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EREWHON

SAMUEL BUTLER (1835–1902) was the son of a clergyman. He was educated at Shrewsbury and St John’s College Cambridge and, after a disagreement with his father about his choice of career, left England to become a sheep farmer in New Zealand, where he stayed until 1864. On his return to England, he took up residence in Clifford’s Inn where he stayed until his death. He began to study painting and worked at it for ten years, exhibiting occasionally at the Royal Academy. In 1872 he anonymously published Erewhon which was based on the letters he wrote to his father from New Zealand. This was followed by The Fair Haven, an attack on the Resurrection, making clear the religious scepticism which had turned Butler against a career in the church.

In the years that followed, Butler wrote several works attacking contemporary scientific ideas, in particular Darwin’s theory of natural selection. In 1881 he began to write books on art and travel, the first of these being Alps and Sanctuaries of Piedmont and the Canton Ticino. Around this time, he was also experimenting with musical composition and collaborated with Festing Jones on the oratorio entitled Narcissus. An interest in Homer led him to write lively translations of The Iliad and The Odyssey and he formed the theory that these two works were written by a woman. Butler’s partly autobiographical work The Way of All Flesh was the result of many years’ labour and appeared posthumously in 1903.

PETER MUDPORD is a reader in English at Birkbeck College, London University.
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INTRODUCTION

Erewhon has its place among those works of literature which in the absence of high imagination are preserved because they contain thought, freshness and originality. Butler’s power as a debunker of emotional and religious hypocrisy projects itself through the façade of the conservative Englishman: a combination still capable of alienating and appealing to his readers. Paradoxical as a social figure, he is no less so as a stylist. Not sardonic enough to be the court-fool, he was too serious only to play the buffoon. In his practice of inverting as well as inventing epigrams he combined complaisance of tone with earnestness of intention, but both were used as weapons against the unthinking acceptance of ideas and attitudes, which Butler regarded as the arch-enemy in life, and the greatest insult the reader could pay to the writer. As his critics were quick to observe, he succeeded in alienating his public; but that was part of his idiosyncratic integrity, and provides a further reason for his survival. The case of Samuel Butler contains many oddities; but not the least is that this middle-class gentleman of independent means deeply influenced the thought of George Bernard Shaw, and developed a literary technique now associated with Bertolt Brecht.

Erewhon is not either in form or content a conventional novel. It originated in a series of articles which Butler wrote for the New Zealand paper, The Press, during his time as a sheep-farmer between the years of 1860 and 1864. His emigration was brought about by his decision not to follow his father’s footsteps into the Church, and his rejection of the other traditional careers which opened out from his education at Shrewsbury and Cambridge. The liberalization of his mind was hastened in New Zealand by his reading of Darwin’s Origin of Species, which had been published in 1859. This did not merely confirm his renunciation of the Christian religion in which he had been strictly brought up, but made him determined to spread what he saw as the new doctrine of evolution. Characteristically, he chose to do so in a light-hearted manner. The resulting articles, ‘Darwin among the Machines’, ‘The Mechanical Creation’, ‘Lucubratio Ebria’ (a drunken lucubration), formed the basis of ‘The Book of Machines’ in Erewhon when it came to be written some ten years later.

In the meanwhile he had sold his successful sheep-run and come back to England, where he attempted to train himself as a painter at Hatherley’s Art School. His views on crime, religious hypocrisy and family life had also been formed, and persisted in engaging his attention. He had, it was clear, the makings of a collection of essays, conceived in his own fresh and satirical style. But he was still a long way from writing a novel which would demand cohesion and a talent for creating imaginary characters. He chose to solve the problem by setting his ideas in the context of the one fictional genre which was not rigorous in either respect – the book of imaginary travels. The land of ‘nowhere’ gave him the context to play with his ideas as he wished – where a more serious anthology would have directed attention in quite the wrong way to their deliberate and sustained illogicalities.

Anyone who takes a look at A First Year in Canterbury Settlement, an account of Butler’s first year in New Zealand, and then compares it with Erewhon, will begin to feel the distinctive way in which his mind works. Much in the first five chapters of Erewhon is derived from the landscape around Butler’s sheep-run at Mesopotamia, and the route taken by Higgs into Erewhon is faithful to the actual landscape. In both, Butler demonstrates a keen and uncluttered eye for detailed observation, and the craft to evoke the feeling of a land in which the practical aims of the settler are tempered by a romantic appreciation of the lonely and the solemn. Lucidity in description goes hand in hand with evenness of narration, making a fine overture from these opening chapters of Erewhon. Disclosing none of the work’s major themes, it succeeds in compelling the reader to want to explore the mysterious land on the farther side of the mountains.

Once over the range, the evocation of English colonial life in New Zealand gives way abruptly to a landscape and people derived from Butler’s love of Northern Italy, and the paintings of Giorgione, Bellini and Salvator Rosa. His use of discontinuity is at one level clever; it induces a sense of having arrived somewhere different; but it also dislocates, in this case, the reader’s involvement – a weakness which Swift always succeeds in avoiding. The lack of sufficient artistry is unfortunately made more noticeable by the succeeding account of Higgs’s affair with his jailer’s daughter, Yram. Butler’s writing is always especially impoverished when dealing with the relationships between men and women. His own fear of women caused perhaps an imaginative debility, and a distasteful attempt at titillation.

But the standards of emotional depth and psychological compulsiveness which might be applied to the ordinary novel are not the best or the right ones for Erewhon. The success and limitations of Butler’s achievement can more fairly be seen through a consideration of the attitudes and ideas which Higgs encounters, and the various narrative strands of which the work is composed. The first have interesting historical antecedents and parallels; and I shall deal with them first.

Erewhon combines elements from the tradition of Utopian fiction with that of the imaginary voyage. Butler modifies the tradition of each. In Swift’s account of Gulliver’s travels the directness of the narrative style convinces the reader of the probability of the incidents of the voyage, while leaving no doubt that Gulliver’s adventures in Lilliput, Brobdingnag or the land of the Houyhnhnms are intended as an ironic comment on the political, social and personal vices of human life. Gulliver’s travels reflect the quest for self and social knowledge; and the device of the voyage is an integral part of the narrative’s significance, as well as the means by which the satirist chooses to position and distance his ‘mirror’. In Erewhon the mountain-range serves this last purpose adequately, but the significance of the journey is limited. Higgs, as a colonial settler, is affected by the ambition to make money from sheep-farming, and the hope of finding gold in new and unexplored parts of the land. When deserted by his guide, Chowbok, he determines to go on alone because life would be ‘no longer valuable if I were to have seen so great a prize and refused to grasp at the possible profits therefrom’. The motive of fame and fortune can be handled in a large and significant manner as one knows from Fielding’s Tom Jones or Dickens’s Great Expectations; but the lack of emotional depth in Butler’s presentation of Higgs tends to emphasize the profit motive, reinforcing our view of him as a middle-class hero, seeking something to exploit. He is by virtue of this a smaller figure than Swift’s Gulliver. But once Higgs has arrived in Erewhon the interest in economic exploitation disappears (until the book’s final chapter); and that other central element of the picaresque tradition, the love romance, is introduced. Yram is abandoned for Arowhena; and Higgs is in the end duly married to her. The precedents in Fielding or Defoe, in Ariosto or Lucian, recede far into the literary past. But the marriage here remains one of social convenience rather than passion or sacrament. It lacks the blood of an important event.

But in his treatment of the other Erewhonians, Butler’s combination of the picaresque and Utopian is more successful. The men are strong and handsome, the women beautiful, the children numerous and merry. Higgs’s visitors in prison delight him with their simplicity, unconsciousness of self, and kindly, genial manners. The inns on the way to the metropolis are clean and comfortable, the food good and well cooked. The Nosnibors live in a house which is a mixture of a wealthy Roman’s at Pompeii and a Renaissance palazzo. In their way of life, too, the Erewhonians prove certain moral strengths. They see that criminals require straightening, not mere imprisonment. Their society is not ridden by competitiveness, ambition, or greed, their environment uncluttered and uncontaminated by the presence of machines. On the other hand, the presence of inhuman and hypocritical elements in the Erewhonian character limits any notion of this as heaven on earth. But that is one of the touchstones of Butler’s work. He combines Utopianism with a satire upon the Erewhonians themselves which reflects human humbug and lack of logic. In simultaneously developing the tradition of More and Swift he implicitly asserts the importance of sceptical revaluation.

Erewhon includes to a lesser degree two other elements from the tradition of the imaginary journey. The theme of solitude, associated with Robinson Crusoe, is modified here by the feeling of the intervening romantic movement. The loneliness that does not mentally disturb Crusoe, but which plays an important part in the romantic notion of solitude, also influences the early part of Erewhon. After his desertion by Chowbok, Higgs recounts: ‘The horrors of solitude had now fairly possessed me, and so dazed was I and chilled, and woebegone, that I could lay hold of no idea firmly amid the crowd of fancies that kept wandering in upon my brain.’ This aspect of the imaginary journey, capable of powerful development, is dropped, however, once Higgs has come into contact with Yram and learned to speak Erewhonian, which, as he points out, he does with remarkable speed.

The second element, present in a more oblique but interesting manner, is that of the marvellous and the fantastic, which predominated in the medieval romance and links the imaginary journey to the dream vision. Butler introduces this through the mysteriousness of the mountain range, and the fear that the mention of it can arouse in the natives. He develops it through the malevolence of the Erewhonian statues, and the terrible moaning sounds they emit, which Chowbok himself first imitates. The strangeness of this other world is further endorsed by the Erewhonian resentment at the sight of Higgs’s watch, and their anger at his catching a cold. Here, of course, the fantasy has become part of the immediate satire, but it nevertheless remains as an undercurrent in this topsy-turvy world where logic of action and belief scarcely exist. For the sake of his satire, and his desire to manipulate ideas, Butler maintains a tight control over the fantastic, but its presence is part of the book’s total effect.

The separation of these narrative elements runs the risk of making Erewhon appear a more literary work than Butler would have admitted. He strongly resisted the idea that he was influenced by other men of letters. But it serves to interpret his narrative skill. On these various strands he imposes his unity of tone and design – by no means perfect in its artistry, but still an original and lively achievement. He demonstrates often a sureness of touch in handling the context of his ideas which Aldous Huxley, with his far greater intellect, did not unfortunately always achieve. Butler’s ideas are woven into Higgs’s narrative of exploration; and the pleasures of each are quickened by Butler’s irony and clear-sightedness, leavened in turn by his humour.

The work is less mordant than The Way of All Flesh; but that too is in keeping with the delicate balance Butler is preserving between pleasantry and seriousness, in comments like the following: ‘I should perplex myself and the reader by endeavouring to follow the ingenious perversity of all they said.’ There is a characteristic combination of shrewd humour and inventiveness here which works in the service of an intended irony. But this same inventiveness works against Butler’s effect at times. It leads him to send up conventional attitudes by standing them on their heads; and then send them up standing on their heads too! The inevitable reaction to this is exasperation; and the limitation of such a response is most deeply felt when the argument could and should be most involving, for example, in the consideration of crime and punishment. The young man accused of having a consumption is told: ‘The more you had been found guiltless of the crime imputed to you, the more you would have been found guilty of one hardly less heinous – I mean the crime of having been maligned unjustly.’ Butler’s determination that the reader shall not fall into the error of ‘receiving’ any ideas from him also deprives the reader of a response that he can call coherent. If we see an embryonic alienation technique at work here, it is only one with a sceptical philosophy to justify it.

The nature of Butler’s achievement is made even clearer by a comparison with Shaw. When Tanner advances his arguments (and the play’s action) in Act One of Man and Superman, it is always to take up some new and unexpected position, or to parry a thrust from a new quarter. Tanner is much too self-assured to explode his own arguments except when that suits him too. Exasperation with Shaw depends on being outwitted by him; with Butler in watching him outwit himself. This is perhaps another way of saying that Shaw’s egocentricity saved him from a certain half-heartedness which, in spite of Butler’s originality, weakens his impact. His belief in quiet self-possession and dignified ease, good looks, good ancestors, good health and a cheerful bank-balance form an uneasy alliance with his radical views on marriage, family, religion, morality, respectability and habit. Unlike Philoctetes, Butler never really knew where he was wounded – or if he did he was sufficiently English to prefer to conceal it. This, in itself, imposed limits on what he as a literary artist could achieve.

The land of Erewhon is used by Butler as a background against which to discuss ideas that interest him. These ideas bear the unmistakable imprint of the conflicts in Butler’s time, and his personal response to them. Sometimes the end to which these ideas are put is satiric; at others, not. In reviewing their interest now, Butler’s tone, which changes quickly and often, can easily be distorted; but the problem is lessened if they themselves are seen in their late nineteenth-century context.

In The Way of All Flesh Butler concentrates on the flaws and limitations in family relationships, especially as these are influenced by the command to ‘honour thy father and mother’. In Erewhon it is attitudes, not relationships, that come under surveillance; and the range taken in is wide. All reflect in their various ways the one common enemy: blind adherence to attitudes inculcated in childhood or handed down from past generations. The destruction of machines in Erewhon, for example, has taken place after a philosopher’s prophecy that machines will in the end supersede the human race, and that ‘we will in the end rank no higher in comparison with them, than the beasts of the field with ourselves’. His argument is countered only by the contention on the part of another philosopher that machines must merely be thought of as ‘extracorporeal limbs’ – a means to extend our power over the environment. But the influence of the Darwinian prevails. Butler exemplifies through this parable the power of one man not merely to alter human history, but to exercise a binding influence over the thought of future generations. The Erewhonians do not question Higgs’s criminality in possessing a watch, although they themselves have no experience of mechanical civilization.

Butler’s particular ideas also contain a strong local significance within this general framework. His attempt to apply the idea of Darwinian evolution to the machines, and to extend the relevance of the survival of the fittest from the biological to the mechanical, reflects not merely the influence of Darwin’s theory but a wide-spread fear about the nature of progress in mid-nineteenth century industrial society. John Stuart Mill had written: ‘It is questionable if all the mechanical invention yet made has lightened the day’s toil of any human being.’ Carlyle had fulminated against the age of machinery ‘in every absurd and inward sense of the word’. Arnold had decried the besetting danger of our faith in machinery, and George Moore was to proclaim some ten years after Erewhon that the world was dying of it. Butler’s ‘Book of Machines’ takes its place, then, in a long tradition of protest against the new mechanical age; but again its Darwinian framework effects an alteration of emphasis which is best felt in relation to the work’s historical context.

When the Origin of Species was published in 1859 it brought to a head more than half a century of conflict over the limits of scientific inquiry in determining ‘truth’. Battle had been done on two main grounds. In theology the tradition of Biblical Criticism, set in motion by Niebuhr at the turn of the century, had accumulated evidence against the historical accuracy of the Old and New Testaments; this had had deeply unsettling effects on orthodox belief in the Bible as the unassailable word of God. In particular, works such as Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu, translated by George Eliot in 1846, had brought intellectual doubt into the forefront of Christian controversy. Butler himself was influenced by this movement, and made a typically equivocal contribution to it the year after Erewhon in The Fair Haven.

The influence of sceptical inquiry on theology had been complemented by the advances of scientific knowledge, especially in geology. In 1797 James Hutton had asserted the apparently limitless age of the earth against the traditional teaching of the Church that it only dated back to 4004 B.C. Sir Charles Lyell, in his Principles of Geology, published thirty years later, had adduced massive evidence for the earth’s evolution over countless millennia. To this the Origin had added the evidence for organic evolution, and a theory as to the means by which it had occurred. At the same time it finally established the supremacy of scientific fact over ecclesiastical assertion in matters where the Church had previously claimed to preach the absolute truth.

The appearance of the Origin at a time when Biblical criticism was making inroads on traditional doctrine gave a special kind of authority to sceptical inquiry at this time, which is reflected in the intellectual tenor of Butler’s book. Its presence is to be felt in two ways. The analogy with Darwinian evolution in the ‘Book of Machines’ marks the impact of a theory which had done much to upset belief in a kindly Providence, and had provided a framework for thought about how Life had evolved in the past, and might be expected to evolve in the future. But Butler does not allow the matter to rest with the analogy. He makes it clear that the danger of a new and creative idea consists in the tendency for it to harden into a popular orthodoxy, accepted without question or scrutiny.

The Erewhonians are a meek and long-suffering people, easily led by the nose, and quick to offer up common sense at the shrine of logic, when a philosopher arises among them, who carries them away through his reputation for especial learning, or by convincing them that their existing institutions are not based on the strictest principles of morality.

This has led them to ‘cut their throats in the matter of machinery’. Conversely, if they ‘smell a rat about the precincts of a cherished institution, they will always stop their noses to it if they can’. His irony here is the product of that scepticism which was nurtured by the pressure of nineteenth-century thought against received beliefs of many kinds. But his scepticism does not deprive his positive arguments against a machinedominated civilization of their force. It falls, in fact, far short of that acceptance of the relative nature of all truth which is to be found by the turn of the century in the Philosophical Essays of Bertrand Russell.

Here, again, Butler proves himself representative of a time when it was still common to accept the rightness of sceptical inquiry, and simultaneously assert the existence of some inviolable and unassailable truth for the individual. What Pater described in Marius the Epicurean as a ‘spirit of religious veneration for life’ remained in various forms a preoccupation for Butler in both his fictional and his non-fictional works. Practically, he demonstrated it in his concern for the relationship between man and machines; philosophically, he expressed it in passages like the following from the end of the chapter entitled ‘Arowhena’:

I have since met with many very godly people who have had a great knowledge of divinity, but no sense of the divine; and again, I have seen a radiance upon the face of those worshipping the divine either in art or nature – in picture or statue – in field or cloud or sea – in man, woman, or child – which I have never seen kindled by any talking about the nature and attributes of God. Mention but the word divinity and our sense of the divine is clouded.

A rebel against the letter but not the spirit of Christianity, Butler devoted a great deal of time in the 1880s to an attempt at the refutation of Darwin’s theory for the purpose of asserting the existence of the divine in the nature of life. On the one hand he saw a world of chance and blindness, the world of Darwin; on the other, a world of living faith for the individual in some divine spark within him. The appreciation of Butler’s style depends on a recognition of its sceptical framework, and the positive viewpoints being asserted – often lightly – within it. Without commenting on the relevance of Butler’s ideas now, such an approach extends the interest of him as a writer of his time.

A healthy irreverence blows through the pages of Erewhon which for the most part remains as fresh as it was ninety years ago. Butler can see – and Shaw was to take up this point much more elaborately – that ‘if the love of money is the root of all evil, the want of it is so quite as truly’. He can recognize the deficiencies of our educational system in a way that echoes the argument, if not the tone, of many student objections of the present:

No doubt the marvellous development of journalism in England, as also the fact that our seats of learning aim rather at fostering mediocrity than anything higher, is due to our subconscious recognition of the fact that it is even more necessary to check exuberance of mental development than to encourage it.

And in the coinage of the Musical Banks he not only challenges the false consolations of religion based on the desire to appear respectable, but the symbolic value of money as a sacred cow whose hold over the feelings is powerful and corrupt. But Butler’s satire here, as elsewhere, is tempered by an acceptance of the important part played by luck in human affairs; this acts to restrain any absolute condemnation – and so ought by implication to encourage moderation or compassion.

In this, however, the Erewhonians are deficient beyond a limited point. They can see that an embezzler needs the help of a straightener; but their treatment of the young man with consumption is obviously barbaric. It proves Butler’s point that there’s no real logic in human behaviour, or the institutions that are an expression of it. He succeeds in humorously revealing humbug, hypocrisy, absurdity in many human structures that were still held above suspicion; the family, the Church and the Law.

Much that Butler noticed – especially in relation to crime and mental health – has still not proved susceptible to radical cure. Nevertheless, the modern reader may feel in Butler a weakness in the kind of challenge offered. His attitude is that of a genial determination not to take even the most serious things too seriously; and the absence of angoisse can seem an offence. But our own emotional climate must not be allowed to distort completely the perspective in which Butler wrote. To the upper middle classes in the 1870s grounds existed for complacency. England had not felt the threat of any foreign foe since the defeat of Napoleon; the cult of our national heroes who had created and preserved the Empire was already established; and there seemed no reason why the progress of civilization should not lead step by step to the amelioration of all human ills. The anguish of Holy Mother Russia did not torment – for the most part – the moderate English temper. Even George Gissing, who suffered much that Butler’s proverbial good fortune saved him from, ended by accepting, as we can see from The Private Papers of Henry Ryecroft, a way of life that Butler (or Pontifex) would have found much to commend in. The lack of deep involvement in Erewhon must certainly be seen as a limitation of the kind of response it can produce; but this same absence of passion plays an important part in the work’s distinctive quality.

If we consider the ‘Book of Machines’, for instance, the absence of those environmental issues which might charge the dispute with high emotion are strikingly absent; we do not get what H. G. Wells provided in ‘When the sleeper awakes’, a vision of the majority of mankind as slaves to a perfected technology, and an environment as depersonalized as the life of machines can make it. The retrospective mode which Butler adopts relieves the work of that element of prophetic and personal fantasy which the novel of the future has to include. Butler, by cutting out the feeling and the fantasy, permits the issue to stand in a lucid perspective which highlights its interest now. This is, that the alternative views proposed by the Erewhonian philosophers have turned out to be different aspects of the same situation: the tending of machines has taken up more and more of man’s energies to the detriment of other forms of talent; and this has happened especially where those machines might best be considered as an additional limb. The energies spent on everything from domestic appliances to spaceships appear now as primary stages of man as an exomorphic creature with proportionately less time and concern for his own inner life.

Butler’s drily expressed ideas are sustained by a vigour that demands a reflective response, and are therefore connected to the central literary pleasure and value, of the education of the feelings and senses. At least this is true when he does not allow his style to become theoretical and restrains his tendency to indulge in a type of scientific speculation that now seems even further from precise writing than it did when Erewhon first appeared. In the following passage, for instance, he is groping after a theory of unconscious inheritance, which we would now define in terms of genetics:

What is to be intelligent if to know how to do what one wants to do, and to do it repeatedly, is not to be intelligent? Some say that the rose-seed does not want to grow into a rose-bush. Why, then, in the name of all that is reasonable, does it grow?

The imprecision of the thought robs the writing of its interest – although Butler must be given credit in the context of the whole novel for recognizing that environmental influences on development and habit were complemented by other inherited processes: a notion far closer to our own view of personality than that of most of his contemporaries.

The limitations of Butler’s scientific ideas (which are anyway far less apparent in Erewhon than in his non-fictional works) provide a less obvious stumbling-block for the modern reader than his veneration of the idea of the gentleman. As he puts it in The Way of all Flesh, ‘he is the most perfect saint who is also the most perfect gentleman’: in Erewhonian terms this would mean a ‘high Ydgrunite’. But to leap into an attack on Butler for his obvious social limitations – indeed to condemn him for a wilful defence of his own caste – is to miss at least part of the point: a system lacking in dogmatism, except of a personal kind, and providing an ethic which in itself does no mutual harm to those who practise it, seems to Butler a way of avoiding those inherited dogmatic beliefs, not testable by experience, on which so much human folly depends. A good deal of sense exists in this view, although it does not conceal a more personal weakness: Butler’s lack of concern with relationships – which might be considered all the more curious in the light of his praise of a behavioural ethic. This remains a permanent impoverishment of his work; but an interesting explanation of it may be derived from The Way of all Flesh. Once Ernest has succeeded in breaking the emotional and financial ties which bind him to his father, and in establishing an identity of his own, he succeeds only in producing a volume of scientific and theological essays which his publisher thinks likely to be his only significant work. It is as though the cost of evolving his personality to this extent has run through all his ‘spiritual’ reserve, and left him only the dry air of carefully distanced controversy to exist in. At least he does not evolve any further into that wider network of human relationships, in which the paternal pain may find a far more critical successor.

The absence of this demonstrates one reason why the form of the travels suits Butler’s pace and pitch well. In Erewhon event provides an alternative to exposition when Butler’s intellectual inventiveness comes to a stop. Together they make possible his combination of entertainment and provocation. But the detachment of Butler’s mind manifests itself also in an insufficient concern for the artistry of his work. The sixty pages of additional material supplied to extend the copyright do not, as might be expected, improve the work’s balance. Chapter 26 contains much that any of his readers might have known to be his opinion by reading Life and Habit. Repetitiousness in the whole body of his work constitutes a major weakness, stemming perhaps from his general neglect which magnified those self-recriminations established under the influence of a largely well-meaning but foolishly authoritarian father.

Reflection on Butler’s own case serves to reinforce the value and the limitations of the sceptical attitude which the major part of Erewhon enjoins. To have done this with good humour, vigour of style, and are engaging objectiveness that time has not worn is not a negligible achievement. One may have little incentive to remember Yram or Arowhena; but. Mr Nosnibor being flogged by his straightener serves as a permanent reminder of the darkness that often exists even in the most enlightened behaviour. Like ‘The World of the Unborn’ and ‘The World of the Machines’ it argues for the necessity of recognizing man as a primitive creature. In this may lie the best hope of avoiding destructiveness, as well as some hope of advance. Or – to put it another way – the intense dislike that Butler may arouse often provides the best possible grounds for self-suspicion!
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

The text printed here is the new and revised edition of 1901. Butler had added about sixty pages for this edition to that of 1872, as he said, ‘to secure a new lease of life – at least for the copyright’. The start of the major additions is marked by an asterisk which refers the reader to a complete list in Appendix A. This makes it possible, where desired, to read the book in its earlier form; but it has not been thought necessary to indicate also Butler’s minor excisions of ‘literary inelegancies’.

Facsimile of the title page of the
first edition of Erewhon

EREWHON

OR

OVER THE RANGE

“Τοû γàρ εἱναι δοκοῦντος ἀγαθοῦ χάριν πάντα πράττουσι πάντες.”

—ARIST. Pol.

“There is no action save upon a balance of considerations.”

—(Paraphrase).

LONDON
TRÜBNER & CO., 60 PATERNOSTER ROW
1872
[All rights reserved]


PREFACE TO FIRST EDITION

THE Author wishes it to be understood that Erewhon is pronounced as a word of three syllables, all short – thus, Ě-rě;-whŏn.


 

PREFACE TO SECOND EDITION

HAVING been enabled by the kindness of the public to get through an unusually large edition1 of Erewhon in a very short time, I have taken the opportunity of a second edition to make some necessary corrections, and to add a few passages where it struck me that they would be appropriately introduced; the passages are few, and it is my fixed intention never to touch the work again.

I may perhaps be allowed to say a word or two here in reference to The Coming Race,2 to the success of which book Erewhon has been very generally set down as due. This is a mistake, though a perfectly natural one. The fact is that Erewhon was finished, with the exception of the last twenty pages and a sentence or two inserted from time to time here and there throughout the book, before the first advertisement of The Coming Race appeared. A friend having called my attention to one of the first of these advertisements, and suggesting that it probably referred to a work of similar character to my own, I took Erewhon to a well-known firm of publishers on the 1st of May 1871, and left it in their hands for consideration.3 I then went abroad, and on learning that the publishers alluded to declined the MS., I let it alone for six or seven months, and, being in an out-of-the-way part of Italy, never saw a single review of The Coming Race, nor a copy of the work. On my return, I purposely avoided looking into it until I had sent back my last revises to the printer. Then I had much pleasure in reading it, but was indeed surprised at the many little points of similarity between the two books, in spite of their entire independence of one another.4

I regret that reviewers have in some cases been inclined to treat the chapters on Machines as an attempt to reduce Mr Darwin’s theory to an absurdity. Nothing could be further from my intention, and few things would be more distasteful to me than any attempt to laugh at Mr Darwin; but I must own that I have myself to thank for the misconception, for I felt sure that my intention would be missed, but preferred not to weaken the chapters by explanation, and knew very well that Mr Darwin’s theory would take no harm. The only question in my mind was how far I could afford to be misrepresented as laughing at that for which I have the most profound admiration.5 I am surprised, however, that the book at which such an example of the specious misuse of analogy would seem most naturally levelled should have occurred to no reviewer; neither shall I mention the name of the book here, though I should fancy that the hint given will suffice.6

I have been held by some whose opinions I respect to have denied men’s responsibility for their actions. He who does this is an enemy who deserves no quarter. I should have imagined that I had been sufficiently explicit, but have made a few additions to the chapter on Malcontents, which will, I think, serve to render further mistake impossible.

An anonymous correspondent (by the handwriting presumably a clergyman) tells me that in quoting from the Latin grammar I should at any rate have done so correctly, and that I should have written ‘agricolas’ instead of ‘agricolæ;’. He added something about any boy in the fourth form, &c., &c., which I shall not quote, but which made me very uncomfortable. It may be said that I must have misquoted from design, from ignorance, or by a slip of the pen; but surely in these days it will be recognized as harsh to assign limits to the all-embracing boundlessness of truth, and it will be more reasonably assumed that each of the three possible causes of misquotation must have had its share in the apparent blunder. The art of writing things that shall sound right and yet be wrong has made so many reputations, and affords comfort to such a large number of readers, that I could not venture to neglect it; the Latin grammar, however, is a subject on which some of the younger members of the community feel strongly, so I have now written ‘agricolas.’ I have also parted with the word ‘infortuniam’ (though not without regret), but have not dared to meddle with other similar inaccuracies.

For the inconsistencies in the book, and I am aware that there are not a few, I must ask the indulgence of the reader. The blame, however, lies chiefly with the Erewhonians themselves, for they were really a very difficult people to understand. The most glaring anomalies seemed to afford them no intellectual inconvenience; neither, provided they did not actually see the money dropping out of their pockets, nor suffer immediate physical pain, would they listen to any arguments as to the waste of money and happiness which their folly caused them. But this had an effect of which I have little reason to complain, for I was allowed almost to call them lifelong self-deceivers to their faces, and they said it was quite true, but that it did not matter.

I must not conclude without expressing my most sincere thanks to my critics and to the public for the leniency and consideration with which they have treated my adventures.

June 9, 1872


 

PREFACE

MR GRANT RICHARDS1 wishes me to say a few words about the genesis of the work, a revised and enlarged edition of which he is herewith laying before the public. I therefore place on record as much as I can remember on this head after a lapse of more than thirty years.

The first part of Erewhon written was an article headed ‘Darwin among the Machines,’ and signed Cellarius. It was written in the Upper Rangitata district of the Canterbury Province (as it then was) of New Zealand, and appeared at Christ-church in the Press newspaper, June 13, 1863. A copy of this article is indexed under my books in the British Museum catalogue. In passing, I may say that the opening chapters of Erewhon were also drawn from the Upper Rangitata district, with such modifications as I found convenient.

A second article on the same subject as the one just referred to appeared in the Press shortly after the first, but I have no copy. It treated Machines from a different point of view, and was the basis of pp. 270–274 of the present edition of Erewhon. This view ultimately led me to the theory I put forward in Life and Habit, published in November 1877. I have put a bare outline of this theory (which I believe to be quite sound) into the mouth of an Erewhonian philosopher in Chapter XXVII of this book.

In 1865 I rewrote and enlarged ‘Darwin among the Machines’ for the Reasoner, a paper published in London by Mr G. J. Holyoake. It appeared July 1, 1865, under the heading, ‘The Mechanical Creation,’ and can be seen in the British Museum. I again rewrote and enlarged it, till it assumed the form in which it appeared in the first edition of Erewhon.

The next part of Erewhon that I wrote was the ‘World of the Unborn’ a preliminary form of which was sent to Mr Holyoake’s paper, but as I cannot find it among those copies of the Reasoner that are in the British Museum, I conclude that it was not accepted. I have, however, rather a strong fancy that it appeared in some London paper of the same character as the Reasoner, not very long after July 1, 1865, but I have no copy.

I also wrote about this time the substance of what ultimately became the Musical Banks, and the trial of a man for being in a consumption. These four detached papers were, I believe, all that was written of Erewhon before 1870. Between 1865 and 1870 I wrote hardly anything, being hopeful of attaining that success as a painter which it has not been vouchsafed me to attain,2 but in the autumn of 1870, just as I was beginning to get occasionally hung at Royal Academy exhibitions, my friend, the late Sir F. N. (then Mr) Broome, suggested to me that I should add somewhat to the articles I had already written, and string them together into a book.3 I was rather fired by the idea, but as I only worked at the MS. on Sundays it was some months before I had completed it.

I see from my second Preface that I took the book to Messrs Chapman & Hall May 1, 1871, and on their rejection of it, under the advice of one who has attained the highest rank among living writers,4 I let it sleep, till I took it to Mr Trübner early in 1872. As regards its rejection by Messrs Chapman & Hall, I believe their reader advised them quite wisely. They told me he reported that it was a philosophical work, little likely to be popular with a large circle of readers. I hope that if I had been their reader, and the book had been submitted to myself, I should have advised them to the same effect.

Erewhon appeared with the last day or two of March 1872.1 attribute its unlooked-for success mainly to two early favourable reviews – the first in the Pall Mall Gazette of April 12, and the second in the Spectator of April 20. There was also another cause. I was complaining once to a friend that though Erewhon had met with such a warm reception, my subsequent books had been all of them practically still-born. He said, ‘You forget one charm that Erewhon had, but which none of your other books can have.’ I asked what? and was answered, ‘The sound of a new voice, and of an unknown voice.’

The first edition of Erewhon sold in about three weeks; I had not taken moulds, and as the demand was strong, it was set up again immediately. I made a few unimportant alterations and additions, and added a Preface, of which I cannot say that I am particularly proud, but an inexperienced writer with a head somewhat turned by unexpected success is not to be trusted with a preface. I made a few further very trifling alterations before moulds were taken, but since the summer of 1872, as new editions were from time to time wanted, they have been printed from stereos then made.

Having now, I fear, at too great length done what Mr Richards wished, I should like to add a few words on my own account. I am still fairly well satisfied with those parts of Erewhon that were repeatedly rewritten, but from those that had only a single writing I would gladly cut out some forty or fifty pages if I could.

This, however, may not be, for the copyright will probably expire in a little over twelve years. It was necessary, therefore, to revise the book throughout for literary inelegancies – of which I found many more than I had expected – and also to make such substantial additions as should secure a new lease of life – at any rate for the copyright.5 If, then, instead of cutting out, say fifty pages, I have been compelled to add about sixty invitâ Minervâ – the blame rests neither with Mr Richards nor with me, but with the copyright laws.6 Nevertheless I can assure the reader that, though I have found it an irksome task to take up work which I thought I had got rid of thirty years ago, and much of which I am ashamed of, I have done my best to make the new matter savour so much of the better portions of the old, that none but the best critics shall perceive at what places the gaps of between thirty and forty years occur.

Lastly, if my readers note a considerable difference between the literary technique of Erewhon and that of Erewhon Revisited, I would remind them that, as I have just shown, Erewhon took something like ten years in writing, and even so was written with great difficulty, while Erewhon Revisited was written easily between November 1900 and the end of April 1901. There is no central idea underlying Erewhon, whereas the attempt to realise the effect of a single supposed great miracle dominates the whole of its successor. In Erewhon there was hardly any story, and little attempt to give life and individuality to the characters; I hope that in Erewhon Revisited both these defects have been in great measure avoided. Erewhon was not an organic whole, Erewhon Revisited may fairly claim to be one. Nevertheless, though in literary workmanship I do not doubt that this last-named book is an improvement on the first, I shall be agreeably surprised if I am not told that Erewhon, with all its faults, is the better reading of the two.



	August 7,1901

	SAMUEL BUTLER
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CHAPTER I

WASTE LANDS

IF the reader will excuse me, I will say nothing of my antecedents, nor of the circumstances which led me to leave my native country; the narrative would be tedious to him and painful to myself. Suffice it, that when I left home it was with the intention of going to some new colony, and either finding, or even perhaps purchasing, waste crown-land suitable for cattle or sheep farming, by which means I thought that I could better my fortunes more rapidly than in England.

It will be seen that I did not succeed in my design, and that however much I may have met with what was new and strange, I have been unable to reap any pecuniary advantage.

It is true, I imagine myself to have made a discovery which, if I can be the first to profit by it, will bring me a recompense beyond all money computation, and secure me a position such as has not been attained by more than some fifteen or sixteen persons, since the creation of the universe. But to this end I must possess myself of a considerable sum of money: neither do I know how to get it, except by interesting the public in my story, and inducing the charitable to come forward and assist me. With this hope I now publish my adventures; but I do so with great reluctance, for I fear that my story will be doubted unless I tell the whole of it; and yet I dare not do so, lest others with more means than mine should get the start of me. I prefer the risk of being doubted to that of being anticipated, and have therefore concealed my destination on leaving England, as also the point from which I began my more serious and difficult journey.

My chief consolation lies in the fact that truth bears its own impress, and that my story will carry conviction by reason of the internal evidences for its accuracy. No one who is himself honest will doubt my being so.1

I reached my destination in one of the last months of 1868, but I dare not mention the season, lest the reader should gather in which hemisphere I was. The colony was one which had not been opened up even to the most adventurous settlers for more than eight or nine years, having been previously uninhabited, save by a few tribes of savages who frequented the seaboard. The part known to Europeans consisted of a coast-line about eight hundred miles in length (affording three or four good harbours), and a tract of country extending inland for a space varying from two to three hundred miles, until it reached the offshoots of an exceedingly lofty range of mountains, which could be seen from far out upon the plains, and were covered with perpetual snow. The coast was perfectly well known both north and south of the tract to which I have alluded, but in neither direction was there a single
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