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Tolstoy is one of the world’s most esteemed authors of literature for his War and Peace (1869) and Anna Karenina (1877), but he is also a famous proponent of Christian pacifist and anarchist thought. Although this more controversial part of his legacy was a target for suppression during the Soviet era, his writings did influence M. Gandhi, numerous activists and intellectuals, as well as ordinary people in the wider pacifist movement.
After a long and increasingly acute existential crisis which he later narrated in A Confession (1879), Tolstoy converted to a rationalistic, deistic version of Christianity towards the end of the 1870s. For him, the essence of Christianity was to be found in the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus teaches not to resist evil with evil but to turn the other cheek instead. Tolstoy pondered this teaching and eventually concluded it to be both rational and urgent, the only remedy for humanity to overcome the cycle of violence that has plagued it from times immemorial.

He accused the church of burying this revolutionary teaching in exchange for political power, and he blamed the state for perpetuating violence and slavery to the advantage of the well-to-do classes. For the last thirty years of his life, in numerous letters, essays and books such as What I Believe (1884), The Kingdom of God Is within You (1893), and The Slavery of Our Times (1900), he used his talent to articulate scathing criticisms of both church and state, but also of any revolutionary group opting for the use of violence to reform society. He wanted humanity to wake up from what he saw as its hypnotic submission to the lies, myths and rituals maintained by the ruling classes, but he insisted that this also required a strict rejection of violence as a revolutionary method.
Despite being censored in Tsarist Russia, Tolstoy’s writings were widely circulated both in Russia and abroad. He also wrote letters directly to the clergy and to public officials pleading them to repent, the only substantial result of which was his excommunication in 1901. His many followers were arrested and persecuted, but the authorities avoided persecuting him so as not to turn him into a martyr. Meanwhile, he forewent most of the luxurious habits which he had grown into (he was born a noble), became a vegetarian, labored the land and generally strove to emulate the simple life of Russian peasants which he admired. He also welcomed many distinguished visitors to Yasnaya Polyana (his home), and diligently answered the thousands of letters from around the world which inquired about his ideas. 

His political, social and religious writings do not circulate as widely as they once did, but they have inspired many conscientious objectors, Christians, pacifists and other protestors for over a century. 
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