist communism, Donnelly thought of his political ideals as

Christian socialism.

This brief comparison of Donnelly's ideas with those of his
contemporaries reveals the degree to which his writings were an
attempt to rebut the naturalistic world view with its multifarious
implications. This was more than a debate over the validity of
Social Darwinism, as that term was narrowly interpreted, for
Donnelly's interest went beyond the question of whether social develop-
ment followed inexorable social laws to the fundamental issues raised
by such assertions. Along with the naturalistic sociologists like
Sumner, Spencer, Morgan and even Dewey he was reevaluating the nature
of man and the universe from new perspectives.

Donnelly's belief that social justice could only be achieved
and maintained through a commitment to Christian Brotherhood and
charity is, of course, not unique to him. Numerous theologians, social
reformers and scientists shared this view. What is unique to Donnelly
and what will probably assure him a place as an important figure in
the late Nineteenth Century is his particular indictment of the
substitution of science for human values.

Like Donnelly, many of the intellectuals of his day were

millennialists in one sense or another. Of these some propounded
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utopian schemes to create an ideal society; others, like Spencer,

thought that society would evolve to perfection automatically. A

third group--and by far the most pervasive--believed technology would
insure the perfect society. Donnelly was most critical of this view.

Had he debated directly with its proponents like Charles Beard,

Dewey and later Frederick Winslow Taylor and Ford, he would have

warned that the wonders of applied science by themselves were no guarantee
of perfection.

Donnelly understood what seems clear today but was not to many of
his contemporaries: science and its technological applications are
neither beneficial nor malevolent in and of themselves. The good or
evil they produce depends on the value system in whose service they

are employed. Thus Donnelly in Caesar's Column predicts a futuristic

dystopian society that is extremely sophisticated technologically.
But that '"progress'" does not insure democracy as Dewey, Beard and
others felt sure that it would. Rather the tacit creed of material
advancement on which it was based leads to Qn authoritarian sensuality
of power instead of to egalitarian reforms.

Hofstadter, Noble, and others have interpreted these views, as

revealed in Caesar's Column to mean that Donnelly was a simple-minded

pastoralist and an enemy of science and progress that would banish some
Golden Age. That contention is inaccurate. Despite its popularity
among Populists, Donnelly uses the term, "Golden Age," only once in
all of his fiction and that during a rhetorical flourish in his first
novel. More to the point, he reveals himself in his novels to be an
enthusiastic admirer of scientific and technological capability.

Like some scholarly Noah, his protagonist carries the modern world's
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scientific knowledge with him to Uganda as civilization perishes

at the end of Caesar's Column. And in his final novel, The Golden

Bottle, he creates an industrial, not a pastoral, utopia.

What Donnelly insisted with greater and greater clarity as his
literary career progressed was that society must have a coherent and
ennobling system of values that transcends materialism if it aspires
to democracy and social justice. The next four chapters reveal the

development of Donnelly's historical, religious and social ideas.
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Chapter Two

Atlantis and Ragnarok: The Emerging Vision

We are not to despise the imagination. There
never was yet a great thought that had not wings
to it; there never was a great mind that did not
survey things from above the mountain-tops.

Ignatius Donnelly

In January 1881, Donnelly in his forty-ninth year, retired to the

library of his rambling home in Nininger, Minnesota and began work on

Atlantis: The Antediluvian wOrld.1 This moment marked an important

turning point in his complex and hectic career.

Born and raised in Philadelphia, he moved west to Minnesota in
1857 to seek his fortune. He was twenty-six. Donnelly and a friend,
John Nininger, were immediately caught up in the euphoria of western
expansion and together entered a land-development scheme that was to
have made them both rich. The town they created, Nininger City, was
never a financial success and although Donnelly continued to live
there, he soon lost interest in land speculation.

By the age of twenty-eight Donnelly was addicted to local
politics and was elected the first lieutenant governor of Minnesota.
Then, after a change of parties, he was elected to three consecutive
terms in the United States House of Representatives. Stimulated by
those early victories, Donnelly dreamed of attaining the Senate and

possibly even the Presidency but had no way of realizing that in the

29
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relative dawn of his political life he had won national office for
the last time. He was destined for a career outside the citadels of
power championing--as he came to see it--the rights of the oppressed
common man against the combined forces of corrupt politics and the
"interests."

Even early in his career and while he was in grace with the major
political powers, those forces that were to define Donnelly's life-
time opposition to the major parties and the developing economic-
industrial institutions they represented were already militating
against him. He quarreled with the Minnesota Republican Party
leadership over matters of principle and was denied the nomination for
a fourth term. He ran as an independent, in what his friends advised
was an ill-conceived attempt to retain his seat, and although he ran
well ahead of his predicted totals, he still lost.

In his short association with big politics, however, Donnelly had
seen enough of official corruption that victimized the public to make
him question not only his early support of such special interests as
the railroads but his own get-rich-quick schemes.2 By 1870 he had
decided that the burgeoning "plutocratic empire'" threatened despotism
and that politicians had to determine whether their loyalty lay with
the people or with the capitalists, "and if they take the side of the
latter they must not expect the former to sustain them."3 As evidence
of his own decision he had, by the time of that statement, exposed
railroad fraud in the use of public lumber lands, taken stands against
the revitalized Klu Klux Klan, and for the rights of Negroes, the
eight hour day, free universal education and a graduated income tax.

But he knew that few politicians shared his views.
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So when Donnelly confided to his diary that he had begun work
on Atlantis in the depths of that Minnesota winter, his vision of the
current political condition of the Republic and the future of its
free institutions was as chilling as the weather.4 He had reached
the bitter end of a long period of disillusiomment with the new
directions of American society, and had just begun to articulate his
opposition.

Significantly, it was at this point that he began his literary
career. His ubiquitous mind, continually recharged by his copious
reading in many fields, sensed that the world was on the brink of a
major historical transition due mainly to the impact of sweeping
changes in science and technology. One of the clearest things about
this complex and often contradictory man was that he needed a holistic
vision of the world within which this cultural crisis might be made
intelligible. Consequently, he felt compelled to re-evaluate historical
and social patterns to explain the radical and sinister changes he saw
taking place. His fiction--and here I include his two scientific
treatises for reasons that will soon become clear--is the process of

that re-evaluation and the articulation of his new vision.

Atlantis

Working steadily in his library from January to mid-March 1881,
interrupted only by occasional trips to D. D. Merrill's bookstore in
St. Paul to pick up books and magazines on mythology, geology, and
historical geography, Donnelly finished his first book, almost five
hundred pages long, in an amazingly short time.5 Donnelly's speed

may in part be attributable to the fact that the Atlantis myth was a
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popular "scientific'" issue of the day following the publication of

Verne's Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea in 1870. And Donnelly

had apparently been speculating on the idea for some time before he
conceived his book. His fascination with the scientific news of the
world and his accumulation of scientific texts meant that he was already
familiar with much of the material on "Atlantean research" which may
also explain the short writing time. But there is a third and less
flattering reason for the rapid completion of Atlantis. Donnelly
exhibited very little objectivity or care in gathering and evaluating
his evidence; nor was he above dismissing contradictory evidence
without careful consideration or manipulating indifferent evidence to
support his thesis.
Most of Donnelly's contemporaries, however, evidently read
Atlantis indulgently despite its obvious methodological weaknesses.
The book caused an immediate sensation when it was published in
February 1882.6 By 1890 it had gone through twenty-three American
and twenty-six British editions. He even got a highly complimentary
letter from British Prime Minister William E. Gladstone. More
amazingly, on the basis of Atlantis he was elected a member of the
American Association for the Advancement of Science. Seemingly,
the only negative reaction that prefigured later and harsher appraisals
was Charles Darwin's. He read his gift copy with interest but "a very
skeptical spirit."7
The kindest thing that can be said about the scientific argument
in Atlantis is that it was formulated by a mind of extraordinary

dexterity and breadth of knowledge. Actually, Donnelly's argument

(that Atlantis existed as the seat of ancient civilization before
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its cataclysmic destruction) is rather convincing aside from the fact
that his evidence is unsubstantiated.8 The unkindest criticism of
Atlantis is that Donnelly, at a nadir in his political career and
nearly destitute financially, wrote Atlantis to capitalize on recent
interest in the subject and with an eye only to recouping something
of his lost fortune and fame. In fact, both statements are correct;
neither would indicate that the book should be of more than casual
interest today. And, as a scientific document it is not.

But whatever his failings as a scientist, Donnelly was an astute
political and cultural observer. The vision that he was beginning to
develop when he wrote Atlantis is remarkable in locating and describing
the central social problems his society would face in the next hundred
years. Less willing to evade impending conflict than many of his fellow
utopian writers (like Bellamy), and at the same time less tied to
ideology and mechanistic social analysis than Marx, Donnelly developed
his ideas. Because he had to find a new means by which to understand
the present, he had to acquire, for the satisfaction of his synthetic
drive, a new complementary vision of the past. Through the fabric of
a popular book of science Donnelly began that process with Atlantis.

In his opening remarks Donnelly says that he intends to ''demonstrate'
several distinct and novel propositions: Atlantis existed at the mouth
of the Mediterranean as the last remnant of an Atlantic continent;
Atlantis was the birthplace of civilization and became a '"populous
mighty nation'" that colonized much of the rest of the world including
western Europe, Africa and much of the Americas. Atlantis '"was the

true Antediluvian world; the Gardencf Eden; ...the Elysian Fields;
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«.othe Olympus ...representing a universal memory of a great land,
where early mankind dwelt for ages in peace and happiness." He
further claims that the Atlanteans colonized Egypt 'whose civilization
was a reproduction of that of the Atlantic island," that the Atlantean
nation developed the first alphabet, and that Atlantis was the original
home of the races of the modern world. And he concludes that as
Atlantis sank midst a huge natural cataclysm '"a few persons escaped in
ships and on rafts'" and carried to their new homes (in many cases the
former colonies of Atlantis) '"tidings of the appalling catastrophe,
which has [sic] survived to our own time in the Flood and Deluge
legends of the different nations of the old and new worlds."9

To prove his case, Donnelly presents a five part argument. In
the first part, entitled "The History of Atlantis," he recounts at
length Plato's original portrait of the island which he accepts
literally. He discusses what he calls the "probabilities'" of Plato's
story and then turns to the "hard" evidence. He describes a great
number of earthquakes and volcanic cataclysms in the area of the now
sunken island, from the destruction of Pompeii onward; and then concludes:
"Geologically speaking, the submergence of Atlantis, within the historical
period, was simply the last of a number of vast changes, by which the
continent which once occupied the greater part of the Atlantic had
gradually sunk under the ocean, while the new lands were rising on
both sides of 1t."10Then he claims that oceanographic surveys, especially
one by the British research vessel Challenger which took depth soundings
around the Azores, bear out his contentions and that '""a member of the
Challenger staff, in a lecture delivered in London soon after the ter-

mination of the expedition gave it as his opinion that the great
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submarine plateau 'is the remains of the lost Atlantis.'"11 Finally,
and typical of his methodological leaps of faith, Donnelly concludes
that because he has '"demonstrated" that an island like Atlantis could
have existed and that a cataclysm which might have destroyed it was
similarly possible, that Q.E.D. it is proven that Atlantis did exist
and was destroyed and that "even the wild imagination of Jules Verne,
when he described Captain Nemo, in his diving armor, looking down upon
the temples and towers of the lost island, 1lit by the fires of
submarine volcanoes, had some groundwork of possibility to build
upon."12’13

In his second section, entitled "The Deluge,'" Donnelly describes
the deluge legends of several ancient nations including those of
American Indian tribes which demonstrate, he says, that a few survivors
of the sinking island must have escaped with word of the catastrophe.
This is the only way to account, he continues, for the '"remarkable
similarity" of all the deluge myths. In fact, the reader begins to
get the impression that all myths become for the enthusiastic Donnelly
positive proof of the existence of Atlantis and that he is happy to
reinterpret them all for the credulous reader.

In the third section Donnelly purports to show that the civiliza-
tions of the old and new world when carefully compared show similarities
that can only be accounted for by the fact that they all had a common
origin in Atlantis. In the fourth, '"The Mythologies of the Old World
a Recollection of Atlantis," he extends his analysis of ancient
civilizations to show that their religions and symbols were born on
the Edenic plain of the Atlantic island. The gods of such diverse

peoples as the Greeks, the Phoenicians and the Scandanavian countries
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were in fact kings of Atlantis. The last part of the book is devoted
to a further, and frankly rather tedious, description of the Atlantean
colonies, from central American to Donnelly's ancestral homeof
Ireland.

This cursory summary reveals precisely the casual research, the
willingness to overlook contradictory evidence, and the giant leaps of
faith that modern critics of Atlantis have been so quick to point out.
The student of Donnelly's fiction and ideas can, however, see inter-
woven in this tract the threads of Donnelly's cosmology. For instance,
his insistence that Atlantis was the birthplace of civilization and
that most of the races of the earth first began to differentiate them-
selves there reveals his central ideal of the solidarity of the human
family that is developed fully in Doctor Huguet, his novel on racial
relations in the United States after the Civil War.

Similarly, some of his attitudes toward science and its effect on
the contemporary world begin to emerge from the book. First of all,
the fact that he wrote his first published book on a '"scientific"
subject when he had neither formal training nor occupational connection
with science is indicative of the prestige that science enjoyed in the
late nineteenth century and indicates Donnelly's awareness of the
radical effect it was having on culture and values. Second, he often
alludes to the potential good that science can do for society through
technology. At one point, for example, he defines progress of
“"material civilization' as '"the result of inventions and discoveries,
whereby man improves his condition, and controls the forces of nature
for his own advantage."l4

Donnelly also manages to intersperse his historical investigation
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with some contemporary political criticism. For instance, he attempts
to tie the deflationary, gold-standard, monetary theories of the
plutocrats (a favorite target of Populist invective) to superstitions
originating in Atlantis. Specifically, he claims that gold and silver
were not honored in any early society for their intrinsic value (copper
and tin were because of their use in making tools); but, because of their
association with the sun and moon, gold and silver were objects of
primitive religion.15 "The business of our modern civilization is
dependent upon the superstition of a past civilization, and the
bankers of the world are to-day perpetuating the adoration of 'tears
wept by the sun' which was commenced ages since on the island of
Atlantis."16
But most important, Atlantis reveals the beginning of Donnelly's
apocalyptic conception of history. Originating here, the apocalypse
becomes the paradigm for Donnelly's understanding of major social
change, the format into which his emerging ideas are fitted. Here
the pattern is in its nascent stages but still clearly identifiable.
Atlantis was the birth place of civilization, in fact the "Garden of
Eden of mankind." Through the ages it developed into a populous,
wealthy and powerful nation whose influence dominated the rest of the
less civilized world. Then after a golden age the mighty island perished
in a violent cataclysm and the rest of the world, without the influence
of this highly advanced civilization, sunk back into barbarism
retaining the knowledge and refinement of the parent society only
through legend and superstition.
Did Donnelly find a lesson in the destruction of Atlantis? In

his later fictions God or his agents destroy civilizations that
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repudiate the ideasof spirituality and social justice. However, the
few scholars that have paid serious attention to the book have not
found that Atlantis was destroyed by God for any moral culpability.17
Yet this is not precisely accurate. There are a number of reasomns to
suggest that the patterns that inform Donnelly's later work begin
tentatively in Atlantis and that the island was indeed destroyed by
God because of its moral degeneracy. First, even though Donnelly
doesn't specifically claim that God destroyed Atlantis, most of the
civilizations described in the deluge legends, which he claims are
remembrances of the destruction of Atlantis, were ravaged by wrathful
gods. Atlantis may be, by implication, included in this category.
Second, the specific reasons for the destruction of Atlantis are
suggested by a composite of the several Atlantean myths Donnelly
cites: not onlydd the Atlanteans develop into a wealthy and powerful
nation but also into a cruel one. In discussing the deluge legends
of Greece (a colony of Atlantis) Donnelly notes, for instance, that
the Greeks had a slave population that revolted against its avaricious
masters. Here he makes the connection between social injustice and
natural catastrophe for the first time.ls
Third, the structural idea that later informs his first novel,
Caesar's Column, first appears here. When Atlantis sinks a few
inhabitants escape with the knowledge necessary to slowly rebuild
civilization. In Caesar's Column the protagonists flee the destruction
of a corrupted America by airship, to carry their knowledge to the
mountains of Uganda where they found a utopia that will gradually

restore civilization to the world.

Fourth and finally, Donnelly insists that Atlantis was a highly
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sophisticated, materialistic society at the time of its destruction,
which suggests that he saw it as an ancient analogue to his own society.
In addition, we come away from Atlantis with a strong feeling that
civilization, however powerful and advanced it may be, is essentially

a fragile structure susceptible to inner decay. This vision haunts

his later work.

Atlantis, then, was written at a natural dividing point in
Donnelly's career. He had broken away from the major national
political parties to identify himself for life with reform-minded
splinter parties. At the same time he was becoming more acutely
awvare of the rapid redistribution of wealth in an increasingly tech-
nically organized society. Inevitably, he saw this as a sinister
mal-distribution creating a nearly omnipotent plutocracy and a
dehumanized poor class. Further, he saw certain scientific ideas,
especially the Darwinian evolutionary model, made into instruments of
social analysis and used by many of his philosophical enemies to
justify what, Donnelly was sure, was a destructive flow of power
avay from the people.

Spurred by these events and ideas, and undoubtedly also by his
bitterness at his own political defeats, Donnelly created a new fiction
of history, an elaborate pattern wherein he could analyze the social
forces at work around him in terms of historical precedents--past
caugses and effects--even if he had to invent the meaning in those
precedents. This process informs Atlantis. In that book, Donnelly
was probably only vaguely conscious of it; by the end of his next,

however, his world view is nearly fully conceived.
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Ragnarok

"It grew within me from small beginnings like an inspiration
and I hope it may do some good in the world."19 "It took possession
of my whole brain and being; and I could not rest until I had written
it out and then the great dread of my soul was that some accident would
destroy the single copy I had and that the world would lose a
revelation."20 So Donnelly wrote about Ragnarok: The Age of Fire and

Gravel (1883), his sequel to Atlantis, in phrases more appropriate to
21

a religious prophet than the scientist he fancied himself to be.
That is obviously what many of the major publishing houses thought too.
The book was rejected by Harper's and then by Scribners' who had sent
the manuscript to a scientist at Yale for his opinion. He responded
that while the book was well written it was scientifically absurd.22
Finally, Appleton accepted the book.

What '"grew" within Donnelly was not a brilliant insight into the
causal mechanisms of the physical world, but the germ of the cosmology
first intimated in Atlantis. Though the reader is forced again to
ferret out emerging ideas from the huge bulk of evidence that Donnelly
characteristically substitutes for a succinct, compelling argument,
the job is not nearly so difficult as with Atlantis.

The book attempts to disprove the glacial theory of the formation
of the geological drift as propounded by Louis Agassiz. Instead,
Donnelly insists, the drift was formed when a huge comet, Ragnarok of
Scandinavian legend, struck the earth. To substantiate his claims
Donnelly offers a four part argument. First, he examines in some
detail the formation of the drift and its distribution on the several

continents. He recounts a few lesser theories, which claim the drift
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was formed by the action of waves, icebergs, and the combination of
water and ice, and then turns his attention to his main target, the theory
of the glacial ice sheet. He refutes this with some contemporary opinion
of unclear merit and launches off into his own dubious thesis,
laboriously drawn out, that great heat as well as great cold was
necessary for the formation of the drift and that only a comet could

have provided such extremes of heat and cold. The heat is furnished
through obvious means, the cold when all the warm, moist air created

by comet-induced evaporation hits the cold arctic air. This cold,

moist air becomes frozen percipitation which creates a small ice sheet
which, in turn, accounts for the phenomena that cannot be explained by
the impact of a comet.

Donnelly next reviews available information about comets by way
of answering questions about the possibility and consequences of
Ragnarok striking the earth. He concludes, of course, that such a
collision is eminently possible and that the results would be a
geological drift exactly like the one described in the preceding
section.

In the third section, "The Legends," Donnelly relies heavily on
what he later calls "The Universal Beliefs of Mankind" to prove his
case for him. These include Scandanavian mythologies, American
Indian legends and, more importantly, new interpretations of the Bible,
especially the Books of Genesis ani.Job.

In his '"Conclusions' the author recapitulates his evidence and
offers a few more astounding theories on comets almost as if to
convince the reader that his is rather on the conservative side. For

instance, he claims that in early October, 1871 several fires erupted
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unexpectedly all over the midwest, causing millions of dollars in
damage and costing thousands of lives--the great Chicago fire occurred
on October 8, 1871--and that these conflagrations could only have been
caused by the vaporus tail of the lost Belia's Comet sweeping too
close to the earth.23

As in Atlantis, the scientific theory set forth by Ragnarok is
hastily sketched and poorly substantiated. Even Donnelly himself
seems to have been less than totally convinced of its validity for

he wrote to the editor of Popular Science Monthly (who had refused

to print a review of the book) saying in effect that even if the

theory wasn't positively proven it was still interesting and worthy

of a reading. But as is much more clear in Ragnarok than in Atlantis,
the scientific theory of the book is not its major interest, or even
the major focus. Instead, Donnelly develops for the first time a
systematic historical world view into which he fitshis ideas. Further,
his clearest statements to date (1882) on science, religion, evolution,
materialism, and social justice are found in Ragnarok.

The first concept in Donnelly's more fully developed cultural
paradigm is the clear emergence of divine agency in history. A
summary of the physical thesis of Ragnarok has already been outlined.
Beneath this, however, there is a social thesis that runs as follows.
Before the impact of the comet, most of the world possessed a tropical
climate. Mankind, as evidenced in many of the legends and artifacts
that the author offers as examples, was highly civilized, possessing
sophisticated tools, money, and probably an alphabet. It was a
Golden Age, an Edenic age, and what Donnelly chooses to call the

Tertiary Age. But this tranquil age became a brutal one where
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""sensual sins'* grew "huge'" and "brother spoiled brother."24 And

although to outward appearance order and progress prevailed, society
was rotting from within because the laws of social justice had broken
down. Then God sent the 'rejuvenating comet'--""something let loose,
like a tiger of the heavens, athwart an orderly" world.25
Donnelly is so thoroughly gripped by this image of God's vengeance
that he describes it in the present tense as if he were there:26
God has withdrawn his face; his children are deserted;
all the kindly adjustments of generous Nature are gone.
God has left man in the midst of a material world without
law; he is a wreck, a fragment, a lost particle, in
the midst of an illimitable and endless warfare of
giants.
Some lie down to die, hopeless, cursing their helpless
gods; some die by their own hands; some gather around
the fires of volcanoes for warmth and light. . . .
This remarkable passage looks backwards and forwards at the same

time; backwards to the end of the Tertiary Age, and forward to the

cataclysm described in Caesar's Column. In addition, while describing

God's vengeance, the passage also describes a world without God or
purpose where men are left to contend with the brutal and indifferent
powers of nature, the '"illimitable and endless warfare of giants."
History may ordinarily be a linear continuum; but when
extraordinary events prevail, God intervenes directly to wipe the
slate clean--except for a few elect--and restart errant mankind on
its way to perfection. To explain this Donnelly provides an elaborate
and complex mixture of cyclic (apocalyptic) and linear (progressive)
views of history. In Ragnarok, Donnelly is most concerned with and
explicit in describing the apocalyptic cycles. In fact, he lists the
stages through which a cycle progresses in an elaborate scheme. First

there exists a "Paradise," a "Golden Age," which is eventually inter-

rupted by '"the universal moral degeneracy of mankind; the age of
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crime and violence." This period ends with God's vengeance appearing
in the form of a comet, sometimes described in legends as a serpent.
Millions are killed instantly; others are maimed and horribly burned
and die slow painful deaths. Conditions for those who escape without
physical injury are also horrible, for in the aftermath of the comet
the sky is covered with dense black clouds, and continual percipitation
combines with the absence of warmth from the sun to cause an age of
ice and darkness. Human beings are reduced to cave men again. They
struggle to keep warm and to find enough food in the demolished,
darkened world to scratch out a meager existence. This cataclysm,
according to Donnelly, represents the original Fall of Man as described
in Genesis. Finally, the physical conditions begin to ameliorate
slowly and a period of "reconstruction and regeneration" follows.27
At the same time this cataclysm has been selective. Donnelly
manages to maintain the nineteenth century's basic belief in progress.
"If I am right, despite these incalculable tons of matter piled on
the earth, despite heat and cyclones and darkness and ice and floods,
not even a tender tropical plant fit to adorn or sustain man's life
was blotted out; not an animal valuable for domestication was exter-
.minated; and not even the great inventions which man had attained to,
during the Tertiary Age, were lost. Nothing died but that which stood

128 e few elect that God

in the pathway of man's development. . .
has spared, armed with the knowledge and art of the lost culture, begin
to build civilization again.

Along with the explication of divine agency in human affairs

Donnelly's fiction in this nearly completed form condenses and synthe-

sizes history until it is one long morality play. As is clear from
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the preceding paragraphs, physical mechanism is made to conform to
moral purpose.

In a chapter late in Ragnarok, "The Scene of Man's Survival,"
the Atlantis and Ragnarok myths are fused in the process of this
synthesis. We learn that Atlantis was the seat of the most developed
civilization before the impact of the comet. It was also the site
of many early biblical narratives such as the stories of Job and Sodom
and Gomorrah., And it was on the island of Atlantis that fragments of
western civilization survived Ragnarok.

Then the cycle repeats itself through a period of thousands of
years. Building on the knowledge and the tools that were spared
during the blazing night of the comet, the Atlanteans evolve toward
empire. In the equatorial climate, the fertile central plain of
Atlantis produces an abundance of food and material for clothing
that frees the people from toil. With this freedom they expand
their pursuit of art and science and colonize much of the Atlantic
shoreline including the Americas. But internal decay again blights
this Edenic garden, and as the island sinks beneath the waves (again,
a few elect escape), civilization sinks back into barbarism for hundreds
of years.

From this fusion of the Atlantis and Ragnarok myths more of
Donnelly's complex, cyclical but also linear view of history emerges.
It is possible to form three major epochs: The Tertiary Age, The
Atlantean Age, and the present. Each of the first two periods ended
in a terrible God-sent catastrophe; and as the analysis of Caesar's
Column in the next chapter reveals, Donnelly feared the same fate

for his age. The fact that the parallel is being drawn is emphasized
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when Donnelly insists throughout that both previous societies were
highly civilized. Yet, there is a mitigating factor. Donnelly reveals
some belief in the linear pattern of man's spiritual as well as
material progress. In each of the preceding conflagrations God has
seemingly spared those portions of science and civilization that

will facilitate man's ultimate perfection. It seems possible, then,
that men will some time be able to seize the day, commit themselves

to social justice and avert the next cataclysm. It is this tension
between the possibility of perfection and the terror of another
historical cycle winding its way toward disaster that informs the next

stage of Donnelly's thought in Caesar's Column.29

The Apocalypse in Perspective

Before turning to the novels where the vision acquires new
complexity in its artistic guise, the meaning of Donnelly's apocalyptic
vision in his own time needs some further discussion. Men need to
understand their lives and times in terms of a continuity which gives
them meaning.3o They see themselves in '"the middest, in medias res'
and need a vision of concordance of beginning and end.31 For this
purpose they develop an appropriate fiction. Fiction in this sense,
of course, has nothing to do with the truth or falseness of the vision.
Rather, it refers to a model. Donnelly's view of history, with all
its facile scientific analysis, is prompted by the same impulse to
make sense of the impending crises that produced a number of historical
revisions in the period. Even in terms of vision, if one considers
Donnelly's apprehension that he stood on the brink of radical and

probably destructive historical change, he 1is not so different from
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those much more sophisticated writers of his relative era, Henry
Adams and T. S. Eliot.

Like previous prophets of the apocalypse, Donnelly saw that his
sense of the ending charged the present with moral meaning. Although
he was no student of the apocalyptic view of history, the world for
Donnelly passed through the same patterns as it had for his ideological
forerunners. Begun in innocence his world had evolved through Golden
Age and Empire and was now on the brink of that sickening slide into
catastrophe. But as has been mentioned, Donnelly's vision was more
complex than most. Rather than one beginning and end, he saw several.
He envisioned a series of cycles, each a little less catastrophic,
fitted end to end to form a line that might eventually reach perfection.
This again represents the informing tension between cataclysm and
progress.

Finally, to underscore the importance of the forces that caused
Donnelly to create his apocalyptic fiction and the importance of that
fiction itself, it is again necessary to briefly consider the model
to which it stood in opposition.

Donnelly was well aware that the impact of science on traditional
culture and especially religion threatened the authority of what he
thought were mankind's most important ideas. If Darwin's evolutionary
model meant, as many of Donnelly's contemporaries feared, that the
universe was a huge self-sustaining causal mechanism without need of
a divine guiding hand, then it also meant, by extension, that there
was no intrinsic meaning or purpose in the universe. If the evolutionary
model were extended to society, there would no longer be any reason

for the practice of Christian charity, cooperation, or even democracy.
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Donnelly wasn't ready for the existential dilemma, nor was he

prepared for a world of vicious human competition where no quarter
could be given. But, on the other hand, he was not willing to over-
look, as many of his later critics argue he did, the positive benefits
of science and technology. His comments in Atlantis, Ragnarok, and

his later novels make clear his belief that a truly advanced society

has harnessed nature through science to free itself of bone-crushing,
dehumanizing toil. But he also believed, as Ragnarok demonstrates, that
a society without a commitment to God and, equally important, to social
justice was doomed to failure and destruction.

Donnelly's methodology in these two books, which are ostensibly
analyses of the natural world, indicate the vast difference in funda-
mental philosophical assumptions between the scientific world view and
his own. He relies finally in both books on experiential rather than
scientific or empirical evidence to prove his case for him. In other
words, he felt that humanism and spiritualism would always provide a
more valuable central perspective than empiricism, a term that he
and most of his contemporaries roughly equated with materialism.

Consider his format. In both Atlantis and Ragnarok he begins
with sections which offer supposedly empirical evidence to support
his thesis. Not surprisingly, in both cases geology is the science
he draws on, for geology was the most prestigious '"hard" science in
Donnelly's age. But he dispenses with that evidence within the first
quarter of each book and does not return to it except in summary.
Instead, he turns for what really is the bulk of his case to myths
and legends, what he calls "the universal beliefs of mankind." These

he claims are ''congealed history" and will some day be given as much
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weight as the striations and layers of rock that comprise geological
evidence. This idea is in some ways naive and in others very interesting.
On the one hand it indicates what these books themselves show, that
Donnelly did not completely understand the nature of scientific
evidence. But on the other hand, it shows Donnelly's penchant for
internal evidence, a human centered vision of the world: 'there are
some thoughts and opinions which we seem to take by inheritance; we
imbibe them with our mothers' milk."32
The Bible, of course, is just such a vision and often in
Ragnarok Donnelly defends what he calls '"this gigantic truth" from
scientific attack. In this defense he makes clear that while both
science and religion provide important perspectives on the world,
religion is more essential for it reveals meaning where science
describes only mechanism.,
His frequent comments on evolution clarify this point further.

His stand resembles those of contemporary theologians like James
McCosh and Henry Ward Beecher. He argues that science and religion
address themselves to two different but complementary questions.
"There are two things necessary to a comprehension of that which lies
around us--development and design, evolution and purpose; God's way
and God's intent . . . Why should the religious world shrink from the
theory of evolution? To know the path by which God has advanced is
not to disparage God."33 In fact, he claims, evolution, understood
properly, points the way to spiritual as well as physical perfection:34

And what greater guarantee of the future can we have

than evolution? If God has led life from the rudest

beginnings, whose fossils are engraved, (blurred and

obscured) on the many pages of the vast geological

volume, up to this intellectual, charitable, merciful,
poverful world of to-day, who can doubt that the same
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hand will guide our posterity to even higher levels

of development? . . .If our thread of life has expanded

from Cain to Christ, from the man who murders to him

who submits to murder for the love of man, who can

doubt that the Cain-like in the race will gradually

pass away and the Christ-like dominate the planet?
This quotation represents faith in what might be called spiritual
progress, although as will be seen by a look at Donnelly's full
vision of history, this progress is by no means uninterrupted.35

So Donnelly's counter vision to the scientific world view was

anti-mechanistic. It restored the moral universe and demanded social
adherence to Christian Brotherhood on pain of destruction. The
mechanistic march toward perfection described by the evolutionary
naturalists was alienating and tortuously slow; but time was
telescoped in Donnelly's universe and divine intervention to insure
justice was always imminent. In the novels following Atlantis and
Ragnarok specific social issues provide the central focus, but the

struggle to reassert the moral universe provides the structure and

thematic tension.






Chapter Three

Caesar's Column: The Dark Night of Civilization

There is an acceleration of events in the movement
of human affairs even as there is in the operation
of gravity. The dead missile out of space at

last blazes, and the very air takes fire. The
masses grow more intelligent as they grow more
wretched; and more capable of cooperation as they
become more desparate. . . .The fool may cry out:
"There shall be no night!'" But the feet of the hours
march unrelentingly toward the darkness.

Ignatius Donnelly from his
introduction to Caesar's Column

With his first novel, Caesar's Column: A Story of the Twentieth

Century (1889), Donnelly turned from history to focus his vision on
the present and the future where it becomes still more complex in its
modern, artistic clothing.1 Part of the reason for his change in
perspective and form was his need to warn his society, which for him
had reached a state of unprecedented and ominous turmoil by 1889, about
the ultimate fate of corrupt civilizations.

As with Atlantis, at least some of the impetus behind the writing
of Caesar's Column lay in Donnelly's personal political experience.
In 1888, the year before the novel was published, Donnelly set out to
run for governor on the Farmer Labor Party ticket. In the bewildering
kaleidoscope of shifting positions that marked Minnesota politics in
the last twenty years of the century, he found himself running against

not only his acquaintances in the Republican and Democratic parties--

51



52

on both of whose tickets he had previously run--but also against
most of the Farmers' Alliance Party which he had helped to create
but a few years earlier.

In the middle of the campaign the Republicans nominated William
R. Merriman, a friend, whose policies for honest government Donnelly
had always supported. After much soul searching, and encouraged by
offers of patronage from Merriman's camp, Donnelly withdrew from the
race and promised to campaign for his old friend. At the same time,
paradoxically, he decided to run for a seat in the Minnesota House on
the Dakota County Democratic slate. But even his admiring neighbors
could not support a man who ran on one ticket locally and supported
the state-wide slate of another, and the Sage of Nininger, who was
fond of describing himself as the most popular man in Minnesota
between elections, lost his bid for office.

Remarkably, that defeat did not end Donnelly's participation in
the campaign. Instead, he set out immediately to capture the Republican
nomination for United States Senator from a bitter political enemy,
William D. Washburn. He plunged ahead, apparently counting on the
support owed him by the newly elected governor, but as was so often
his fate, the promised aid didn't materialize, and he found himself
alone on the hustings. The night after Washburn's election to the
Senate a disgusted and bitter Donnelly returned to his St. Paul hotel

room and began work on Caesar's Colunm.2

To his enemies and even some of his admirers, Donnelly's bitterness
was that of a man who had simply bet on too many sides of the political
coin at once and lost. Donnelly, of course, didn't see it that way.

He portrayed himself as one of the few men running on the principles
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of social justice and not simply with the corrupt tide of power in
Minnesota politics. Huge amounts of corporate money influenced every
election; legislatures were too often in reality pawns of the
"interests;'" and many courts paid primary allegiance to politicians
rather than the public. Donnelly saw his as one of the few voices
defending the rights of the people.

Robbed of the platform of office, he turned to literature to
articulate his case and to issue a warning to the rich and powerful
that their continued plundering of society would lead not only to
their own destruction but to that of civilization itself. Donnelly

got his hearing with the publication of Caesar's Column and saw the

book's phenomenal sales as proof that his vision, opposed and distorted
though it was by his political enemies, was shared by the people.

The incidents surrounding the publication of the book tend to
support his contention. The manuscript was rejected by Harper and
Brothers, Scribners', Houghton Mifflin, and Appleton all of whom
returned the manuscript saying that they would never publish such a
"revolutionary" or "inflammatory'" diatribe. Another publisher,

A. C, McClurg, told Donnelly that he hoped the book would never see

the light of day, but that if it did, it should definitely be sold

for more than a dollar so that it wouldn't fall into the '"wrong hands."3
Needless to say, those were precisely the hands for which Donnelly
intended the book.

Finally F. J. Schulte of Chicago agreed to publish the book
and brought it out in April 1889. Major newspapers and magazines
refused to review it--probably for the same reason that Appleton and

McClurg refused to publish it. But the book sold anyway and the rural
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press began to pick it up and boost it. By June an inexpensive
paperbound edition was on the streets, putting the novel into the
hands of thousands who could not afford the hardback. Sales soared
again and Schulte wrote Donnelly that the book '"makes its own way'

among the people.4 By 1899 Caesar's Column had sold 230,000 copies

in the United States and 450,000 in Europe.5 Only one book of its

genre, Bellamy's Looking Backward, ever sold more copies, and considering

Bellamy's much less threatening theme and his backing by Genteel critics
and press, Donnelly's sales are even more remarkable. The power of
Donnelly's vision had obviously captured the imaginations of thousands

on both sides of the Atlantic.

Gabriel's Story: How the World Came to be Ruined

The plot of Caesar's Column opens in 1988 when Gabriel Welstein

travels'by airship from his native Uganda to New York, the hub of

the technologically advanced world, for the purpose of selling some of
the mineral resources of his tiny country. The book takes the form

of a series of letters from Gabriel to his brother, Heinrich, describing
the modern world.

On his arrival Gabriel tours the city examining such wonders of
modern America as trans-Atlantic airline terminals located between
Broadway and the Bowery, the "noiseless and smokeless" elevated trains
that crisscross the city, and a device that, as Gabriel describes it,
is very much like television. Then he retires to his hotel,
significantly named The Darwin, for dinner and rest. After checking
into this air-conditioned structure, Gabriel rises to the roof-top

dining room via a magnificent, room-sized hydraulic elevator. There
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he finds an engineered tropical climate with exotic birds and vegetation
surrounding each table.

At first Gabriel stands in awe of this splendid city and marvels
at the creative capacity of mankind: 'these swarming, laborious,
all-capable ants seem great enough to attack heaven itself, if they
could but find a resting-place for their ladders. Who can fix a
limit to the intelligence of our species?"6

But even in Gabriel's initial praise for this marvelous world,
there is an evocation of one of Donnelly's central fears: that techni-
cal progress, if not humanely channelled, may produce social and personal
dissolution. In suggesting that these all-capable ants may somehow
be attacking heaven, Gabriel strikes the first note of a chord that
reverberates throughout the novel.

This apprehension is reinforced when he turns his attention from
the material splendors to the citizens of this metropolis. First,
he observes the faces of his fellow diners. The women are handsome
but also hard. 'Their looks were bold, penetrating, immodest, if
I may so express it almost to fierceness," and "the chief features
in the expression of the men were incredulity, unbelief, cunning
observation and heartlessness."7 Gabriel begins to fear (what Donmnelly
found in the Atlantean utopia) that there is something seriously amiss
beneath this society's dazzling exterior. Most devastating for the
modern reader is his assertion that despite their varied clothing
and manners, these res#lendent diners have somehow lost their indivi-
duality and become carbon copies of each other. "I could not but
think how universal and irresistible must have been the influences

Of the age that could mold all these men and women into the same
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soulless likeness."8

Whatever remains of Gabriel's admiration for modern society
after this perception vanishes when a porter explains the city's
facilities for mass suicide. Following the teachings of recent
"philosophers and economists'" the city fathers have decided that if a
person doesn't have any choice about entering the world he should at
least have the option of leaving it when existence becomes unbearable.
They have further reasoned that, rather than have the bodiés of these
discouragal individuals polluting and clogging the rivers and reservoirs,
it would be far more practical to provide suicide parlors where a
citizen can go, choose his poison, and '"leave the world as pleasantly
as possible." And, the porter informs the horrified Gabriel, these
facilities are in constant use.

As he strolls through Central Park a day after his arrival in
New York, Gabriel notices a ragged beggar who has fallen in front
of an expensive carriage. Instead of stopping to help the man, the
driver whips him and goads his team to trample the prostrate victim.
Gabriel springs to the rescue, pulls the beggar from beneath the
horseé and administers a well-deserved beating to the driver. But
instead of receiving the expected approbation of the gathering crowd,
he finds himself pursued by police. The only friendly face he sees
in the crowd belongs to one of the passengers in the coach, a young
and beautiful woman named Estella Washington, who later becomes one of
the novel's heroines. The beggar, who turns out to be the other prin-
cipal protagonist, whisks Gabriel away before he can be arrested.

Gabriel is astonished to learn that his benefactor is in reality

Maximiliam Petion, one of the leaders of the secret Brotherhood of
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Destruction, the only force opposing plutocratic dictatorship in
twentieth century America. Max informs him that he has whipped the
driver of Prince Cabano, 'the wealthiest and most vindictive man in
the city," and the continental leader of the plutocrats. Max further
informs Gabriel that the aristocracy control the courts, the judges,
the juries and the press and to prove this shows him a newspaper already
describing Gabriel as a vicious criminal.

So the scene is set. Gabriel has by accident become associated
with the enemies of the ruling class. He has already seen enough of
the aristocrats to be sure of their wickedness and their dehumanized
sameness. Of the working class, however, he has as yet seen nothing,
and so the obliging Max takes him on a tour of the workers' slums.
There he observes incredibly squalid conditions and pitiful creatures
on the brink of dissolution: '"both men and women were undersized" and
"there was no spring to their steps and no laughter in their eyes. . .
"They knew that tomorrow could bring them nothing better than today--
the same shameful, pitiable, contemptible, sordid struggle for a mere
existence."9 From talking to a foreman he learns that most of these
people never even have meat to eat except when they are fortunate
enough to fish a rat from the sewers. The Iron Law of Wages, 'the
reduction, by competition, of wages of the worker to the least sum
that will maintain life and muscular strength," controls the destiny
of the worker in modern America.

At this point Donnelly moves from the genmeral to the specific,
beginning the first of the novel's two love stories. Estella
Washington, the woman Gabriel observed in the carriage, is an unknowing

recruit for Prince Cabano's harem, sold into slavery by an unscrupulous
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guardian. When Max tells Gabriel of her situation (Max has used
his secret organization to satisfy Gabriel's curiosity about her),
Gabriel shouts, '"what are you talking about? This is free America
and the twentieth century.'" Max replies, "it isn't anything half so
good, it is enslaved America. . .there once was a Golden Age in
America--an age of liberty; of comparatively equal distribution of
wealth; of democratic institutions. Noww have but the shell and semblance
of all that. We are a republic only in name; free only in forms."lo
As a lineal descendant of the first President's brother, Estella is
a poignant symbol of that former age and a symbolic embodiment of its
ideals.

Gabriel resolves to save her and Max agrees to use the offices
of the Brotherhood to help. Max learns that the Prince will soon
host a meeting of the Council of the Oligarchy and deems that the appro-
priate time, amidst the confusion of people entering and leaving, to
save Estella. The Brotherhood also needs a spy at the meeting and
it is decided that Gabriel will serve the dual function of rescuer and
observer.

Later, hiding behind potted plants in the plutocrats' board room,
Gabriel overhears brutal plans to put down the expected revolution of
the proletariat. In Malthusian terms the aristocrats argue that the
extermination of ten million workers will crush dissent, "and the world
will sleep in peace for centuries."11 As Gabriel watches horrified
he can't help noticing the signs of ''sensuality and dissipation' among
the aristocrats. He remarks, without a trace of authorial irony,
"there were no orators among them.'" Finally, unable to restrain himself,

he leaps from his hiding place and begs the council to abandon its
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plans. He appeals to their sense of common humanity and offers to
mediate a compromise that would ultimately benefit both the pluto-
crats and the workers. Needless to say, the aristocrats take a dim
view of his proposals and order that he be removed and shot. He
escapes at the last minute and rescues Estella on his way out.

In the next few weeks Gabriel has occasion to observe three more
meetings of groups that comprise the various factions of modern society
and to continue his analysis of social conditions. First, he visits
a meeting of the Brotherhood of Destruction in the damp, dusky
warehouse basement where they are plotting the overthrow of the
plutocrats. They are, Gabriel writes his brother, the awful product
of the aristocrats' greed. Had society's leaders allowed the workers
the bare essentials necessary to live with dignity, and had they
permitted '"those capable individuals who are perpetually spawned by
the masses'" to rise to the level of their abilities, then the impending
cataclysm might have been averted. But, he laments, history has shown
that '"there is no bigotry so blind as caste," and that it is impossible
"by any process of reasoning to induce a privileged class to peacefully
yield up a single tittle of its advantages."12

In the face of this oppression, the Brotherhood developed their
terrible organization. Now, they are one hundred million members
strong and are armed with the most modern weapons manufactured in their
underground factories. They threaten to destroy not only the aristo-
cratic elite but civilization itself, for the Brotherhood has no plans
for the future other than the destruction of their oppressors. They
think like wounded animals, conscious only of a last chance to kill

the attacker before death. Caesar himself has the "eyes of a wild
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beast, deep-set, sullen and glaring; they seemed to shine like those
of the cat-tribe, with a luminosity of their own." The second in
command, a crippled Russian Jew, has a face that is '"'mean and
sinister; two fangs alone remained in his mouth; his nose was hooked;
the eyes were small, sharp, penetrating and restless. . . ."13

So in physical appearance, Gabriel finds the members of the
Brotherhood even more frightening than the plutocrats. But there is
an essential difference. Although debased by their hatred, their
depravity has been forced upon them. Caesar Lomenelli, for instance,
had formerly been a simple Saskatchewan farmer. But lightening
killed his team and he was forced to mortgage his land to purchase
another. Because of a bankers' cartel he not only had to pay exceedingly
high interest but an exorbitant bonus as well. When his crops failed,
he was driven deeper into debt at higher and higher interest until
finally he went under and lost his home. At the same time he learned
that his oldest daughter had been seduced and impregnated by the
moneylender's lawyer. 'Then all the devil that lay hid in the depths
of the man's nature broke forth. That night the lawyer was attacked
in his bed and literally hewed to pieces; the same fate overtook the
moneylender.“14

Max too has plenty of reason to hate the aristocracy. His father,
despite his wealth a socialist idealist, had brought a law suit against
another wealthy man. But the plutocracy, resenting his views, had
bribed thecourt against him, and he was sentenced to twenty years'
imprisomment for perjury and forgery.

The second place Gabriel visits is a meeting of workingmen:

Although some of those present are undoubtedly members of the Brotherhood,
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this is a more open meeting where reformsshort of total destruction
of society are discussed and Gabriel is able to further plumb the
ideological climate of the times. The first speaker discusses

"the doctrines of Karl Marx and the German socialists of the last
century." But the workers are familiar with his arguments and do

not seem especially interested. The second speaker promotes the idea
of cooperation between the employers and the workers. Gabriel thinks
his comments are '"moderate and sensible,' though others argue that
cooperation cannot work because of the employers' greed. A teacher
speaks next, arguing for universal education, but a British worker
counters saying that even the best education cannot supply happiness
in a corrupt economic system.

Near the end of the meeting a minister mounts the podium saying
that what is needed is "a new interest in the church--a revival of
faith . . .this world is only a place of temporary trial, to prepare
us for another and better world." But the workers are in no mood for
a spiritual panacea and shout him down. Finally, Keller, a former
university professor fired for his support of the common man, leaps
forward to attack the minister, saying that religion has had control
of the world for two thousand years and has been "in all ages, the
moral police-force of tyrants." He becomes hoarse with shouting and
the audience works itself into a frenzy.

But when they try to seize the minister, Gabriel intervenes to .
defend him. He offers '"proof" of the existence of an afterlife and
for the first time in the novel articulates his cure for the dying
society: '"in the doctrine of the brotherhood of man and the father-

hood of God, which are the essential principles of Christianity,
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lies the redemption of mankin ."15 He argues in essence for "a
Brotherhood of Justice' composed of '"all men who desire to lift up the
oppressed and save civilization and society.'

Although the workers listen patiently to Gabriel, they point out
that they are so destitute that even if they did form a brotherhood
of justice, its members would sell out on election day for a loaf of
bread for their families. Besides, they say, they have no longer
anything to gain from the preservation of society. Max concludes,
"those workmen told the truth . . .a hundred years ago you might have
formed your Brotherhood of Justice and saved society. Now there is
but one cure--the Brotherhood of Destruction."16

As the storm clouds gather over the troubled society, Gabriel
makes his third and last visit, this time to hear "A Sermon of the
Twentieth Century."17 There are guards stationed at the doors of the
opulent cathedral to keep the poor out. Within, the sensual Professor
Odyard expounds upon the beauties of sensual love and Social Darwinism
while the aristocratic woman in the pew with Gabriel gives him a look
"which no son of Adam could misunderstand.' Aghast, Gabriel leaps
forward to challenge Odyard, charging that his gospel of love is a
cult of bestiality. As he beseeches the congregation to realize that
the essence of religion is man's love for his fellow man, the faithful
throw hymnals at him and he is forced to beat a hasty retreat.

After this series of experiences, Gabriel finally understands the
process of the long downfall of civilization. A new economic system
has evolved that allows power to accrue to a few very rich individuals

and that actually makes it profitable for them to abuse the poor.

Even more frightening for Gabriel, the new science has banished God
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from the universe; and the human mind, for all its advancement, has
become a force without an object. There is no longer any source of
ethics and the paramount preoccupation of modern man is first a struggle
for mere existence and then a drive for personal power. Significantly,
both the masses and the aristocrats, despite the radical discrepancy
in the distribution of wealth, suffer from the same modern malaise.
They have all become dehumanized. Both in the ghetto and in the dens
of the aristocracy depraved women have cast ''shameless looks of
invitation" toward Gabriel. And both rich and poor have lost their
individuality. They are "merely automata, in the hands of some
ruthless and unrelenting destiny."18

As the modern world seethes on the brink of disaster, Donnelly
interjects another long love story (nearly fifty pages in length) in
which Max discovers a young and beautiful working class girl singing
in a tavern. He rescues her from the lascivious machinations of her
"manager," the seductions of an upper class youth and finally, in a
chapter entitled, "Elysium,'" marries her in a double ceremony that also
unites Gabriel and Estella.

But this idyllic interlude only serves to heighten the terror
of the imminent revolution which, Max informs Gabriel, is scheduled to
begin the next day. Max and Gabriel gather their families and
barricade themselves in a house at the edge of the city, and from the
rooftop watch destiny unfold. At twelve midnight the Brotherhood
sabotages the city's lights and in this symbolic darkness the death
of civilization begins. Gabriel observes the ragged mob marching into
town to attack the central financial district: "I could see, an open,

lighted window, and a ray of pale faces, looking out with astonishment
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and terror at this dark and silent procession, which seemed to have
arisen out of the earth, and was so vast that one might dream that the
trumpet of the ark angel had been blown and all the dead of a thousand
battlefields had risen up for one last grand review."19 They barricade
the streets and light bonfires and Gabriel, in an image that captures
his fear of the decline of the species sees "men lit by the red light,
looking at the distance, like hoards of busy black insects. Behind
them swarmed, as far as I could see, thousands upon thousands of dark
forms, mere masses, touched here and there by the light of the bonfire,
gleaming on glittering steel."20 Most of the city is burned, its riches
are pillaged, and everyone thought to be associated with the plutocracy
is summarily executed. Max, for instance, rounds up the judge and jury
that were bribed to imprison his father and throws them shackled and
screaming into the bonfire. In the meantime, Caesar, drunk with power
and lust, has taken over Cabano's palace and is collecting his own
harem of aristocratic women.

The only creation of this cataclysm is the monument that Caesar
self-indulgently creates. His lieutenants warn him that the thousands
of bodies all over the city are beginning to decay and threaten an
epidemic. Caesar orders that they be stacked up and cemented together
in Union Square as a permanent reminder of the proletariat's vengeance.
Symbolically, this column is the last sight Gabriel sees as his party
flees revolution that has become so frenzied that its members are
beginning to turn on each other.

As they mount the stairs of the airship, Gabriel turns back to
see the mob carrying Caesar's head on a pole. '"It stood out as if

it had been painted in gory characters . . . I could see the glazed
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and dusty eyes; the protruding tongue; the great lower jaw hanging

down in hideous fashion.'" And as the ship rises Gabriel turns back for

a last time: 'the mighty city l<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>