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An engraving of New Harmony, Indiana, the utopian community founded by Robert Owen in 1825 and dissolved in 1827
1.

On a sunny August afternoon in 1851, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville, after a picnic in the Berkshires and a leisurely smoke under the trees, decided, seemingly on impulse, to visit the Hancock Shaker Village, on the outskirts of Pittsfield, Massachusetts. For Melville, who lived nearby, it was a chance to share the company of the older American writer he most admired, and to whom he would dedicate Moby-Dick, published later that fall.

For Hawthorne, however, it was something of a research trip. Model, or “utopian,” communities like those established by the Shakers were to be the subject of his next novel, The Blithedale Romance. During the summer, as preparation, he had immersed himself in the “horribly tedious volumes” of the French visionary Charles Fourier, whose odd fusion of pragmatic and surreal ideas for harnessing human desires to create social harmony had had a surprising vogue in the United States. The day before the picnic, Hawthorne had written in his notebook, “Fourier states that, in the progress of the world, the ocean is to lose its saltness, and acquire the taste of a peculiarly flavored lemonade.”

During the 1830s, Hawthorne had published two stories inspired by the Shakers; in a letter to his sister in 1831, he had even broached (perhaps in jest) the possibility of joining the sect. His description of the community at Hancock begins on a positive note, as he admires the central brick dwelling house, with its “floors and walls of polished wood, and plaster as smooth as marble, and everything so neat that it was a pain and constraint to look at it.” But as their guide, an old man wearing a gray, broad-brimmed hat who was one of the elders of the village, leads them to the bedrooms, segregated by sex, Hawthorne’s mood abruptly darkens, as he notes the lack of privacy in the two-to-a-bed alcoves and the rudimentary sanitary arrangements. “The fact shows,” he notes disdainfully, “that all their miserable pretense of cleanliness and neatness is the thinnest superficiality; and that the Shakers are and must needs be a filthy set.”

Hawthorne’s intemperate outburst suggests how unfit for such a rigidly designed community he himself would be. And yet, in 1841, fastidious Hawthorne made the unlikely decision to join the utopian community at Brook Farm, outside of Boston, loosely modeled by its founder, a former minister named George Ripley, on precisely those Fourierist ideas that he had lambasted in his journals. Ripley’s cousin Ralph Waldo Emerson had politely demurred to join what he referred to, in private, as “a perpetual picnic, a French Revolution in small, an Age of Reason in a pattypan.” Henry David Thoreau wrote with kindred scorn, “I think I had rather keep bachelor’s hall in hell than go to board in heaven,” and established his own utopian community of one, on July 4, 1845, on a patch of Emerson’s land on Walden Pond.

What might have inspired a man of Hawthorne’s temperament—antisocial, politically reactionary, and suspicious of reform of any kind—to join a community dedicated, in Ripley’s words, to “a more natural union between intellectual and manual labor” and the substitution of “a system of brotherly cooperation for one of selfish competition”? Several new books (all written before the election of Donald Trump) examine aspects of the many utopian communities founded in the United States during the first half of the nineteenth century, as well as the larger question of their extraordinary appeal to earlier Americans and their possible relevance today.

2.

“Utopian”: the word has a strange sound at the troubled start of 2017. During the disheartening primary campaign of 2016, “utopian” came to mean hopelessly unrealistic, even delusional. “Let me tell you something,” Bernie Sanders tweeted in April, as his prospects were dimming, “there is nothing we’ve said in this campaign that is pie-in-the-sky or utopian. Nothing.” As for his primary opponent, “the good news is that she is not a utopian,” the conservative columnist Ross Douthat wrote in The New York Times, as Clinton’s presumed victory in the election approached; “she is—or has become, across a long and grinding career—temperamentally pragmatic, self-consciously hardheaded.”

Meanwhile, commentators increasingly reached for utopia’s dark twin, “dystopia,” to describe Donald Trump’s dire view of America. According to James Poniewozik, writing in The New York Times, Trump, in his July acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention, characterized the United States “as a dystopian hellscape and himself as the only leader capable of saving it from murder, terrorism, financial ruin and an uncontrolled wave of immigrants.” Trump’s speech reportedly caused the number of inquiries about the words “dystopia” and “dystopian” to increase by 2,000 percent online, momentarily crashing the Merriam-Webster website; meanwhile, dystopian novels like 1984 and It Can’t Happen Here have returned, ominously, to the best-seller lists.

And yet the word “utopia” has always been double-edged. Coined by Thomas More, five hundred years ago, to mean “nowhere” (hence its nineteenth-century literary spinoffs Erewhon and News from Nowhere), utopia has an ambiguous “u” (or “ou,” meaning “not”) that can also be read as the Greek “eu,” meaning good—hence a good place. Moreover, alternative visions of a better society, including More’s, have historically included—as a key part of their justification—a grim assessment of the dark present. “If in the background of every utopia there is an anti-utopia,” Frank and Fritzie Manuel wrote in their influential 1979 book, Utopian Thought in the Western World, “one might say conversely that in the background of many a dystopia there is a secret utopia.”

The subject of American planned communities sprawls in all directions, and a major challenge for the books under review is to narrow the scope, in space and time, of an otherwise unmanageable topic. For Philip Gura, a professor of American literature at the University of North Carolina, such model communities are best seen as part of a larger, specifically American movement of reform from roughly 1837 to the Civil War. What precipitated such experiments in what the reformer Thomas Wentworth Higginson called “practical radicalism”—vegetarianism and temperance, prison reform and free love, abolition and women’s rights—was, in Gura’s view, the devastating financial panic of 1837, which followed a bad harvest the previous year and increasing foreign debt.

Banking crises would recur with disheartening regularity, in 1857, 1873, and 1893; what distinguished the collapse of 1837 was that it was totally unforeseen. “Until the spring of 1837,” Gura writes, “most Americans uncritically believed that limitless economic expansion was assured—indeed, was the nation’s divine destiny.” The ensuing wreckage was all the more shocking:

Many manufacturers closed their factories and peremptorily dismissed their mill hands. Those who still could find work saw wages plummet, sometimes in half. Prices of staple goods and housing increased, often to prohibitive levels, creating a population of literally hundreds of thousands of homeless in the nation’s cities. Disease and abject poverty abounded. Trade was stagnant. Bankruptcies were everywhere, with property sacrificed at auction at a fraction of its cost.

“The land stinks with suicide,” Emerson wrote in the aftermath. “Young men have no hope.” He concluded that “society has played out its last stake; it is checkmated.”

It is amid these grim historical circumstances that Gura invites us to see an experiment in community like Brook Farm, founded by a minister, George Ripley, appalled by the poverty and desperation of disenfranchised workers in his Boston parish. For a man like Hawthorne, engaged to be married and facing an uncertain future as a professional writer, buying shares in Brook Farm, with its plans to open an extensive dairy establishment and a day school, seemed a reasonable investment. When Brook Farm proved to be no more resilient than other businesses and could not compete with the more settled farms in its neighborhood, Hawthorne demanded the return of his investment.

Gura is perhaps too hard on Hawthorne in emphasizing his pragmatic interest in Brook Farm. Miles Coverdale, Hawthorne’s surrogate in The Blithedale Romance, refers to his months at Blithedale as “the most romantic episode” of his life, observing ruefully, “I rejoice that I could once think better of the world’s improvability than it deserved.” It was the marked individuality of so many of the Brook Farmers, faced with the rigid social and work arrangements of Ripley’s community, that, in Hawthorne’s view, spelled the experiment’s doom. Isaiah Berlin, in discussing the decline of utopian ideas, was fond of quoting Kant’s dictum: “Out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made.” Hawthorne adopted a strikingly similar wording in his assessment of Blithedale: “Persons of marked individuality—crooked sticks, as some of us might be called—are not exactly the easiest to bind up into a faggot”—or neat bundle.

3.

Brook Farm was not an isolated case. “We are all a little wild with numberless projects of social reform,” Emerson reported to Thomas Carlyle in 1840. “Not a reading man but has a draft of a new community in his waistcoat pocket.” At least a hundred such planned communities were founded in the United States during the nineteenth century, according to Chris Jennings in Paradise Now. Unlike Gura’s primarily economic explanation, Jennings attributes the rise of utopian communities to the “confluence” of two streams of thought in the “wide-open wilderness” of the New World. One of these was the Judeo-Christian belief that after a thousand years a New Jerusalem would reign on earth. The other was the secular Enlightenment faith, inherited from eighteenth-century thinkers like Voltaire and Locke, that every social problem had a solution discoverable by science.

Efforts “to construct the perfect society in miniature and then lead by example” differed in superficial ways, depending on the background and religious leanings of their founders, and the challenges of location or climate. But they had a surprising degree of overlap in their basic premises: that society should be based on cooperation rather than competition; that the nuclear family should be subsumed into the larger community; that property should be held in common; that women should not be subordinate to men; that work of even the most menial kind must be accorded a certain dignity. They also shared a dominant mood, a sense of disappointment, even anger, with the world as they found it. “Utopianism may be a species of optimism,” Jennings notes, “but it is always born of discontent.”

Jennings selects “five communalist movements that flourished during the busy golden age of American utopianism”: the Shakers; the Welshman Robert Owens’s short-lived New Harmony in southern Indiana; the Fourierist “phalanxes,” including Brook Farm; the doomed Icarians and their “techno-communist paradise” based on a six-hundred-page novel by their French founder; and the surprisingly long-lived Oneida community. In stressing the migration of radical social ideas from Europe to the United States, Jennings is indebted to a towering precursor, Edmund Wilson’s To the Finland Station.

Wilson was struck by how much of the freshest thinking about new models for society came from British Manchester, at the rise of the Industrial Revolution, with its cotton mills and hideously inadequate living and working conditions for its downtrodden laborers. It was here that the illiterate Ann Lee—abused by her husband, suffering terribly in childbirth, and finding refuge among a loosely knit group of renegade Quakers—began to develop her concept of a celibate, spotlessly clean society devoted to the Second Coming, in which she herself would function as a sort of female counterpart of Christ.

Lee’s mania for cleanness pervaded the Shaker communities established after her flight to New York in 1774. With their now-familiar “ladder-backs,” Shaker chairs were designed so that they could be hung on the walls while the floors were swept; ornament of any kind provided nooks and crannies where dirt and contagion might thrive, hence the spare construction that has become so admired in our own, post-Bauhaus society. “Shaker crafts reflect a platonic impulse to unite the messy, imperfect material world with a numinous sphere of eternal forms,” Jennings writes. Charles Dickens, touring a Shaker village in 1842, was less impressed: “We walked into a grim room where several grim hats were hanging on grim pegs, and the time was told grimly by a grim clock.”

It was also in industrial Manchester that Robert Owen worked out his own progressive views for more humane ways to run a factory, including the eight-hour day and child care, ideas that he first put into practice, with great success, in Manchester before deciding to try something on a larger scale in the United States. It was also in Manchester that Friedrich Engels, an admirer of Owen, developed his ideas of a socialist revolution, part of the larger narrative for Wilson’s study, which culminates in the planned society of Leninist Russia.

The utopian leaders monitored one another’s progress and shortcomings. John Humphrey Noyes, founder of the Oneida community in upstate New York—“the most remarkable utopian experiment in American history,” in Jennings’s view—conceived of his own experiment as rising, phoenix-like, from the ashes of Brook Farm’s demise. “Look at the Dates,” he wrote. “Brook Farm deceased in October 1847. The Oneida Community commenced in November 1847.” Even before he became a student at Yale, Noyes had caught the millennial fever, and determined, from his own reading of the Bible, that human perfection was available here and now. The mistake of the Brook Farmers, in his view, was that they “left God out of their tale and they came to nothing.”

The Shakers, too, had made a mistake, in Noyes’s opinion. They were right to break up the nuclear family, along with what he dismissively called the “special love” of marriage, but naive to think that abstinence was the means to accomplish it. Noyes proposed, instead, that all adults in his community embrace what he called “complex marriage”—i.e., multiple sexual partners—along with a “surprisingly effective” method of birth control based on males stopping short of ejaculation. Noyes himself “occupied the top of this pyramid,” as Jennings puts it. “For years, he considered it his duty to sexually initiate many of the young women in the community.”

Most of the utopian communities of the nineteenth century, including Oneida and Brook Farm, were agricultural. The Garden of Eden seemed to represent an unfallen world before the ravages of industrialization. When Oneida’s fruit trees couldn’t support the community, however, Noyes decided to mass-produce the innovative animal traps that one of his young members had been selling to local Iroquois trappers. Ellen Wayland-Smith, in her well-researched account of Oneida, gives a detailed account of the process by which, as Jennings wryly puts it, “the mostly vegetarian Perfectionists made their living from mammalian carnage.” Later, when much of the Northeast had been purged of beavers and bears, partly because of the ingenious Newhouse trap, Oneida turned to the silver-plate cutlery for which it is best known.
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An 1879 caricature of the critics of Oneida, the utopian community in central New York founded by John Humphrey Noyes in 1848 and dissolved in 1881
Oneida was the rare utopian community to survive the Civil War, and even it renounced its experiment in free love in 1879, resolved its complex marriages into conventional pairings, and turned its communitarian flatware production into a capitalist joint-stock company. Jennings ventures the upbeat conclusion that such communities were partly the victim of their own successes in consciousness-raising: “The decline of American communal utopianism was less about the defeat of one idea than it was about the triumph of another,” the embrace of such civic schemes as free public libraries, universal education, and care for the poor. For Gura, the Civil War, in addressing the calamitous institution of slavery at the heart of American capitalism, taught Americans “that their social problems were of such a scale that they could not be addressed by the example of a few divinely inspired reformers,” and required pragmatism and compromise instead.

4.

And yet, the utopian impulse to create a more perfect society apart from its corrupt surroundings did not vanish with the Civil War, as Erik Reece makes clear in Utopia Drive, his engaging “road trip through America’s most radical idea.” Oneida and Owen’s New Harmony are on Reece’s itinerary; so is Walden Pond, and the Shaker community at Pleasant Hill, Kentucky, near Reece’s home. “I’m not a social scientist,” Reece confesses disarmingly; “I’m a guy with a truck, a gas card, and a few boxes of old books shifting around in the cab.” But Reece also explores more recent attempts to live in an alternative, utopian way.

It was only in the back-to-the-land movement of the late 1960s and the early 1970s that one encounters anything like a mushrooming of utopian communities to match the 1840s. According to Kate Daloz, who grew up on a commune in northern Vermont and has written a history of the phenomenon, “the 1970s remain the only moment in the nation’s history when more people moved to rural areas than into the cities, briefly reversing two hundred years of steady urbanization.” The reasons are well known:

In the shadow of the Vietnam War and amidst widespread social upheaval, this ever-present American urge to reinvent ourselves in the wilderness spiked into its largest, most influential and most radical manifestation ever. That decade, as many as a million young Americans uprooted themselves, almost en masse, abandoning their urban and suburban backgrounds in favor of a life in the countryside.

Jennings is dismissive of this second wave of utopian ferment, arguing that “the aspirations of the hippie communards were categorically different from those of their utopian forebears,” and that while

the communalists of the sixties and seventies tried (and often succeeded) to build strongholds of cooperation, pleasure, and consciousness amid the mercantile bustle of American life, they seldom described their communities as levers of millenarian transformation.

This seems both overstated and mean-spirited. Surely the dwellers on communes around 1970 were hoping to be levers of social (if not “millenarian”) transformation.

One of Reece’s best chapters is set at Twin Oaks, in Louisa, Virginia, a back-to-the-land experiment founded in 1967, which he calls one of the “country’s most stable sustainable communities.” The residents of Twin Oaks “hold land, labor, and income in common, advocate nonviolence and ecological sustainability,” and make decisions in a direct, consensual manner. They live lightly on the land, sharing the work—a required forty-two hours a week—of farming and maintaining buildings and property. As at Oneida, subsistence agriculture—supplemented by “dumpstered beef” from the wasteful “mainstream” society they proudly shun—is insufficient to support the community, and Twin Oaks has developed a flourishing trade in hammocks and tofu.

At Twin Oaks, interestingly, Reece finds evidence of some of the same conflicts—marriage versus looser affiliations, for example—that bedeviled utopian communities of the past. Echoing Hawthorne’s Coverdale, he identifies “the nub of the whole utopia problem: What do you do when someone else’s idea of paradise conflicts with your own?” One young woman tells Reece that when she first came to Twin Oaks, she was “ecstatic to be living around such cool people and in such a cool place,” but she soon came to realize “that a lot of my friends here are just as depressed as my friends back in graduate school.”

Across the long history of American utopian yearnings, experiments in communal living like Twin Oaks seem to have had their primary appeal for young people—not the very young, but those who have had their first bruising encounter with things as they are. Such “dreamers” have, in Hawthorne’s words, “gone through such an experience as to disgust them with ordinary pursuits, but…were not yet so old, nor had suffered so deeply, as to lose their faith in the better time to come.”

Today, as is becoming increasingly clear, we have another generation appalled by what it sees, in the failure of its leaders to address the threat of climate change or the grotesque income disparity of our wildcat economy. Interest in the utopian communities of the past, from young writers like Jennings and Reece, may be a signal of social experiments yet to come in Trump’s America and after. “To say that these communities no longer exist,” Reece writes of the communes of the 1840s, “is not the same thing as saying that they failed. The angel of history may yet salvage their blueprints from the detritus of the past. Because, after all, we still need these ideas so badly.” In his assessment of the contemporary relevance of utopian visionaries, Jennings is more elliptical but no less insistent: “Their disregard for the world as it is guaranteed that they didn’t survive long. Our disregard for the world as it might be could prove just as grave.”
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Every few years, it seems, conservative religious groups, quiescent or unnoticed, come blazing back onto the national scene, and the secular press reacts like the bad guy in the 1971 western Big Jake who says to John Wayne, “I thought you were dead.” Wayne drily answers, “Not hardly.” Now, in The Evangelicals: The Struggle to Shape America, Frances FitzGerald answers the recurrent question, “Where did these people [mainly right-wing zealots] come from?” She says there is no mystery involved. They were always here. We were just not looking at them. What repeatedly makes us look again is what she is here to tell us.

“Evangelicals” is an elastic term, and FitzGerald intermittently shrinks or stretches it. But she does direct us to the right starting point, to the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Great Awakenings, major religious events in our early history when the word “evangelicalism” came into wide American use. Evangelical religion is revival religion, that of emotional contagion. It can best be characterized, for taxonomic purposes, by three things: crowds, drama, and cycles.

Crowds

The first Great Awakening, of the 1730s and 1740s, stunned entire regions by the numbers of people who took part. The leading preacher in a cadre of them, George Whitefield—who, with John and Charles Wesley, founded the Methodist movement in England—had followings that overflowed the churches and followed him out to streets, plazas, or the nearby countryside. When Benjamin Franklin went to hear Whitefield preach from the steps of Philadelphia’s City Hall in 1739, he measured with characteristic precision the reach of his voice in different directions, and felt that he had verified reports that 25,000 people could hear him preach in a cleared space.

Before he came from England, Whitefield had already become a “field preacher”; the skeptic David Hume, who listened to one of his sermons in Edinburgh, is said to have told a friend, “He is…the most ingenious preacher I ever heard. It is worth while to go twenty miles to hear him.” Any man who could astonish Hume in Scotland and Franklin in America was a preacher beyond any orbit of expectation. The great Samuel Johnson said of Whitefield, “He would be followed by crowds were he to wear a night-cap in the pulpit, or were he to preach from a tree.”

The crowds were astounding because they were self-assembled, gathered outside the normal parish structures. This was nothing like going to one’s church on Sunday. It was an event. It could happen any day, and run for several days. It was symbolically important for the people to be “going out”—an exodus from the ordinary, including the ordinary religious formalities (ordained ministers, ecclesiastical garb, liturgical ceremony, a reverent hush in the congregation). It was salvation in a hurry, time was running out, too urgent for formal rites. The crowd was important to the whole ethos of the movement. The preacher was credentialed not by church authorities but by the size of his crowd and its responses to him—by the number of souls he saved.

Emotion was communicable. Salvation was catching. The Holy Spirit’s urging made for responses like “Amen,” or “Hallelujah,” or “Come Lord Jesus,” or “Glory!”—or the later “Praise the Lord.” Spasmodic seizures of different sorts made outsiders call the saved ones “holy rollers” or “quakers” or “shakers” or “jumpers.” The people would “turn, turn, turn,” as in the song “Simple Gifts.” Some would faint, “slain in the spirit.” The preacher himself could get worked up to pitches of near hysteria. The religious convulsions Whitefield and Wesley had inspired in England were called by Ronald Knox “Methodist paroxysms.” These spasms traveled well to America.

As the American West opened up, “going out” took on further meaning in the camp meetings or tent revivals of preachers like Barton Stone, Alexander Campbell, and their epigones. Stone’s weeklong revival at Cane Ridge, Kentucky, in 1801 drew a likely 20,000 people, over 10 percent of the state population. Dozens of preachers ministered to the people at Cane Ridge—including Presbyterians like Stone as well as some Baptists and (especially) Methodists. Revivals broke free not only of church buildings but of denominational divisions, creeds, and rituals. Huckleberry Finn went to a Campbellite revival:

There was as much as a thousand people there, from twenty mile around. The woods was full of teams and wagons, hitched everywhere, feeding out of the wagon troughs and stomping to keep off the flies…. Then the preacher begun to preach; and begun in earnest, too; and went weaving first to one side of the platform and then the other and then a leaning down over the front of it, with his arms and his body going all the time, and shouting his words out with all his might; and every now and then he would hold up his Bible and spread it open, and kind of pass it around this way and that, shouting, “It’s the brazen serpent in the wilderness! Look upon it and live!” And people would shout out, “Glory!—A-a-men!” And so he went on, and the people groaning and crying and saying amen.

Mark Twain had personal dealings with Alexander Campbell, since as a boy printer he had set some of his writings in type. (Franklin had done the same thing for Whitefield a century earlier.)

Such crowds could not stay outside in all weathers, so big halls were thrown up to hold them, beginning with one Whitefield quickly raised in Philadelphia. These were no ordinary churches. In Whitefield’s England, those who dissented from the established religion—the “non-conformists”—were said to worship in chapel, not church. Whitefield’s meeting house was a huge “chapel” in that sense, and so are evangelical buildings, right down to the megachurches of our day, places like Second Baptist in Houston, with 26,659 attending, or Saddleback Valley in California, with 22,055. Crowds are still essential, and at times they can go outside, as when Billy Graham filled a football stadium at the University of Tennessee in 1970 or gathered over a million people in the People’s Plaza of Seoul in 1973.

The outdoor venues of evangelicals had created “the sawdust trail” that people would file down to show they were saved, to make their own profession of faith, to shake the preacher’s hand, or to sign up for a local church. The sawdust aisles in tents were kept in the temporary structures specially built for revivals, and the term would be kept even in permanent structures. The evangelist preacher Billy Sunday (1862–1935) always called on the saved to “hit the sawdust trail,” no matter what hall he was in (if any).

An important evangelical success was the creation of virtual crowds for radio or television “gospel hours.” Something like the revivals’ shared responses can be elicited at a remove, making “crowd” a psychological category, not merely an arithmetical one. This is partly done by having live audiences present at the broadcasting site. This on-site audience, heated by a skilled preacher, serves as a surrogate for the larger but thinner population listening in.

But even without an immediate physical audience, the feel of a revival can be cultivated, often with the help of inspiring music. Participation can be stimulated (or simulated) by calls to the remote audience for prayer, by the naming of illnesses to be cured, by other kinds of virtual attendance. Holy mementos are offered for sale; prayers are directed to local needs. Even the constant pleas for money need not be merely venal. They allow the listeners or watchers to join the “ministry.” It is a way for the audience to make a declaration for Christ, to take action—mentally to “hit the sawdust trail.”

The more successful radio and TV revivals could boast of huge crowds knit together electronically. Popular preachers even created their own networks—CBN (Pat Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network), TBN (Paul Crouch’s Trinity Broadcasting Network), PTL (Jim and Tammy Bakker’s Praise the Lord network). By the mid-1980s, only two secular networks were larger than Robertson’s CBN.

Drama

The awakenings were crowd events, with controlled (if sometimes barely) excitement. They exemplify what Ronald Knox called the religion of enthusiasm. The urgency to be saved at once, with a flood of relief at such a rescue, comes from an awareness that the end is near. History for evangelicals keeps an exigent timetable. It is a theological equivalent to the Doomsday Clock tended by the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. The evangelical acceptance of the creationist doctrine that the universe began a “short time” ago and will not last long comes not only because “the Bible tells me so,” but as a reminder that history is compressed, that it is speeding along to its climax. One cannot put off the accounting for one’s soul. Be saved now or you are probably damned. Only accepting Jesus as your personal savior can give you a sure ticket to heaven. The impending battle of Armageddon can fill every moment of the believer’s life with drama. Any moment we may leap out of time straight into eternity.

To walk down toward a revival’s preacher, to make one’s decision for Christ, is a dramatic moment not only for the ones doing the deciding but for the onlookers, who are internally cheering them across the finish line to salvation. The great revivalist Charles Grandison Finney (1792–1875) knew how to increase this urge of people to save others. He created the “anxious seat” at his revivals, for those still hesitating to commit themselves to Jesus. Anyone in the anxious seat became the instant target of all the circumambient prayers. If the prayers successfully dislodged any of those seated, whoops of joy would greet another victory for the Holy Spirit.

Those who wrote the New Testament believed the world would end in their lifetime. This became something of an embarrassment when the church survived for years, and then for centuries. In the fifth century, Augustine of Hippo solved that problem with symbolic readings of the apocalyptic passages, saying they did not refer to literal time on the calendar. Thus the Middle Ages—with a few exceptions like the Joachite prophecies in the second millennium—lived with the everyday, not the final crisis.

That was changed during the Reformation, when the scarlet woman riding the seven-headed beast (Revelation 17.3–6) was interpreted as the pope on Rome’s seven hills, and the slaying of that beast was thought to be imminent. Protestants were apocalyptists, which made Americans super-Protestants, since they had split from the tainted English Protestants who retained bishops and priests, canons and deans.

The American Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) counted every defeat of Catholic forces around the world as a harbinger of history’s quick fulfillment. He organized prayer brigades to ensure specific Protestant victories, including a fast day for the British capture of the French fortress of Louisbourg in Canada. Benjamin Franklin mocked this cannonade by orison:

You have a fast and prayer day for that purpose; in which I compute five hundred thousand petitions were offered up to the same effect in New England, which added to the petitions of every family morning and evening, multiplied by the number of days since January 25th, make forty-five millions of prayers; which, set against the prayers of a few priests in the garrison, to the Virgin Mary, give a vast balance in your favor…. I believe there is a Scripture in what I have wrote, but I cannot adorn the margin with quotations, having a bad memory, and no Concordance at hand.

Edwards believed in a more optimistic chiliasm than that of later evangelicals. He agreed with John Winthrop (1588–1649) that Americans had come to a virgin continent to set up “a light upon a hill,” a model for the impending biblical millennium, the thousand-year reign of Christ mentioned at Revelation 20.2–5. These “postmillennials” think the world will end only after this thousand years of godly time, whose foundations were already being laid on American soil.

Opposed to such postmillennials are the premillennials, who think the world’s showdown battle (Armageddon) will happen before the thousand-year reign of Christ. The view that the saved will be snatched up to heaven (the Rapture) before the battle, given a sharper definition in England by John Nelson Darby (1800–1882), was promulgated in America by Cyrus I. Scofield (1843–1921) in his perennially best-selling Scofield Reference Bible. Debate on the religious right was waged between “premils” and “postmils” (in Protestant seminary slang). It was such debate, combined with different Calvinist views of predestination, that Huck Finn heard from church folk and muddled up as “preforeordestination.”

Most modern evangelicals are premils. They leave the postmil attitude to “mainline” churches, where work for godly goals can take the form of progress, social justice, and the benefits of science. Evangelicals, distinguishing themselves from most ritualistic churches, note with satisfaction that the influence of “mainline” churches has been dwindling. Secular forces of progress and science need no reinforcement from such an acquiescent religiosity. A worldly church is just the world, according to evangelicals. The salt has lost its savor.

Evangelicals want sudden rescue, linked with sudden judgment. Religion for them is an experience, not an argument. Emotional immediacy is treasured over everyday “improvement.” You do not improve your way into heaven. There is no moral evolution along the sawdust trail. You “hit it,” as Billy Sunday said, or you don’t. The appeal of a “premil” End Time to evangelical believers attracted notice in the 1970s when Hal Lindsey’s The Late Great Planet Earth outsold (with 81 million copies) other books of that era, including All the President’s Men, Roots, and The Joy of Sex.

Cycles

People have been right to ask, at intervals, where evangelicals have suddenly come from. They do seem repeatedly to disappear, only to reemerge unexpectedly. The price of intense emotional ebullition is burnout. The improvisings of the revival lack, at first, the forms and procedures of the institutional, which make for stability and continuity. It is hard to keep End Time piety at white heat, and even harder to keep outsiders interested. But relapses into a quieter life have never meant that believers stopped believing. They just continued to share their emotion around less conspicuous campfires. Max Weber would say their charisma undergoes routinization (Veralltäglichung). But the remission need not be permanent. Various crises, real or perceived, make the apocalypse plausible again.

This cyclic pattern of flarings and fadings was demonstrated spectacularly in the first Great Awakening. If you looked at America early in the eighteenth century, you would conclude that this was a country of fervid religiosity. If you looked at it at the end of the century, you would say it was a country of Enlightenment rationality, the country of our Founders and their documents. The evangelical scholar Mark Noll shows that the Great Awakening was followed by a Great Unchurching—the years 1750 to 1790 saw the deepest decline (in fact the only real decline) in Americans’ evangelical belief.* But what followed, with the dawn of the nineteenth century, was the second Great Awakening, the revival of revivalism. The rhythm is peristaltic. In 1925, most learned Americans thought that Clarence Darrow and H.L. Mencken had, between them, slain all opposition to Darwin at the Scopes trial. But evangelicals were simply gathering strength to mount ever-newer defenses of what they now call “creation science.”

It was easy for some evangelicals to go into hibernation mode, since some of them have always been leery of engagement with “the world.” These separatists do not want to be sullied with compromise. Carl McIntire (1906–2002), the prolific author and radio preacher (and proponent of rebuilding Noah’s ark to ride away from a damned world), wrote that the proper response to nonbelievers is “attacks, personal attacks, even violent attacks.” Jerry Falwell (1933–2007), before he founded the evangelist Moral Majority to engage in politics, had been a separatist, saying believers should not waste their time on passing worldly concerns like anticommunism or civil rights. But separatists are usually ready to come out of their cave when they find the world willing to listen to them. (McIntire, for instance, mounted a full-throated defense of the war in Vietnam.)
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Sometimes this involves finding allies for causes they espouse—as evangelicals found labor unions would join them in the Sabbatarian ban on delivering mail on Sundays (passed into law in 1912), or when early feminists helped them prohibit alcohol (by the Eighteenth Amendment of 1919). FitzGerald identifies evil occasions that have mobilized modern evangelicals in response—as when Billy Graham discovered “godless” communism (as the foe of religion), or Anita Bryant discovered homosexuality (as being inculcated), or Phyllis Schlafly discovered feminism (ready to draft women into the armed forces), or Francis Schaeffer discovered “secular humanism” (as the death rattle of the West), or Jerry Falwell discovered abortion (as murder). Steve Bannon’s discovery of Islam as the main threat to America came a little too late for FitzGerald to include, but it has picked up heavy support among the evangelicals she is describing.

Issues like these become, for a time, matters that even the less godly may get concerned about. This can give the more fervent evangelicals a giddy sense of acceptance. In 1979, the year Jerry Falwell founded the Moral Majority, the television faith healer Pat Robertson effused: “We have, together with the Protestants and the Catholics, enough votes to run the country. And when the people say, ‘We’ve had enough,’ we are going to take over.” Falwell himself hoped to add conservative Jews to the ranks, and said, “We are fighting a holy war, and this time we are going to win.”

Recently we have had other such flashpoints—over “religious freedom” (the right to discriminate on religious grounds against other people’s constitutional rights), or same-sex marriage, or transgenderism. But the most successful current issue has been the opposition to abortion—FitzGerald notes that state legislatures have passed or proposed three hundred bills to limit access to abortion between 2011 and 2016. The hope of repealing Roe v. Wade with a new Supreme Court justice helped prompt 81 percent of evangelicals to vote in 2016 for an irreligious lecher as president.

FitzGerald is good at describing these high-profile engagements in The Evangelicals. She observes the niceties that divide different factions in the biblical camp. She notes that some of the people she calls evangelicals don’t want to be called that. Fundamentalists don’t necessarily support the religious right. Certain Pentecostalists don’t want to be confused with Charismatics, and vice versa. Southern Baptists veer off in different directions under different leaders. By trying to preserve a diplomatic objectivity as an observer, FitzGerald has to confess that “this book is not a taxonomy.” She nonetheless uses “evangelical” as a conveniently vague term for most kinds of revivalism, while diplomatically recognizing even small-bore turf battles.

But she makes one astounding error of taxonomy. She doesn’t include black churches in a study of evangelicals. She “omits the history of African American churches” because “their religious traditions are not the same as those of white evangelicals.” Who are these white evangelicals she is talking about? Some white evangelicals were abolitionists while others were defending slavery. It is hard to deny that many if not most black churches are evangelical in style. They have preachers credentialed by enthusiastic congregations, outcries during the sermon (“Tell it!”), proclamatory music, and cyclic intensities.

In fact, in an earlier book, Cities on a Hill (1981), a study of four different “visionary communities” in America, FitzGerald said that preachers like Martin Luther King Jr. gave Jerry Falwell warrant to give up his own earlier separatism as “false prophecy.” Many black churches have agreed with white evangelicals in condemning abortion and homosexuality. There are black religious conservatives as well as liberals, or a mix of both. There have been hugely successful outliers like Father Divine (1876–1965) and Reverend Ike (1935–2009) whom it would be misleading to label as simply conservative or simply liberal; but they were certainly evangelical.

Reverend Ike called his following “the do-it-yourself” church, and the whole evangelical enterprise could adopt that as a slogan. Evangelicalism is a bottom-up religiosity as opposed to a top-down one. It prefers the improvised over the prescribed, spontaneity over tradition, experience over expertise, emotion over slower religious reasonings. Ronald Knox said, “The Evangelical is always an experimentalist.” Evangelicals are suspicious of establishment, liturgy, elaborated creeds, and standardized piety.

Evangelicalism tends to break out of any single denomination—think of the preachers from various bodies at Cane Ridge. It is fissiparous even in its most favorable environments—think of Methodism branching into the Disciples of Christ, the Holiness Movement, the African Methodist Episcopal Church. (Whitefield, it should be remembered, was an ordained Anglican.) Evangelicalism is a style—Mark Noll calls it a “value system.” It can affect even some “high church” bodies or members. There are Pentecostalists among Roman Catholics. (Phyllis Schlafly, it should be remembered, was a Catholic, as Kellyanne Conway and Steve Bannon are. Bannon showed his allegiance in his 2014 Skype address to the Institute for Human Dignity at the Vatican.)

Given this description of evangelical style, two things should be noticed. America is, or likes to think of itself as, a “do-it-yourself democracy.” Many of the traits I have been listing are ones Americans will fancy themselves as embodying (or wanting to). People who hit the sawdust trail are working a kind of do-it-yourself salvation. The credentialing by the people is what all presidents claim. No wonder Noll thinks of evangelical religion (despite its roots in Wesley’s England) as native to America, as giving America its most recognizable God. Calvin said God “elects” his chosen ones. In America we choose to elect our leaders. The crowd credentials the preacher. Historians rightly observe that our national political conventions have borrowed elements from revivals.

A second thing to notice is how many of the traits I have listed would be ascribed by his voters to Donald Trump. He too presented himself as opposed to elites, to the academic and political and journalistic establishments, even (for a brief lying while) to banks and special-interest lobbying. He is spontaneous and improvising—“telling it like it is” in his supporters’ eyes. He feels so credentialed by his crowds that he cannot even conceive that more people voted for the establishment candidate than for his own “authentic” ticket—he will no doubt go to his grave thinking that any votes against him were rigged.

Trump has a style that seems like no style to the “proper” viewer, the “politically correct.” His antiestablishment pose could not, all by itself, make 81 percent of evangelicals vote for him. They had ancillary reasons for doing that—the hope of outlawing abortion, Hillary hate, feeling scorned by “the elite.” But his style helped ease the godly toward this godless man. They felt he was “talking their language”—little realizing that it was the language of Father Divine among others, of evangelicals as tastelessly rich as Donald Trump. It is the “tastelessly” that assures them he is no snob. As Fran Lebowitz says, “He’s a poor person’s idea of a rich person”—living in a vulgar gold splendor the poor man would embrace if he had “made it.”

Trumpian populism has proved a natural fit for Steve Bannon. The films he produced celebrate populist heroes—Sarah Palin (The Undefeated, 2011), “Duck Commander” Phil Robertson (Torchbearer, 2016)—or they let spokespersons like Dick Morris, Mike Flynn, and John Bolton denounce the “elites” of the establishment—The Battle for America (2010), Generation Zero (2010), Clinton Cash (2016). Bannon even has his own version of the evangelicals’ Armageddon, one that explains the dark message of Trump’s inaugural “American carnage” speech that he worked on. Ronald Radosh says that Bannon told him, “I’m a Leninist. Lenin wanted to destroy the state, and that’s my goal too. I want to bring everything crashing down, and destroy all of today’s establishment.”

That is not quite true. Bannon thinks the establishment is crumbling on its own, which is why Trump calls everything preceding his glorious arrival a “disaster.” In Generation Zero Bannon said that a cataclysm is already in process. In two books he admires and promotes, and on which he based Generation Zero, two amateur historians, William Strauss and Neil Howe, argued that each country gets four cataclysmic “turnings” when the status quo falls apart and a new order has to be invented or imposed. America has used up three of its turnings (the Revolution, the Civil War, the Great Depression) and its last has already begun. “The end is near.” No wonder Trump can disregard experts in places like the State Department—their demise is being taken care of by history.

Trump has been accused of being drawn to Alex Jones–style conspiratorial theories. Bannon assures him it is something grander than that. They are instruments of a great historical destiny. A do-it-yourself politics like the do-it-yourself religion of the evangelicals is the only thing to rely on in the crash of our ultimate turning. It looks less and less odd that 81 percent of evangelicals voted for Trump. They know what End Time sermons look like.

Given these apocalyptic developments in the time between FitzGerald’s finishing her book and its publication, there is a certain wry poignancy to her final pages. She drops hints (hopes?) that the cycle of periodic revivals may have finally exhausted itself. She says that the evangelicals’ numbers are declining, that they no longer have national leaders or organization. Millennials, “the largest of all living generations,” are not drawn to their preachers. Does that mean that we may not have to ask, in the future, “Where did these people come from”?

Not hardly.

*
See Mark A. Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (Oxford University Press, 2002). ↩
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