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The British philosopher and freewheeling intellectual John Gray is in serious danger of making philosophy exciting and fun to read. “The Immortalization Commission” opens with an 1874 séance attended by Charles Darwin, Francis Galton and George Eliot; a few pages later we are introduced to the Society for Psychical Research, which counted William James, Henri Bergson, John Ruskin, Alfred, Lord Tennyson and W. E. Gladstone among its members. The central concern driving the many supernatural investigations of these luminaries was the not inconsequential question of whether life exists after death.

James, as rigorous a man of science as early-20th-century America produced, was an active member of the society. Gray relates a scene from a clinic in Rome in 1901, in which he waits in a nearby room for a telepathic message from his dying friend F. W. H. Myers. James “sank down on a chair by the open door, his notebook on his knees, pen in hand, ready to take down the message with his usual methodical exactitude,” Gray writes. After Myers’s death, James “was still sitting leaning back in his chair, his hands over his face, his open notebook on his knees. The page was blank.”

The first section of the book, “Cross-­Correspondences,” is largely concerned with the moral philosopher and economist Henry Sidgwick, and his conviction that in the absence of an eternal soul the life “of every normal man is reduced to hopeless anarchy.” But the story does not end with Sidgwick, who died in 1900. Psychical investigations — which most often involved the analysis of “scripts” from the next world produced through so-called automatic writing — were conducted and discussed by dozens of the great intellects of the first half of the 20th century, including Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, William Butler Yeats, Ezra Pound, Aldous Huxley and André Breton. Perhaps the most bizarre notion to arise from this “research” was one prominent cell’s plan to give birth to a messiah child, “a Great Incarnation of Divine Effulgence,” who was already communicating messages to her chosen mother from the otherworld.

The second part of the book, “God-Builders,” begins: “In September 1920, at the suggestion of the writer Maxim Gorky and with a letter from Lenin in his pocket, H. G. Wells arrived in Russia.” Years earlier, Wells had proposed an ambitious program, in which “an intelligent few — scientists, engineers, aviators, commissars — could seize control of evolution and lead the species to a better future” and “eventually, humans would become like gods.” Wells’s great fantasies charged the batteries of mystically inclined intellectuals like Madame Blavatsky, G. I. Gurdjieff, P. D. Ouspensky and especially Gorky, a celebrated writer on friendly terms with Chekhov, Tolstoy and Lenin. Like Sidgwick before him, Gorky was convinced that the human personality, which he believed to produce “thought-energy,” was eternal, and essentially interwoven with the fabric of the universe. Unlike Sidgwick, Gorky believed that humans could evolve into “gods” and eventually influence the development of the universe itself — a notion that gave birth to a pre-revolutionary movement called “God-building.” “A kind of secular mystery cult, God-building was another part of the late-19th-century European current in which occultism and science marched hand in hand,” Gray writes. “The God-builders believed a true revolutionary must aim to deify humanity, an enterprise that includes the abolition of death.”

When the Bolsheviks made Gorky’s friend Anatoly Lunacharsky (the name fits the job) head of the Commissariat of Enlightenment, he declared that the goal of the revolution was “the development of the human spirit into the ‘All-Spirit.’ ” This is a refreshingly if implausibly literal interpretation of Hegel’s concept of the development of /Geist,/ which ultimately unfolds as a kind of grand expansion of world, history and human consciousness into what he described as “Absolute Spirit.” But as best we can tell, Hegel didn’t suppose human beings could actually influence the process themselves; rather, we are part of a grand teleological unfolding. In his masterpiece “Phenomenology of Spirit,” Hegel is self-consciously taking a God’s-eye view; what he certainly is not doing is offering a recipe book.

Gray captures the hilarious audacity and absurdity of the search for immortality, one that could be conceived only by such charmingly quixotic creatures as human beings. He ably reconstructs one of the most preposterous and yet somehow deeply inspiring stories of human curiosity ever recorded. But Gray’s account is undermined by the fact that he clings to an undefended premise, which he believes to be Darwin’s great idea: “Humans are animals, with no special destiny assuring them a future beyond their earthly home.” This same premise was central to Gray’s attack on the notion of moral progress in his fascinating but not especially well-argued book “Straw Dogs” (2002). No reasonable person would disagree with the idea that human beings are animals. But very little follows from this fact, especially given that we know little or nothing about the subjective experience or capacities of any animals other than ourselves. Whether we are talking about morality or mortality, my observation that dogs are not so very unlike human beings does not allow me to conclude that human beings have no greater capacity for morality than dogs, that we have “no special destiny” or “future beyond our earthly home.” Gray is committing the logical fallacy known as argument from ignorance: we can’t argue from what we don’t know to what we know.

Another problem with Gray’s book is that the two stories he tells don’t hang together very well. On the one hand, we have the search for the afterlife; on the other, the attempt to, in a sense, render it superfluous. But there is a philosophical connection that might have brought them together. It is the old existentialist worry, made famous by Camus, that the only philosophically serious question is: Why go on living at all?

In her short story “The Island of the Immortals,” Ursula K. Le Guin depicted the terrifying thought of growing eternally older while physical decay progresses, so that the mind is always alive in the body and has to witness the full (or almost full) horror of its decomposition. “Best never born at all; once born, best quickly dead,” is an even stronger, Sophoclean version of the view. For me, the claustrophobia of immortality is the most frightening thought: if life never ends, there will be no escaping it. Along these lines, Nietzsche, himself a sometime advocate of one particularly challenging version of immortality (that we might relive our current lives endlessly, over and over, in exactly the same way) argued that we need “the active power of forgetting” just to flourish in the short life that we know we have. Perhaps that’s why the Greeks had Charon ferry the dead across Lethe, the drowsy river of forgetfulness, so that we don’t suffer from eternal sleeplessness.

Still, for all its problems, “The Immortalization Commission” is a fascinating piece of intellectual history, exploring the intersection of science, religion, mysticism and a kind of philosophical curiosity that made the early 20th century so much more intellectually dynamic, so much more open-minded and eclectic, so much more /magical/ than either philosophy or science is today. If contemporary god-builders — seeking to stave off death with blue-green algae, Bikram yoga and cryogenics — are more crass and materialistic than those in Gray’s story, ultimately they fail to appreciate the same point: that life seems to get much of its meaning from the fact that it ends.
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