T IS OFTEN argued that anarchists possess an optimistic

conception of human nature, thus providing the foundation

for a future stateless society. To assess this claim, David
Morland explains how the concept of human nature is central to
arguments both about what is wrong with society and how these
wrongs should be put right. He outlines how human nature
is used to justify social change and argues that any ideology is
the more convincing if its conception of human nature is
commensurate with its political prescriptions.

The book explores the relationship between anarchism’s
notion of human nature and its vision of a future stateless society
by way of the three great nineteenth-century social anarchists:
Proudhon, Bakunin and Kropotkin. David Morland demon-
strates that social anarchism operates a conception of human
nature that assumes the existence of both egoism and sociability,
and therefore provides a very realistic assessment of human
nature. He argues that the social anarchists’ conception of human
nature is fundamentally incompatible with their self-incurred
obligation of establishing a future stateless society. Because of the
assumption of a permanent egoism in human nature, and the
consequent lust for power that motivates human actions, it
becomes increasingly difficult for anarchists to reconcile this with
their belief in the possibility of a society without a state.

The book concludes by exploring the possibilities for a recon-
ceptualization of the anarchist conception of human nature, one
that would help overcome the problems identified by the author
and point the way to the further development of anarchist thought.

David Morland is a lecturer in Politics at the University of
Teesside.
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Preface

Traditionally, anarchists are seen to possess an optimistic conception
of human nature, an optimism essential to the success of their vision
of a stateless society. By illustrating that social anarchism employs a
conception of human nature that assumes the existence of both egoism
and sociability, this book endeavours both to correct common
misapprehensions about its conception of human nature and to reveal
the true nature of the relationship between that conception of human
nature and social anarchism’s ideal of a future society.

The concept of human nature is critical to arguments about what
is wrong with society and how those wrongs should be put right. It
is a descriptive and evaluative formula that justifies social change, or
the maintenance of the status quo if deemed appropriate. Consequently,
any ideology is the more convincing if its conception of human nature
is commensurate with its political prescriptions. If a conception of
human nature has elements within it that jeopardize the success of its
recommendations for change, then the persuasive capacity of its host
ideology is seriously undermined. '

This is the case with social anarchism. This work will demonstrate
that the social anarchists’ conception of human nature is fundamentally
incompatible with their self-incurred obligation of establishing a future
stateless society. Given this discrepancy the feasibility of their preferred
society looks increasingly improbable on two counts. First, there is
little in their conception of human nature that merits profound faith
in the eventual realization of an anarchist society. And secondly, even
if that society came about the assumptions of imperfection and egoism
inherent in their conception of human nature render the maintenance
of order, without recourse to something akin to a state, unsustainable.

The task of revealing this discrepancy is one that I approached with
some ambivalence. I have deep sympathies for much of what anarchism
has to offer, but am conscious of the need to understand one’s own
Wweaknesses in an essentially normative set of considerations, which
is the battle of ideologies. Recognition of an ideology’s weak spots
helps fortify it for the inevitable criticism that will come its way. This
much anarchists of all hues should acknowledge. For that I am grateful

vi
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to some of my fellow sympathizers who have tolerated my scepFicism
and explicit criticism of anarchism. Perhaps that is the ultimate
testament to the value that anarchists place on freedom.

il
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Introduction

Political ideologies are complex and compelling phenomena. They
have, in recent years, been subject to a resurgence of interest and
analysis, particularly but not exclusively within academia. It is in the
nature of political ideologies that they may rest in slumber for lengthy
periods of time before erupting onto the political stage, disgorging
fundamental changes in social and political institutions whilst
simultaneously triggering an introspective analysis of their concepts
and values. This book is about one ideology in particular, anarchism;
an ideology that is becoming increasingly important as a source of
inspiration to those who feel that the democratic practices of
contemporary society have little, if anything, to commend them.
Disenchanted with parliamentary politics many people, like those who
protest against new road-building, are now employing tactics, such
as direct action, that have long been at the heart of the anarchist
activist creed, and are incorporating some of anarchism’s most basic
principles when moulding their own ideological clay.

Despite the renewed interest in anarchist ideas and arguments, there
is little point in simply resurrecting the works of long-dead theorists
and treating them as revolutionary gospels that encapsulate permanent
truths. Whilst much of what past anarchist thinkers said is still
seminally important and relevant, the errors and inconsistencies in
these works cannot be ignored. Part of the problem is that some of
these faults remain undetected, or are dismissed as insignificant. It is
my intention to illustrate what I consider to be the most fundamental
inconsistency in anarchist ideology, a theoretical disparity that has to
be addressed if anarchists are to produce a coherent argument that
can form the basis of their attempts not only to persuade the people
that their cause is just and right but that it is feasible also.

Anarchism and Human Nature

As James Joll has remarked, there are at least three different ways of
looking at anarchism.! Anarchism may be seen as a political ideology
= a collection of ideas about social organization and social change.
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Alternatively, it may be regarded as a political movement that
endeavours to transform a political revolution into a social revolution
that is consistent in both means and ends. Further still, anarchism
may be perceived as a temperament that inspires and engages in
revolution as an act in itself. Although this work covers all three
perspectives, it deals principally with the first. In particular, it is
concerned with the relationship between human nature and politics
in anarchist ideology.

As an ideology anarchism should be understood as a collection of
concepts, principles and assumptions that go together to form a world
view. But this is a partial or biased vantage point. As Robert Eccleshall
observes, ideologies provide the linguistic and conceptual material
through ‘which people clarify and justify their actions as they pursue
divergent interests’.? Political ideologies afford an interpretation of
the past and the present and offer a set of political recommendations
for a future society. Ideologies are therefore in the business of
interpreting history and of winning converts to their cause. And,
inevitably, political ideologies, including anarchism, are concerned
with defining conceptions of human nature and establishing courses
of action in light of their results.

There are, of course, many definitions of anarchism. Most of these
correspond to divergent theories of economic organization, such as
mutualism, collectivism and communism. Mutualism is most closely
associated with Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. Essentially, mutualism is
premised on individuals entering into self-assumed obligations with
one another expressed through the notion of a free contract. The
individual, who is the basic unit of Proudhon’s programme, retains
possession of the instruments of labour. Proudhon operates a labour
theory of value, and goods are exchanged accordingly, either directly |
for other products of the same value or for labour notes which are
issued by a People’s Bank. Michael Bakunin coined the term |
collectivism. Whereas Proudhon envisaged individuals or groups of
individuals as the building blocks of economic organization, Bakunin
regarded associations of producers as the primary economic organs. |
Here, private property is restricted to individual labour, and Bakunin
assumes that associations of workers control the land and the means
of production, which are held in common. The other distinguishing |
feature of collectivism is its labour proviso. Under collectivism the
principle of distributive justice is as follows: From each according to
their ability, to each according to their deeds. Communist-anarchism
achieved its intellectual culmination in the works of Peter Kropotkin.'
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Communism assumes the common ownership not only of the means
of production but of the products of labour too. Therefore, it is the
commune rather than associations of workers which forms the basic
unit of society; and the principle of distributive justice here consists
of the more familiar adage: From each according to their ability, to
each according to their needs.

For the purposes of this analysis all of the above categories and
theorists are incorporated under the label of social anarchism, which
constitutes the investigative remit of this work. Defining social
anarchism is not easy. Perhaps it is best summarized as a broad belief
in a society underpinned by a spirit of solidarity, a society perceived
as an organic whole within which individual freedom is mediated
through some notion of communal individuality. This contrasts starkly
with individualist anarchism, which is largely the product of American
writers like Josiah Warren, Lysander Spooner, Benjamin Tucker and
Murray Rothbard. Individualist anarchism is the stream of anarchist
thought that approximates most closely to classical liberalism. It is
best conceived as a theory of an atomistic society of sovereign
individuals whose relationships with one another are framed within
the context of the economic market. Individual sovereignty is
considered inviolable, and all functions now carried out by the state
would be brokered through the market.

The term anarchism may be defined in a number of ways, but the
concept of human nature is subject to interminable dispute. Indeed,
it is what political philosophers refer to as an essentially contested
concept: that is, there is no universal agreement about the meaning
of human nature. Broadly speaking, the controversy centres on whether
human nature should be thought of as something innate to the entire
species of Homo Sapiens or whether it ought to be viewed as a
reflection of particular environmental circumstances. Human nature,
it is argued, either is universal and something that is inherent in all
of us, or is socially constructed within a given human and social
environment. However, this division is seldom maintained with any
thoroughness. Political ideologies, including social anarchism, often
rely on a conception of human nature that draws on both dimensions
of this argument.

Besides the debate over what constitutes human nature, a debate
to which there may be no satisfactory resolution, conceptions of human
Nature may be subjected to various forms of analysis. Graeme Duncan
has outlined three different kinds of approach.’ The first involves the
collation of evidence, sociological or historical, for example, to
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challenge the feasibility of the argument under examination. A second
approach concerns itself with the consequences that arise fron_n a
conception of human nature, thereby offering ;udg{nent on its practical
or tangible outcome, The third method of inspection concentrates on
whether the conception of human nature is consistent with the
remainder of the ideology or wider political theory.

The Argument of this Book

The argument of this book is an analytical exercise constrained within
the parameters of the third approach adumbrated above. It is definitely |
not an attempt to elaborate a definition of human nature itself. Given |
the essential contestability of the concept of human nature, such an
exercise is probably futile. Rather it is an analysis of the conception
of human nature employed by anarchist writers in their broader}
political ideology, and of whether their notion of human nature is
commensurate with the other elements of the ideclogy when all are !
taken together. .

The book endeavours to uncover some of the strengths together |
with one of, if not the, major weakness of this often misunderstood
ideology. To that end this work embarks on an analytical investigation
of the conception of human nature that is integral to anarchist ideology. §
By ‘anarchist ideology’ I refer, here and throughout the remainder of |
the book, to the ideology of social anarchism. Accordingly, this work
does not attempt to examine the writings and philosophy of}
individualist anarchism. Rather, it concentrates on the writings of the
three giants of nineteenth-century European social anarchism,]
Proudhon, Bakunin and Kropotkin, and attempts to reveal what it is}
about their conception of human nature that unites them, and, more]
importantly, why it is that their ideological narrative ultimately fails.|
Herbert Read, the influential art critic and anarchist, once argued that
the ‘task of the anarchist philosopher is not to prove the imminence
of a Golden Age, but to justify the value of believing in its possibility’.4
To accomplish that task the social anarchists of the nineteenth century
have to conceive of human nature in such a way that will not only
explain why anarchy is desirable, but how it is possible. In otheg
words, their conception of human nature has to be strong enough to
bear the weight imposed by their goal of a future stateless society. §

It is precisely at this juncture that anarchism is most frequently
misrepresented. To illustrate this I should like to present the readef
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misapprehension permeate past academic writings, such as those of
David Apter and Andrew Gamble.® My first contemporary example
is located in a work by Ian Adams. In his book Political Ideology
Today, Adams argues that anarchism rests ‘upon certain basic
assumptions about human nature and its relation to society’, one of
which is: ‘Humanity is essentially good, but is corrupted by
government.”® This may be true of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, but it is
neither an accurate nor a comprehensive assessment of the role played
by the concept of human nature in anarchist ideology. A similar error
of perception emerges in another recent work on ideologies by Andrew
Heywood. In his Political Ideologies: An Introduction, Heywood
contends that the core of anarchism is founded on ‘an unashamed
utopianism, a belief in the natural goodness, or at least potential
goodness, of humankind. Social order arises naturally and
spontaneously; it does not require the machinery of “law and order”.
This is why anarchist conclusions have been reached by political
thinkers who possess an essentially optimistic view of human nature.”

It is the design of this work to furnish an alternative and more
accurate perspective concerning anarchists and their conception of
human nature. Anarchism is not inspired by ‘an unashamed
utopianism’, at least not in the manner that Heywood believes, nor
is it the ideological outcome of those working with ‘an essentially
optimistic view of human nature’. To be fair to Heywood, he does go
on to say that ‘anarchists have seldom asserted that people are
“naturally good” . .. [more willingly they see human nature as
‘plastic’] . . . fashioned by environmental factors rather than any innate
“goodness” or “badness™.* But even in this qualified interpretation,
Heywood is only partly right. Whilst anarchists certainly rely on
‘environmental factors’ to establish the groundwork for their belief
that human nature is capable of providing a strong enough basis for
anarchy to become a realistic alternative to state-led exploitation and
domination, this is only one element in the anarchists’ ideological
conception of human nature. Parallel to the contextual or
environmental element there is a given or inherent constituent that is
incontrovertibly characterized as ‘badness’. Sociability and egoism
are opposite sides of the same coin. Heywood and others, among them
Adams and Gamble, are simply mistaken in asserting that anarchists
are the proprietors of an essentially optimistic view of human nature.
k would be more accurate to suggest that social anarchists erect their
ideological narrative upon a double-barrelled conception of human
fNature. Human nature, for the social anarchists, is composed of both
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sociability and egoism (which correspond rather loosely to what
Heywood and others term ‘goodness’ and ‘badness’). All three
anarchists under examination in this work acknowledge that they
employ a notion of human nature that follows this b_asic paradigm.
Differing as they do in other parts of their ideological argument,
Prqudhon, Bakunin and Kropotkin definitely share a substantial
nieasure of common ground when mapping out their conception of
human nature.

This is not to suggest that each anarchist’s conception of human
nature is identical in all respects. There are variations on the common
theme, and these will become apparent as this analysis unfolds. That
these distinctions exist simply reflects the fact that no political ideology
can claim to be entirely coherent. Some ideologies may be more |
consistent than others, but all are subject to tensions, if not blatant
contradictions, occasioned by differing members of the ideological
canon proceeding in opposite directions to one another. Anarchism
is no exception to this. Unfortunately, commentators like Heywood
simply ignore the susceptibility of ideologies to incoherence. Charges
of romanticism are levelled against anarchism just as frequently as
those of utopianism.’ What is more important, perceptions of
utopianism and romanticism seem to lead to an erroneous assumption
that anarchists adopt an optimistic position when expounding a
conception of human nature. I intend to demonstrate that such
assumptions are misplaced. However, the crucial factor here is that
analysts appear to be drawn into such conclusions for the sake of
preserving the consistency or integrity of their own argument, whilst |
simultaneously imposing upon the theorist or ideology a degree of
coherence that does not exist. In that sense, Heywood and Adams
may be attributing or constructing a coherent argument that does not |
stand up to serious investigation. A more detailed exploration of the |
conception of human nature employed by the social anarchists advises
greater caution. The point that some interpreters seem to miss is that,
in elucidating a vision of the good life, anarchists have advanced a |
series of proposals that are tinged with an air of realism and prudence
fuelled by what is, at times, a particularly honest, if not brutally
pessimistic, account of the darker side of human nature. Precisely
because of this realism, social anarchism can afford to be neither
excessively romantic nor utopian.

The central question of this work, then, is whether the social
anarchists, in elaborating both a revolutionary methodology and a.
post-revolutionary society, remain true to the teachings of their
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conception of human nature? When examining this question it will
become apparent that a concept of human nature is an integral part
of any ideology and, as such, is partly responsible for staking out the
boundaries of the possibilities that avail themselves to political theory.
Social anarchism, as found in the writings of Proudhon, Bakunin and
Kropotkin, embraces a vision of the good life despite its protestations
to the contrary. But in any ideology the prospect of an ideal society
demands corroboration or justification from the other elements of
that ideology. The concept of human nature often fulfils this role, for
human nature is frequently utilized as a sanction to praise or condemn
social visions. If the social anarchists propagate a vision of a future
society that exceeds the capabilities of their conception of human
nature, then their ideological narrative can only be judged as utopian
and incoherent.

The major argument of this text is that anarchism, because of its
conception of human nature, cannot escape that judgment. Despite
its vision of a harmonious, non-hierarchical, egalitarian and just society,
its emphasis on egoism as an undeniable and lasting component within
human nature renders its struggle to release itself from the grip of the
state futile. That is, because social anarchism embodies a conception
of human nature that comprises both sociability and egoism, in which
both are enduring elements, it is exceedingly difficult if not impossible
to rescue the ideology without performing some form of radical
surgery. In other words, the anarchist conception of human nature
results in a political theory that fails to meet its self-incurred obligation
of a stateless society. Consequently, anarchists’ demands for a stateless
future exceed what their conception of human nature will permit,
thereby jeopardizing the validity of the label of anarchism if not the
status of the ideology itself.

The Organization of this Book

Assessment of any political ideology will always be open to accusations
of subjectivism, and this work is no exception. Even though the focus
of concern here is social anarchism, some readers may dispute the
selection of anarchists placed under study. Why, it might be asked, is
there no consideration of William Godwin, commonly regarded as
one of anarchism’s most thoughtful proponents? There are, to my
mind, two reasons for his absence. First, Godwin is most properly a
Philosophical anarchist.” For that reason alone Godwin does not
really belong under the category of social anarchism. He is, however,
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excluded from consideration on another count. Whilst examining the
anarchist writers included under the label of social anarchism, this
work concentrates on those anarchists that belong to the movement
of nineteenth-century anarchism. By studying what I designate as the
principal nineteenth-century social anarchists, my argument |
endeavours to uncover the nature of the relationship between
cBnceptions of human nature and politics in anarchist writings in the
most representative authors of anarchism when the movement itself
was at its revolutionary zenith. This is not to devalue the achievements
of Godwin or more contemporary anarchists in any way. Rather it is
simply to acknowledge two things. First, unlike most, if not all other
political ideologies, anarchism may be regarded as an ideology with
two separate progenitors. That is, anarchism may be seen as the logical |
outcome of both liberalism and socialism. The second point concerns |
the nature of anarchism itself. As Martin Miller has commented, the |
‘anarchist movement did not really develop until the middle of the
nineteenth century and did not produce its brilliant theorists until that |
time”."! The inclusion of Godwin into this work, focusing as it does |
on social anarchists, would not recommend itself. Whilst Godwin’s |
Political Justice (1793) may have been published close to the nineteenth |
century, he belongs to this tradition neither in terms of chronology
nor philosophy. 1

With that in mind this work commences with an analysis of the |
ideology of anarchism and the concept of human nature. To illustrate |
how central the concept of human nature is to the wider ideology of '
social anarchism, the writings of the major nineteenth-century social |
anarchists are scrutinized. In particular, their respective conceptions'
of human nature will be revealed and examined in light of what each
theorist has to say concerning the organization of a future society. Of
key importance here is how, and how easily, their notion of human$
nature fits into their ideological vision, a prescriptive vision which
embodies a set of principles for establishing a future anarchy.
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Anarchism and Human Nature

All political ideologies are protean in nature. Of all the major ideologies
of the western world none are without discord or disunity, either in
terms of theory or practice. Consequently, the task of discussing
ideologies is, as Bhikhu Parekh highlights, ‘an exceedingly hazardous
enterprise’.' Ideologies often harbour a number of divergent facets or
strands under their architectural umbrella. Each strand may adopt
radically opposed views on certain issues. Such divisions do not only
embrace tactics but stem from the most basic assumptions that
constitute the very foundation of an ideology. One such example is
the transformation of liberalism at the close of the nineteenth century.
At the heart of liberalism is the concept of liberty. Yet it was precisely
a dispute over what liberty meant that, for some commentators like
Isaiah Berlin, the liberal philosopher, distinguishes the old liberalism
from the new.? More recently, the British Conservative Party has been
engaged in an introspective analysis over its approach to European
integration, with questions of sovereignty and national identity
foremost in the minds of many Eurosceptics. Occasionally, it is not
the ends which are in dispute but the means. Differences of opinion
on how to achieve socialism have resulted in multifarious tactics and
a multiplicity of parties. It is hardly surprising, then, that the message
of ideologies is distorted and abused by their political rivals.
Perhaps, though, there is a more serious problem when discussing
ideologies. It has less to do with making political capital at the expense
of one’s rivals, and rather more to do with a lack of comprehension
in the first place. If we are honest enough, we all employ ideological
labels wrongly sometimes. This may be born out of passion rather
than rational analysis. Many a time was Margaret Thatcher, the former
leader of the British Conservative Party, accused of fascism, both by
ﬂ}OSe who knew what the term meant and by those who undoubtedly
did not. Alternatively, and more importantly as far as this analysis is
Concerned, people talk, often with a self-assumed authority, about
ideologies of which they know little if anything. This is usually the
stuff of taproom arguments, but is evident in academic debate too.
The danger that should be avoided here is one of filling in the blanks
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inappropriately. Political ideologies are complex phenomena. UnFicr- ]
standing how their various cross-currents and multiple assumptions |
fit together should not be underestimated. It behoves us, therefore, |
to take care when completing the ideological crossword. Presenting
a rough sketch of an ideology is well within the capabilities of many,
but presenting an accurate representation of an ideology is a more |
‘tricky matter. It is the task of this chapter to outline the difficulties
that face us when confronting anarchism and to provide some possible
strategies, if not solutions, to them.

Defining Anarchy: Some Conceptual and Methodological Difficulties |

As Lisa Newton notes, almost ‘every point of view other than support
of the existing nation-state can be found somewhere within [the]
anarchist tradition.]”* Anarchism is not a particularly consistent
ideology. Moreover, given the sheer diversity if not disparateness of
the opinions within anarchism, one has to question whether anarchism
is an ideology at all. The risk of establishing a set of definitive
parameters within which one can assign a collection of theorists tha C
do not belong together is a very real one. Traditionally, the unifying
theme of anarchism is taken to be ‘a rejection and criticism of all state
authority and of the power and coercion that combine to make up:
the machinery of government’.* But even this is contested by some.
For instance, in his essay ‘What is Anarchism?’ John P. Clark asserts;
that there is no one central defining characteristic that distinguishes
anarchism from other social theories.’ Such a judgment may be deeply
subjective, but may also be indicative of the fact that ideologies are
seldom coherent constructs. Ideologies in general are distilled from
number of sources, each carrying its own distinctive flavour that results
in a melding of the fine with the coarse, the banal with the astutes
Indeed it should be obvious to anyone with more than a passing interest
in the study of ideologies that no one ideology is a mutually exclusive
body of political ideas. Ideologies readily share ideas and arguments,
because, as Andrew Vincent notes, there is an ‘overlapping of
ideological continuums’.¢ i

This cross-fertilization of ideological arguments and assumption
leads us into an even deeper and more elusive problem. It is a dangel

For when consciously endeavouring to provide a definitive ang
disinterested account or judgment of a particular ideology it is difficull

not to submit one’s own ideological perspective as an account of thi
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facts or truth. The quest for a non-ideological account of an ideology
may never be fully realizable. One can only attempt to be as impartial
as possible. Firstly, though, for an analysis of anarchism to proceed
it must first be defined. One of the most usual procedures for advancing
a definition of anarchism is to commence the discussion by way of an
etymological investigation of the word itself. That is the way adopted
by the Italian anarchist Errico Malatesta, and it is also the strategy
adhered to by more contemporary authors. One of the most recent
examples is Alan Carter’s ‘Some Notes on “Anarchism”’. As Carter
explains, the word ‘anarchy’ is derived from the Greek and means
literally ‘without government’. Moreover, ‘anarchy is a stateless society.
It is a society where one group does not have power over another
group (with possible exceptions, such as children or mental
defectives).”” Besides the etymological perspective there is also a
historical reference to take into account. During the formative years
of the Athenian democracy there were nine magistrates called archons.
After Solon, the Athenian statesman, instituted constitutional reforms
party strife erupted which eventually resulted in tyranny. Little is
actually known about the strife, but as Bury reports it is known that
it ‘took the form of a struggle for the archonship, and two years are
noted in which, in consequence of this struggle, no archons were
elected, hence called years of anarchy’.* Historically speaking, then,
anarchy describes not an absence of government, but an absence
specifically of one type of public official.

One of the first things to note is that because anarchy designates a
society without government, in an etymological sense, this does not
translate into a society in chaos. As Carter insists, and rightly so,
without rule does not mean without rules or without structure. The
format of this structure, however, is unparalleled in its importance to
the well-being of anarchy. For the structure ‘both should be
empowering to those within it and should not lead to a centralisation
of power or decision-making’. When spelt out, this argument entails
that anarchists ‘prefer a system where there is no centralized and/or
authoritarian government, where no one has a monopoly of force,
Wh'f‘rfz no group exercises power over another group, and where
dems:on-making is as widely dispersed as possible’.” Despite these
“"—‘_bl§ sentiments, anarchism struggles to sustain its cherished
Principles. Because of its assumption of an innate egoism in human
fature none of the social anarchists under examination here can claim
iodh_avel entirely cra_dic_ated al! forms or mechanisms of government.
Ndicatively, there is little evidence to suggest that anarchists have
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entirely forsaken familiar measures in an effort to estab}ish soc.ial'
order. Indeed, the writings of both Proudhon and Bakunin provide!
room for the inclusion of some form of residual government as a
mechanism for settling disputes. Moreover, Bakunin’s Revolutionary}
Catechism (1866) incorporates into its federal political matrix a fully-
fledged legislative and judicial structure.’ Anarchist societies, both in¢
“practice and in theory, are never likely to match a set of criteria which
stipulates that there is to be no division of political labour nor an
institutions that enable that to occur. Consequently, it is not clear, as
Carter stipulates, that anarchy is a stateless society.

One of the faults of Carter’s analysis is that he is inadvertentl
drawn into a grave error of judgment. In accusing statists of
‘erroneously conflat[ing] an absence of government with an absence
of order’, Carter is guilty of the very sin he denounces by confusing
an absence of state with an absence of power." To be more precise,
whilst Carter does seem to acknowledge that power will exist in oné
form or another in an anarchist future he does not appear to be
cognizant that power will still be exercised by one group over anotheg
possibly through means of force. His concern is merely to avoid the
conclusion that power is concentrated in the hands of one group within
society. Whilst such concerns are admirable and lie at the heart of the
anarchist critique of contemporary political society, Carter offers
nothing that can obviate the judgment that a certain section of society
may remain subject to the power of another. In other words, what
materializes from Carter’s analysis is an anxiety over the form rathes
than the substance of power itself. '

Attempts to define power are notoriously problematic, but if a#
appraisal of the term ‘anarchism’ is to be discharged a delineation of
the concept has to be advanced. A convenient starting-point is Michae
Taylor’s work, Community, Anarchy and Liberty, in which the authoi
develops a notion of power that owes much to rational choice theory:
Whatever the strengths or weaknesses of this kind of reasoning, Taylo
produces an argument of some merit. Power, he relates, is essentially
the ability one has to alter the alternatives that face individuals whet

ability to offer a reward or enunciate a credible threat are instance
of power, because both affect the available alternatives that face a
individual when deciding upon a particular course of action.' By
power is not just about rewards or threats. Within a context C
interdependent decision-making, power, as Taylor observes, becomé
available through the strategic position of one group over anoth€
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That is, power is made available to those who, by virtue of their
position, are able ‘to bring about outcomes relatively favourable to
themselves and unfavourable to the others’, by deciding on one course
of action on the presupposition that others will also choose that course
of action when presented with the alternatives.™ It is not without
justification, then, that Taylor can pronounce that the classical
anarchists like Proudhon, Bakunin and Kropotkin were unable to
elaborate models of political and social organization that ‘would not,
and could not, entail the complete disappearance or equality of power,
or coercion, or authority’.” It is in this spirit that Harold Barclay
writes that anarchists do not ‘deny power; on the contrary, in anarchist
theory this is a central issue for all human societies and the limiting

of power is a constant concern’.'®
If anarchy is not about the elimination of all forms of power,
authority and coercion, the question of definition remains unanswered.
Of course, it could be maintained that an anarchist society is
nevertheless a stateless society, despite the fact that power, authority
and coercion are resident features of that society. Even if legislative,
judicial and governmental configurations constitute a part of that
society, this does not necessarily equate that society with a state. Like
so many other concepts within politics, the state is defined as a matter
of degree rather than kind. It is where a particular level in the
development of political societies is reached; a stage at which one can
detect that a concentration of organized force is employed by a group
or section of society to enforce the decisions that have been made by
that group throughout the rest of that society. This is the hallmark of
the state, and this is what anarchists hope to evade. It might be argued
that to define anarchy in this manner, as a society in which forms of
power, coercion and authority remain, rebuts the usual proclivity to
dissociate anarchism from statist ideologies. The argument tends to
run as follows. With the possible exception of ecologism and feminism,
all other major ideologies revolve around the state. That is, they may
be located somewhere along the continuum of the left-right political
Spectrum. Their position on that scale confirms their ‘statist’ origins
and nature. Anarchism, however, cannot be correctly characterized
as either left or right because it is not amenable to the rationale behind
Such denotations. If anything defines anarchism and differentiates it
fom other political doctrines it has to be something similar to
Malan_ssta’s definition: anarchy is ‘the condition of the people who
e i e
g more
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than tautology. It is almost meaningless. And it would seem that o
analysis has come full circle; it is back where it started with an|
interpretation that has progressed little beyond the inaugurall
etymological departure-point.
By construing anarchism as an anti-state ideology as opposed to a
non-statist ideology, by which is meant a complete dissolution of thel
state, perhaps more is afforded than greater meaning alone. By
characterizing anarchism as anti-state one also eludes the necessity of
imposing a ‘hard core’ identity upon the ideology. As such, the
interpretation alleviates the problematical nature of elaborating a
definition of the ideology itself. It does this in at least three respects;
First, having carried over the concerns of the argument surrounding
human nature, that human nature can only outline the possibilities
of politics, the explication of anarchist ideology as anti-state rathes
than non-state leaves sufficient possibilities for the individual adherents
of the ideology to differ in their rendition of that ideology. Second
in retreating from a limited or particularly tight definition of the core
of an ideology, which may be tendered as the basis for examinatio
one escapes the discontent that is likely to arise concerning whichi
thinkers are purported to be the actual proprietors of that tradition|
Accordingly, there is minimal room for objection that the three thinkers
under consideration here, Proudhon, Bakunin and Kropotkin, are no
truly representative of the anarchist tradition. All three offer sharp
and telling arguments against the state. But judgment must be reserved
as to whether they are non-statist, in completely rejecting every aspect
of the state, until their respective arguments have been analysed
according to the possibilities released by their conception of humag
nature. :
The third area in which the problems of definition can be eroded
is that which corresponds to the danger of imposing a measure of
coherence that does not exist. As Quentin Skinner has informed us]
if the rationale for the investigation of a body of work is conceived
as the elaboration of a particular theme, it becomes dangerously easy
for the interpreter to discover a coherent message that is actually nol
present. The problems are compounded when endeavouring t€
maintain the proper or original tone and emphasis of the work upot
translation into the interpreter’s own argument.” It is a difficulty tha
confronts one quite forcefully when researching anarchist writings
especially those of Proudhon and Bakunin, both of whom ati
commonly regarded as inconsistent writers and inherently paradoxical
But in contending that anarchist ideology, because of the innati
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relationship it shares with human nature, can only hope to adumbrate
the possibilities available to anarchists, opportunities for imposing
coherence where it cannot be otherwise found are perforce reduced.
The alternative of working under the assumption that anarchists have
to be non-statists, that they repudiate all aspects of the state, may
blind the interpreter to anything other than what he or she perceives
as a consistent message about rejection of the state.

In thinking of anarchism as an exploration of the possibilities in
the development of anti-state social and political structures, which
are subject to the demarcation implied by its conception of human
nature, there is one objection that presents itself almost immediately
and has to be dealt with before proceeding any further. It is that in
classifying anarchism as anti-state rather than non-state, one leaves
the definition open to the charge that anarchism can no longer be
distinguished from liberalism. After all, liberals generally desire a
reduction in state interference in the private realm. This is a goal which
is, in part, inspired by their conception of human nature, and which,
in turn, motivates their arguments against unwarranted state
incursions. Liberals and anarchists share many areas of concern. Not
only are both distrustful of the state, each cherishes liberty and
individuality. Both are highly suspicious of an excessive concentration
of political authority and view with scepticism the development of
institutionalized bureaucracies that strengthen the stranglehold on
power that is held by centralized governments. Where they begin to
diverge is in the liberal belief that government has to be constitutional
government. As John Gray has observed, the essence of a liberal
political order is that ‘it must contain constitutional constraints on
the arbitrary exercise of governmental authority’.” Thus liberalism
need not concern itself with democracy so long as it meets the
requirements of constitutional constraints.

Anarchism, howeveg, is concerned with creating a more democratic
society, albeit a drive for democracy that is animated more by participa-
tion than a system of representation. More importantly, anarchists
have usually been regarded as rebuffing a political or social order that
s dependent upon a constitutional agreement. As Peter Marshall
femarks, anarchism

goes beyond the liberal justification of law to establish rights,
to protect freedom and to solve disputes. Where liberals rely on
the rule of law established through parliament and political
Parties, the anarchists argue that such institutions are not the
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bulwark but the grave of genuine freedom. They see no need for
the government to defend society against external threat or
internal dissension. They do not want to limit the powers of the
State, but to dissolve them altogether.

The concept of the rule of law, so cherished by liberal thinkers as the
-benchmark of their philosophy, is, for anarchism, another examplé
of one of the many mechanisms that are employed by the state to
ensure the continued dominance of one group over another group. Ong¢
of the central questions of this work, however, is whether Marshall’s

claim about total dissolution of state power is accurate?

Perceptions of Anarchism

Anarchism, as a political noun, is much misunderstood and is often
subject to misuse and abuse. It has on occasion been applied as 2
pejorative label to malign political rivals. This was the sense in which
Viadimir Ilyich Ulyanov, more widely known as Lenin, the first leade;
of the Soviet Union, used it when he described anarchism as ‘bourgeois
individualism in reverse’.?! It is, today, frequently employed in mediz
bulletins as an adjective to summarize events that occur outside thi
prescriptions of law and order. And as Anthony Arblaster ond
commented, the term anarchist is ‘a label the simple use of which §
enough, it is evidently assumed, to discredit the labelled effectively
the eyes of the general public’ 2 The term anarchism has had a troubleg
past and is still beset by difficulties in the present period. In the ey§
of some contemporary commentators anarchism is a romantic, prg
industrial ideology that is not quite able to detach itself fully from | {
agrarian or peasant roots.” To others, it is a ‘naive’ political doctrif
or ‘puerile utopia’ that offers little of value to the modern world asi¢
from its appropriateness as a critical yardstick against which &
measure the excesses of the state.” In essence, both criticisms
historical in context and both receive some corroboration, even if ofl
of an anecdotal nature, in contemporary society. Scholarly attitudi
are, of course, amplified by occasional critics who tend to reinfor€
the popular fiction of anarchism as an outdated ideology that bea
little relationship to events in the real world. The terms anarchis
and anarchist are more often than not sneered at by the general publi

i

if not for their assumed utopian impracticality then for their associati€
with violence.
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The very word ‘anarchism’ is difficult to pin down. Anarchist
ideology has no magnum opus to afford easy access to the uninitiated.
Consequently, its theoretical writings are often inconsistent and
sometimes less than remarkable. Much of this is due to the very nature
of anarchism. As an ideology it is an active creed. E.H. Carr once
argued that anarchism ‘is no mere vision of a golden age in the past
or in the future. It is a creed of active rebellion against the State, which
it seeks to destroy, if necessary by force.”” Many groups have been,
by their very nature, inclined towards activism. The Diggers, in
England during the middle of the seventeenth century, and the Enraggés,
during the French Revolution, are just two such groups. Both were
involved in direct action of one form or another, and both were
distrustful of the authority of the state.? More lately, Michael Bakunin
has been widely regarded as the principal architect of the international
anarchist movement; but the apogee of anarchist activism did not
arrive until the end of the nineteenth century, with the concept of
propaganda by the deed, as expounded by, amongst others, the Italian
anarchists Carlo Cafiero and Errico Malatesta.” None of this, however,
signifies a consensus on the best form of action to take. William
Godwin, the eighteenth-century English novelist and anarchist, believed
that change should be brought about through a process of gradual
reform rather than revolution. Education was the key to this reform,
reinforced by rational argument to alter public opinion. Proudhon
spent some time engaged in parliamentary politics before urging
abstention from this kind of activity, whilst suggesting that the working
class ought to emancipate itself through the construction of self-
managed economic institutions, such as a People’s Bank. Others, such
as the Russian author Leo Tolstoy and the Indian political leader
Mahat’ma Gandhi, both categorized as anarchists by many scholars,
were firm advocates of non-violent civil disobedience.

The sheftr diversity of positions within anarchism has often been
;?i t?(s:. ;\:?enc& tl?.argtg that th.ere is no C(_)herence to or _indeed no
e Ballaan;:l-chsm. z?iwgersl.:pn of this is to be foun_d in a recent
ke laggti:. or| 1dng from the assumption that any
e Zmd ailr ¥y co e_nint an .comprehenswe set of ideas tha_lt
e soc.e:ra uatclas soc:gd conditions, helps people !Jnderstand .rl'lelr
e iety, an dpm\n es a programme for SOC‘lal and political
iy f::;rms): prgcfec‘ to argue t'hat because gnarchls.m assu{nes.‘s'o

i tc'an lsdcntwm;.d with so many d!fferent ideologies’ it is
L regard anarchism as a cl:s_tmct .1deology at all.”‘Evcn
commentators like David Miller have questioned
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anarchism as an ideology on this score.” Likewise, Noam Choms
has argued that there are ‘too many styles of anarchist thought ang
action . . . to try to encompass all of these conflicting tendencies in
some general theory or ideology’. Vicissitudes of theory and practice;
it has to be said, do not necessarily preclude the imposition of some
wider definitive structure within which one could place a variety of
‘thinkers and label them anarchist. The very fact that we do label thers
anarchist indicates that they belong to a certain tradition of politica
thought. Moreover, much the same could be said about socialism. As
an identifiable ideology socialism contains almost innumerable variants
that are sometimes implacably opposed to one another. Nevertheless;

s
this does not undermine the standing of socialism as a particular strang

of political thought that is recognizable. The same is true of anarchism

Differences of position are largely dependent on the selection o
criteria. What is of importance here is the identification of the common
bond that unites anarchists and marks them off as an intelligible bodj
of political ideologists. Generally speaking, anarchism has been over:
whelmingly characterized as a series of negative assertions o
arguments; that is, anarchism is often portrayed as an ideology erecteg
on a succession of criticisms directed against the state, the church
economic exploitation, educational institutions, and so on. Objections
levelled at the state are particularly telling. Hostility towards it ang
demands for its abolition appear to be the benchmark for thg
identification of anarchists. Critiques of this nature are of primar
importance when drafting the parameters or boundaries against whid
various figures are classified as either non-anarchist or anarchist, anj
further what type of anarchist. It is, however, all too easy to emphasiz
the critical modes of anarchist thought at the expense of an
exploration of the benefits anarchists feel they can offer. Indeed, pat
of the problem is that anarchists themselves have, supposedly, seldos

been willing to discuss the future organization of society. Anarchists
according to Malatesta,

are no more prophets than anyone else; and if we claimed to be
able to give an official solution to all the problems that will arise
in the course of the daily life of a future society, then what we |
meant by the abolition of government would be curious to say
the least. For we would be declaring ourselves the government |
and would be prescribing, as do the religious legislators, a |
universal code for present and future generations. . . . After all, |
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a programme which is concerned with the bases of the social
structure, cannot do otherwise than suggest a method.??

Unfortunately, this so-called method often amounts to little else than
high-sounding and vague ideals concerning social action.

Before attempting to trace the common bond that unites anarchists,
it will be worth returning to examine the basis of the doubts associated
with anarchism, for such an analysis should help reveal some of the
misconceptions that surround anarchism as a political ideology. It is
a common belief that anarchism has little to offer the contemporary
world. If taken alone, such an argument would not represent an
insurmountable obstacle. However, the magnitude of the hesitancy
that traditionally accompanies discussions on anarchism is increased
by two conceptual issues, issues that pervade the popular imagination
and some academic considerations as well. The first is to do with the
image anarchism inherited at the end of the nineteenth century, with
which it remains associated. The picture is that of the anarchist as an
armed insurgent. This vision of the anarchist as a clandestine terrorist
lingers in the memory and has been solidified in novels like Joseph
Conrad’s The Secret Agent (1907). As Peter Marshall writes, ‘the very
word “anarchist” continues to evoke a shiver of anxiety among the
respectable and well-off’.* And yet, most anarchists have little if
anything to do with violence. For some, Tolstoy and Gandhi being
the most famous, anarchism means pacifism. In this manifestation
anarchists repudiate physical violence completely, even when it is used
against them. The state is the incarnation of brutality which must be
opposed by non-violent actions such as strikes, demonstrations, civil
disobedience and similar tactics. Only by adopting non-violent means,
argue the pacifists, can we ever hope to achieve a non-violent society.
This is not to say that anarchists have never been implicated in violence.
Even celebrated anarchists, such as the Lithuanian Alexander Berkman,
have been involved in assassination attempts. Berkman, in conjunction
Wwith the Russian anarchist Emma Goldman, both of whom were living
in the United States at the time, had planned the assassination of Henry
Clay Frick, a manager at a Carnegie steel plant. Carnegie is alleged
to have ordered gunmen to shoot strikers at the plant in Homestead.*
W_hilst Berkman’s assassination attempt failed, he was given a 22-year
Prison sentence for his endeavours. More recently, anarchist groups
like Class War participated in the Poll Tax riots in London during
1990. Most, however, seem content to agitate within social and
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possess ‘a stronger sense of the imperfections of human nature’.
Woodcock explains more fully how the potential for confusion arises.
It is true to say, like Marshall above, that anarchists believe human
beings are capable of living in a society that lacks the array of
compulsive and punitive measures that accompany capitalism.
Nevertheless, this ought to be tempered by a recognition that
humankind also has the ability to perform wrongs. Thus Woodcock
reflects that anarchists ‘may not believe that man is naturally good,
but they believe very fervently that man is naturally social’.

The point is well made, but underestimates the extent to which
anarchists argue the converse. It is not just that anarchists do not
believe that humans are naturally good; at times they stress that, given
the opportunity, humans can be positively evil. Proudhon, in particular,
assumes so. Humankind, he contends, knows how to do ‘evil with all
the characteristics of a nature deliberately maleficent, and all the more
wicked because, when it so wishes, it knows how to do good
gratuitously also and is capable of self-sacrifice’.#* According to
Proudhon’s understanding of human nature, environmental factors
may not be as cogent or as influential as first thought. This also seems
to be the implication of Miller’s point about ‘the imperfections of
human nature’ above.

It is imperative, then, that one appreciates that the social anarchists’
conception of human nature rests on the twin pillars of egoism and
sociability. This is significant for two reasons. The first is that not all
commentators grasp a full understanding of the message imparted by
anarchists about human nature. Vincent’s analysis, for instance,
provides a telling example of the way in which the anarchists’ position
is distorted.* For, whilst he notes with some perception that the broad
division between individualist and social anarchists corresponds to
Iwo competing conceptions of human nature that start at different
locations, he argues that within such positions there is a level of
_differentiation that obscures any visible common ground. This is both
accurate and simplistic. It may be true to say that there is ‘enormous
diversity’ on the subject of human nature within anarchism. But much
the same could be said about liberalism, socialism or conservatism.

That does not mean that there is an absence of some definitive
agreement or consensus on the concept of human nature upon which
anarchist political ideology is built. All ideologies are subject to

iversity, both in principles and programmes.

The second reason is that failure to appreciate the double-sided
Conception of human nature means that a true understanding of

political movements: the trade unions, green, women’s or peace groups,
for example.”

Human Nature and Anarchism

The second conceptual issue, which forms the crux of this investigation,
i$ that of human nature. The popularly accepted incredulity about
the viability of anarchism as a rationale for the organization of future}
society is not based only on historical argument. Rather, this commonly}
accepted disbelief has to do with the largely sceptical appraisal off
human nature that abounds amidst the popular imagination. Human
nature is invoked time and again in everyday conversation as evidence
for and against competing ideologies. As Christopher Berry has
remarked, ““human nature” has a prominent place in the repertoire
of explanatlons and justifications that is embedded in popular
consciousness. It is this consciousness that is largeiy responsible for
the perceptions people have of their society and it is these perceptions;
that directly affect their political beliefs and actions.” It is, perhaps,)
something that anarchists may be blissfully unaware of. The point is
articulated succinctly by Marshall. ‘Anarchists,’ he notes, ‘are confident
that the natural solidarity of interests and the advantages of a free
and communal life will be enough to maintain social order, and with)
the principal causes of strife — imposed authority and unequal property;
— eradicated, social harmony will prevail.’ .

Without due caution one may be led too easily to the supposition!
that anarchists do have an overly optimistic conception of human
nature. My argument is that anarchists themselves have a rather
different approach. George Woodcock has sometimes concluded that
certain anarchists, Proudhon in particular, have propounded an
optimistic conception of human nature.* But a more accurate viewl
is presented by David Miller, for instance, who insists that Proudhon
was fairly ‘pessimistic about human nature’.” Differences of opinion
are endemic in the business of interpretation, but as April Carter has
noted, it is “an over-simplification to say that anarchists believe mef
are always naturally co-operative and peaceable’.** In genera
anarchists exercise a rather cautious assessment of human natures
Miller illustrates this in a comparison of anarchism with Marxis
Focusing on the differences between means and ends, Miller suggests
that it is the anarchists who are more cognizant of the possibility of
humankind’s ‘“domineering and exploitative instincts’ overshadowing
any wider or long-term goals. Put simply, this is because the anarchists
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anarchist political ideology cannot be attained. This latter point is;
quintessentially, an acknowledgement of the argument that only by
identifying a theorist’s conception of human nature is one able ta
unearth the character of the other dependent parts of that theorist’s
ideology. One may argue much further than this, by suggesting thai
the_concept of human nature not only assists in the identification o
ah ideology but constitutes part of the bedrock upon which the othe
component parts of the ideology are constructed. Within political
ideologies the concept of human nature may be utilized as a tool tg
determine how society ought to be. Accordingly, ideologies have th
capacity to distinguish between how society is at present and how i
should be in the future, based on their conception of human nature
However, this relationship is not without its difficulties. By ascribing
to human nature an ability to depict the finer details of how societ]
ought to be, one may be burdening human nature with a task thal
lies beyond its constituent capacity. That is, a conception of huma
nature cannot and hence does not delimit the precise kind of societ;
that will emerge from its prescriptive function. Both liberalism an
socialism, for example, pay heed to humankind’s rationality in theil
respective conceptions of human nature. Yet both proceed to develoj
differing theories of politics which owe their identity, in part, to|
commonly accepted attribute of human nature. Rationality, for thi
liberal, constitutes the basis of an individual’s ability to reason; t
make judgments about the consequences of actions and to leag
therefore, a life in which liberty and individuality are the highest ends
Indeed it was a belief in the power of reason that led to th
Enlightenment’s rejection of faith and superstition. Socialists, on th
other hand, derive a radically different outcome from the assumptio
of rationality in human nature. Having rejected the existence .
capitalism on grounds of alienation, which is itself a factor in thel
account of human nature, they use the capacity of rationality |
humankind to overcome the chaos of capitalist production for pro
by implementing some form of central or rational planning mechani

That human nature cannot determine political theory ang
correspondingly, cannot impel a vision of the good life in any of
particular direction, does not entirely nullify an association betweg
a conception of human nature and a vision of the future. But it da

an ideology. Instead of depicting in fine detail how future society
look, a conception of human nature can only offer a rough sketchi
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how that society might begin to develop. It informs us of the contours
of possibility, rather than providing cartographic accuracy about the
social and political patterns that ought to exist in the future. Just as
a notion of human nature does not determine any one future society
so a particular conception of human nature does not determine any
one programmatic method. As Parekh elucidates, no one ‘doctrine is
necessarily entailed by a metaphysical system, and nor does a political
doctrine necessarily presuppose a particular metaphysical system’.*
There are no rigid parameters that force ideologies into a narrow
conduit travelling in one direction only. Just as socialists have differed
over whether to take the parliamentary or revolutionary road to a
socialist society, so anarchists have proffered a number of competing
strategies to secure progression into anarchy.

Despite these uncertainties it would be foolish to suggest that an
ideological narrative is not interwoven with threads of consistency.
Roger Eatwell, for instance, has recently acknowledged that
programmatic ambiguity does not belie the inherent consistency of
ideologies. He remarks that, even though there may be much variation
of programmatic strategy,

the crucial point is that it is hard to imagine someone supporting
such a set of formal arrangements without, implicitly or overtly,
holding related arguments. Concepts such as the ‘rule of law’,
or ‘checks and balances’ are clearly related to a view of human
nature, and/or to some knowledge of history.*

Without some form of association between their component parts
political ideologies would be entirely characterless. One would be
indistinguishable from another. Indeed it would be absurd if ideologies
were not supported by some type of interrelational matrix, as it is this
framework which helps mould the features and dimensions of the
ideology itself. There has to be then, some degree of interconnectedness
among the elements of an ideology, otherwise these evolving traditions
of political thought would disintegrate amidst the highly competitive
political environment of which they are an integral part. They would
fail to meet the requirements both of their epistemological status and
their sociological dimensions. In other words, without some modicum
of coherent structural bonding ideologies would neither be vindicated
n advocating the validity of their arguments nor be able to offer a
‘onvincing portrayal of social events, and thereby attract converts.
The real difficulty lies in determining exactly how much may be
¢manded from a conception of human nature. The place of human
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nature within any given ideology is not in question. But that says littl¢
about the kind of claim that is actually being made by the statemen
that ideologies are grounded on ideas of human nature. What is §
that is being claimed here? How is human nature defined within th
context? It is, of course, extremely difficult to provide clear answe!
for one very simple reason. That is, human nature is what is commonl;
referred to as an essentially contestable concept. What is at stake i
the authenticity of the epistemology through which human nature
defined. In other words, there appear to be two procedures for laying
claim to what is a supposedly truthful account of human nature. Eithe
human nature is taken to be a construct of one’s social context, or §
is held to possess certain transcendent, universal elements. That i
either human nature is viewed as a product of the environment of
which it is a part, or it is seen as something which is immanent. It §
either contextual or universal. In so far as it is contextual or shape
by society, it is difficult to perceive how a concept of human natur
could actually be employed to judge that society. The implication @
this is that society and more particularly the political organization
society may only be judged against a concept of human nature tha
is considered to be universal.”” But this, in turn, presents anothé
problem. To begin with, the difficulty of locating the essence of humal
nature is immense and should not be underestimated. And even if
is possible to identify the fundamental, transcendent component(s) @
human nature, the incontrovertible facts or essence of human natur
it does not automatically follow that human nature can yield
prescription about how society ought to be. As Raymond Plant ha
remarked, ‘in so far as the theory of human nature is factual in conter
it cannot yield any conclusion about the morally desirable form @
human organization’.* The dilemma is created by the ‘is/ought’ @
“fact/value’ distinction. Conversely, in so far as a conception of huma
nature is not factual but rather evaluative then it may be said to B
capable of supporting moral arguments about social and politicz
reform. But again, that still leaves an unanswered question: in whé
will that conception of human nature be grounded?

Alternatively, one might argue that the discussion has hitherto beé
labouring under a false dichotomy, the division of the contextual an
the universal elements of human nature. Whilst some theorists ma
lean more heavily to one rather than the other, it is seldom the ca8
that ideologies encompass one and completely exclude any referent
to the other. Conservatism, for example, is commonly held to B
indebted to a contextualist conception of human nature, with i
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emphasis on the individual’s gradual acquisition of culture as a major
element that forges his or her personal identity.* Conservatives are
deeply suspicious of talking about human beings in the abstract.
Nonetheless, despite this perception that the context or environment
in which an individual finds him or herself is vital to an understanding
of what goes to make up that person, the conservative may equally
accentuate the influence of a universal concept like original sin or the
limited capacity of humanity’s power of reason. Likewise, liberalism
is often regarded as exhibiting a universalist conception of human
nature. Reason or rationality is the hallmark of humankind, according
to the liberal, but even here due credit is given to the character-forming
basis of circumstance.” In fact, if it were not for the ability of the
environment to impress an identity on people’s minds then the whole
liberal impulse of the Enlightenment would have been an irrelevant
exercise in the triumph of reason over faith and superstition.
Conceptions of human nature, then, often combine both contextualist
and universalist elements. Nevertheless, the problem remains of how
to evade recourse to some wider philosophy for substantiating the
basis of one’s preferences about human nature. For even if it is accepted
that a conception of human nature owes its origins to both
contextualist and universal aspects, to both factual and evaluative
accounts, some wider philosophy is a prerequisite for the purpose of
justification. Moreover, it may be argued that a concept of human
nature could never be entirely factual. A basic appreciation of the
arguments surrounding the philosophy of science reveals that answers
are often determined by what one assumes are the relevant questions
to ask. Similarly, categorizing the appropriate questions is itself a
reflection of an antecedent theoretical position. Thus, the identification
of so-called transcendent or universal elements within a conception
of human nature will in itself be the result of some prior philosophical

perspective about how important those factors are and where they

may be found. Even the empirical classification of the constituent
Parts of human nature is dependent upon an essentially normative
Starting-point. Seemingly, the philosophical basis of an ideology is
'Mperative not only for the type of inquiry it embarks upon, but for
the possibilities of politics that constitute its conclusion. The concept
of human nature is not the sole font of ideological genesis. Both the
Philosophical basis of an ideology (in social anarchism its philosophy
of history) and its related conception of human nature are responsible
Or drafting the boundaries of what is taken to be possible in politics.
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Consequently, there are two traits that emerge from this analysis
of the role of the concept of human nature in ideologies. The first i
that although human nature remains a core characteristic of any
ideology, it should not always be considered the most vital part of the
ideology’s structural matrix. It shares its formative role with the
philosophy that underpins the ideology, and which may be the lifeblood
of the concept of human nature itself. The exact balance between the
two parts may vary across competing ideologies, but the significang
fact is that the two are somehow locked together in an endeavour tg
stake out the boundaries of the possible. This is particularly true o
social anarchism. This latter point is also the foundation of the second
feature of human nature, That is, human nature ought to be regarded
as a concept that is only capable of predefining what an ideology ma
achieve through political action. In serving both to describe how thing
are now and to prescribe what is desirable in the future, human naturg
can only offer general guidelines for the latter. As Ball and Daggel
remark, ‘each ideology’s notion of human nature sets the limit of wh
it considers to be politically possible’.®! Human nature is not involved
in delimiting the fine detail of future societies. It cannot perform such
a task because it is itself reliant upon an overarching normative theor
about the nature of the world of which it is just one part. Whils}
human nature is an analytical concept that is heavily value-laden, i
is also a concept that helps predefine the boundaries of political theory
marking out what is and what is not possible. The question we hav
to address now is whether the social anarchists’ conception of humat
nature permits them to establish a future stateless society. In othe}
words, are their assumptions about human nature consistent with the
political prescriptions it is supposed to yield? The investigation begini
by way of the writings of Proudhon. 1
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-_- Proudhon: The Politics of Federalism

¢ seems appropriate to commence the substantive analysis of individual
chist thinkers with Proudhon as he was the first person both to
ribe himself as an anarchist and to employ the term anarchism
furnish a definition of a particular kind of society. For that reason
one, Proudhon’s pedigree as the real father of nineteenth-century
al anarchism is incontestable.! However, labelling oneself an
rchist is not in itself proof that the label is accurately applied.
hat did Proudhon mean by anarchism? In Proudhon’s words,
jarchism is

a form of government or constitution in which the public and

. private conscience, formed by the development of science and

right, is sufficient by itself for the maintenance of order and the

. guarantee of all liberties, and where consequently the principle

of authority, police, institutions, the means of prevention or

- repression, bureaucracy, taxation, etc., are reduced to their
simplest expression.?

roudhon admits that the idea of anarchic government sounds ‘absurd’
ot a little paradoxical, for which his works are renowned), but
keen to stress that ‘the idea of anarchy is quite as rational and
icrete as any other. What it means is that political functions have
en reduced to industrial functions, and that social order arises from
hing but transactions and exchanges.” In general terms, the
ership between state and political authority has been eroded
oudhon was not in favour of revolution) to reveal a free federation
Autonomous units that are bound to one another by contract.

10 understand how Proudhon arrives at this definition of anarchy
 Appreciation of his conception of human nature is required. It is
Hdhon’s notion of human nature that provides the foundation for
OPnion that only a contract can be the basis of a fair and free
- 8action berween individuals or groups without the diminution of
.. nomy that occurs in political relationships established within the
te. Whilst proffering an occasionally compelling argument in favour
€ontract, Proudhon’s vision of the good life, which is dependent
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this capacity for active participation in the workers’ associations that
serves as the bedrock for future society.®

Like later anarchists, Proudhon is cognizant of the evolutionary
inheritance that accompanies humankind. Proudhon attributes the
recognition of this fact to Aristotle, who defined human beings as
rational and social animals.” The importance of Aristotle’s definition,
for Proudhon, is that it acknowledges ‘man’s essential quality —
animality’." Humans are, then, social animals, or animals living in
society. There are, however, important differences that divide humans
from other animals, and it is important to come to an understanding
of what these are in order to facilitate a more comprehensive insight
into Proudhon’s conception of human nature. The significant factors
that separate humans from other animals are to be found in
humankind’s ability to communicate and the reflection humans engage
in as a result of this. As Proudhon puts it, the human animal

upon transactions and exchanges, ultimately fails because his conceptior
of human nature precludes it. Proudhon’s account of human naturg
assumes the existence of a permanent egoism that scuppers the
possibility of a future social order without recourse to some form of
political authority to keep it in check. By examining his conception of
huggan nature in conjunction with his writings on politics it will becom
clear that Proudhon is obliged to concede that some kind of state i
indispensable in future society. In other words, Proudhon’s anarchis
ideological narrative ultimately fails because his account of huma
nature renders his vista of a desirable social future impossible.

The Parameters of Human Nature

The basis of Proudhon’s argument about anarchy begins with thi
relationship between individuals and their society. In one of his earlig
works, De la Création de I'Ordre dans I’'Humanité (1843), Proudhoy
is keen to emphasize the social nature of humankind. One o
Proudhon’s lesser known texts, De la Création is best rememberef
because of his endorsement of Fourier’s notion of the ‘Serial Law
which imparted ‘a lasting effect on Proudhon’s philosophical ani
social beliefs’.* It is this that underpins Proudhon’s observations o
human nature in De la Création. The *Serial Law’ can best be explainet
as the law of the relationships in which various phenomena and naturs
objects react to one another. It is this law that facilitates th
classification of social and natural phenomena, under investigatiof
into series. Each thing is a member of a series, including the individug
in society. The individual is a single unit within the serial order ¢
society; this is what Proudhon took from Fourier. And it is by bein
a part of the serial order that ‘man’s personality finds function ad
fulfilment’.*

Under the ‘Serial Law’ all individuals belong to a serial order, socie
Human beings are social creatures. ‘Nature has made men sociableé
Proudhon writes in his later text System of Economical Contradictior
(1846).¢ It is within this social matrix that humans fulfil themselve!
for each individual has the capacity and opportunity to exercis
‘reciprocal action and reaction on the group’s development’.” A
Proudhon made clear in his later works, this capacity for free will @
control over one’s actions is fundamental to his whole philosoph
Human beings are creatures capable of consciously acting on the wosl
around them. And such thinking emerges strongly in his assertion th
it is the workers who should control the production process; for it}

communicates with his fellows through the mind, before he is
united with them in heart; so that with him love is born of
intelligence . . . [whereas] animals live side by side without any
intelligent intercourse or intimate communication, — all doing
the same things, having nothing to learn or to remember; they
see, feel, and come in contact with each other, but never penetrate
each other. Man continually exchanges with man ideas and
feelings, products and services. Every discovery and act in society
is necessary to him. . . . Man would not be man were it not for
society, and society is supported by the balance and harmony
of the powers which compose it."

_ Some of Proudhon’s conclusions may now be considered rather
Inaccurate or outdated, (one has only to conduct a minimum of
research into almost any species of sea mammal, for example, to
recognize that its levels of communication may be complex and
Profound), but he had not the benefit of contemporary research to
fnform him otherwise. His basic proposition, like that of Marx later,
is that the ‘labours which animals perform, whether alone or in society,
are exact reproductions of their character’.? Thus ‘brute beasts obey
the laws that govern them without knowing it, while man’s life is
Or dﬁred only as the result of knowledge and deliberation, and if I may
Put it in this way, only because he elaborates his own laws’." In other
Words, animals are what they do; in Marxian terminology, animals

Oall tOI make their own life activity an object of their own consciousness
r will.
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Just as the sociality of human nature leads to a recognizablg
difference between human beings and other animals it also results in
egoism, one of the two fundamental components of Proudhon’s
conception of human nature. Humankind’s intellectual abilities, which
facilitate communication and comparison, result in moral depravity
In qpe particularly telling passage toward the end of his ‘First Memois
in What is Property? (1840), Proudhon describes the intimate ties thal
bind humankind’s intellect to its own downfall. Thus he comment
that

man acquires skill only by observation and experiment. He &
reflects, then, since to observe and experinient is to reflect; he
reasons, since he cannot help reasoning. In reflecting he becomes
deluded; in reasoning he makes mistakes, and, thinking himself §
right, persists in them. He is wedded to his opinions; he esteems |
himself and despises others. Consequently, he isolates himself;
for he could not submit to the majority without renouncing his °
will and his reason, — that is, without disowning himself, which §
is impossible. And this isolation, this intellectual egoism, this |
individuality of opinion, lasts until the truth is demonstrated to |
him by observation and experience.'* (

Having detailed the relationship between the intellectual capaciti€
of humanity and its ability to err, Proudhon is convinced that ‘mor
evil’ is descended from ‘our power of reflection’. Humanity’s yok
stems from and is defined by its capacity for rationality. ‘The mothg
of poverty, crime, insurrection, and war was inequality of condition
which was the daughter of property, which was born of selfishn
which was engendered by private opinion, which descended in a di
line from the autocracy of reason.’? :

Humanity’s essential animality dictates that humans are socis
beings. ‘Man by his nature and his instinct,” writes Proudhon, §
predestined to society; but his personality, ever varying, is adverse
it.”¢ Despite the social nature of human beings, egoism constantl
opposes its social counterpart. It may be true, as Proudhon observe
that the ‘human is born a social being, — that is, he seeks equality a
justice in all his relations, but he loves independence and praise®
Following Rousseau, Proudhon cites egoism as an integral part of o}
nature. Unlike Rousseau, Proudhon locates the cause of wickedné
in egoism and believes individuals are unwilling to attribute the ca
of this wickedness to their own nature, preferring instead to bla

i

others. According to Proudhon, there can be little doubt that egoist
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if left to its own devices, will bring about the ruin of humanity. The
cruth of this is to be found in the acknowledgement that laws are
necessary to contain it. Why then, asks Proudhon, ‘has preventive,
repressive, and coercive legislation always been necessary to set a limit
to liberty? For that is the accusing fact, which it is impossible to deny:
everywhere the law has grown out of abuse; everywhere the legislator
has found himself forced to make man powerless to harm, which is
synonymous with muzzling a lion or infibulating a boar.’®® This
emphasis on egoism and the measures that have been necessary to
contain it suggest that there is a need for some kind of authority to
settle matters of arbitration, a need which Proudhon concedes in his
later work on federalism."” It is in this sense that David Miller furnishes
an accurate assessment of Proudhon’s general position on human
nature. Referring to the writings of both Proudhon and Bakunin,
Miller explains that both thinkers ‘had some appreciation of the
complexity of human motivation . . . [but that] Proudhon was the
more pessimistic about human nature. Like Rousseau, he believed
that the primitive ingredients of the human character were egoism
and sympathy, with egoism by far the stronger impulse.’?

It is hard to resist the conclusion that Proudhon’s account of human
nature was influenced by Rousseau. Nevertheless, there are certain
differences, one of which is that Proudhon does not consider humans
to be essentially good. Nor does he believe it just to apportion the
blame of humanity’s wrongdoings at the door of social institutions.
It is not that, in Proudhon’s eyes, human beings are wholly bad. Rather
they have the capacity for both good and evil. “‘Man,” he writes,

has, of himself and without any necessity, made the contradiction
of society so many instruments of harm; through his egoism
civilisation has become a war of surprises and ambushes; he lies,
he steals, he murders, when not compelled to do so, without
Provocation, without excuse. In short, he does evil with all the
characteristics of a nature deliberately maleficent, and all the
more wicked because, when it so wishes, it knows how to do
good gratuitously also and is capable of self-sacrifice.2!

It would be an error to forget that in this, as in other aspects of
human nature, humans are like other animals. As ‘we are good, loving,
tender, just, so we are passionate, greedy, lewd and vindictive; that is,
We are like the beasts’.?2 Appreciating the complexities of human
Nature, Proudhon requests that someone ‘explain this mystery of a
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manifold and discordant being, capable at once of the highest vi
and the most frightful crimes’.* There are, then, two sides to h
nature. Egoism and love, he claims, are ‘the two faces of our na
ever adverse, ever in course of reconciliation, but never enti
reconciled. In a word, as individualism is the primordial fact @
humanity, so association is its complementary term.’

~Sharing Rousseau’s belief that pity is fundamental to the humaj
constitution, Proudhon, in particular, pictures it as a kind of attractio
that humans feel towards beings which are similar to themselves. Al
in conjunction with reason, pity produces a sense of justice whichj
manifested by way of an individual’s cognizance of the equal standin
of mutual personalities. A sense of benevolence certainly exists i
Proudhon’s writings on humans, but it is impossible not to conced
that human nature, as far as Proudhon is concerned, is marked by a
irrefutable inherent egocentrism. This does not mean that huma
nature bears a finality that cannot be obviated, at least not in a religiod

the depravity of human nature, but when repudiating Rousseau}
arguments in favour of the essential goodness of humankind hi
simultaneously pours scorn on theories of original sin, whether th
fable be Eve’s apple or Pandora’s box. ‘The ancients,” as he puts i
‘accused the individual man; Rousseau accuses the collective man: @
bottom, it is always the same proposition, an absurd proposition.t
This is a rather peculiar point, simply because Proudhon’s intentiof
are decidedly vague. It appears that his pairing of the doctrine ¢
original sin with Rousseau’s theory of the essential goodness @
humanity is designed to illustrate that ‘Rousseau’s formula, precisel
because it was an opposition, was a step forward’.% The step forwat
was an advance against the idea, encapsulated in the concept of origing
sin, that the origin of evil in the world may be found in humankind

The important point here, though, is that the doctrine of origin
sin is essentially and symbolically correct to Proudhon. Given th
evidence, as Proudhon sees it, of the everlasting battle in human natus
between good and evil -.

the dogma of the fall is not simply the expression of a special |
or transitory state of human reason and mortality: it is the |
spontaneous confession, in symbolic phrase, of this fact as
astonishing as it is indestructible, the culpability, the inclination
to evil, of our race. . . . Religion in giving this idea concrete and |
dramatic form, has indeed gone back of history and beyond the |
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limits of the world for that which is essential and immanent in
our soul; this, on its part, was but an intellectual mirage; it was
not mistaken as to the essentiality and permanence of the fact.”

In opposition to Rousseau, then, Proudhon discredits any notion
that human nature can be changed by merely altering social
institutions. Indeed any reading berween the lines of what Proudhon
has to say concerning human nature leaves one with the distinct
impression that human nature is almost incorrigible.” I say ‘almost
incorrigible’ for the simple reason that, whilst there are occasions
when Proudhon portrays human nature as ‘constant and unalterable’,
there are others when he indicates that humankind not only is capable
of moral and social progress, but is actually engaged in that process.
There is, of course, no point in disguising the fact that, even in his
more optimistic modes, Proudhon’s writings are characterized chiefly
by a cautious approach to any discussion concerning human nature.””
To Proudhon, humanity’s inherent faults are obvious. Indeed it is this
confidence in the erring ways of humanity that leads him to ask such
questions as: ‘Do we not know that man is frail and fickle, that his
heart is full of delusions, and that his lips are a distillery of falsehood?’*
Faint praise indeed!

The Dichotomy of Human Nature

Proudhon’s pessimism is partially offset by a cautious optimism. As
we have seen, any notion of original sin is absurd for Proudhon. The
concept bears a finality that he finds unacceptable. Humanity’s
predicament is neither without hope nor the prospect of improvement.

Mankind makes continual progress toward truth, and light ever
triumphs over darkness. Our disease is not, then, absolutely
incurable, and the theory of the theologians is worse than
inadequate; it is ridiculous, since it is reducible to this tautology:
‘Man errs, because he errs.” While the true statement is this:
‘Man errs, because he learns.”

The concept of original sin, conceived as an indelible stamp upon
human nature, is at odds with Proudhon’s conception of self-assertive
freedom. Human action is creative action. But that is not to say that
human actions are without limit or determination. All actions are
Performed within the context of a natural and a social world. These
Worlds have laws which may mould the scope and purpose of human
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actions and, in consequence, may influence the outcome of thos
actions. As Harbold has suggested, Proudhon’s conception of freedor
dictates that only in the light of experience ‘can men learn what ig
the exercise of their freedom they may become’.’> Humanity, then, i§
learning, it is moving toward the truth now. The individual is becoming
incgeasingly social. Social by instinct, humans are ‘becoming socia
by reflection and choice’.? Seemingly, dark skies are illuminated by
a brighter future ahead. Writing in his General Idea of the Revolutios
(1851), Proudhon remarks that good is already beginning to subjugati
evil. “Usually good and evil, pleasure and pain, are inextricably
entangled in human dealing. Nevertheless, despite continua
oscillations, the good seems to prevail over the evil, and, taking i
altogether, there is marked progress toward the better, as far as W
can see.”® And as Proudhon argues, who is to say that humanity ha
not already embarked on this process of reform? .

In fact it is humankind’s immanent sociability that ought to sery

justice, is product of ‘our reflective and reasoning powers’.* And
as sympathy acts as the driving force for justice, so justice provides
the basis for the third and final degree of sociability, equity.
Possessing intelligence and rationality, individuals find themselves
in a position to be able to determine between right and wrong actions.
Individuals, as Proudhon contends, are forced to consider the
consequences of their actions.

It is our reason which teaches us that the selfish man, the robber,
the murderer - in a word, the traitor to society — sins against
Nature, and is guilty with respect to others and himself, when
he does wrong wilfully. Finally, it is our social sentiment on the
one hand, and our reason on the other, which cause us to think
that beings such as we should take the responsibility of their
acts. ¥

Sympathy, the first degree of sociability, is the attraction felt by human
beings for each other, courtesy of their sentient powers. ‘Justice is
this same attraction, accompanied by thought and knowledge.”
Equity, likewise, is dependent upon justice. All three degrees of
sociability are inextricably interdependent. And it is an individual’s
knowledge of what is right and what is wrong that leads that person
to a recognition of his or her duties. Thus equity, which comprises
friendship, generosity and gratitude, defined by Proudhon as the
admiration or esteem of a superior power, renders ‘it at once our
duty and our pleasure to aid the weak who have need of us, and to
make them our equals; to pay to the strong a just tribute of gratitude
and honour, without enslaving ourselves to them; to cherish our
neighbours, friends and equals, for that which we receive from them,
even by right of exchange’.** As justice amounts to a combination of
our social instinct and reflection, so equity is a combination of justice
and taste which is manifested in urbanity or politeness. It is in this
Manner that humanity’s ‘social nature becoming justice through
rf.'flection, equity through the classification of capacities, and having
liberty for its formula, is the true basis of morality, — the principle
and regulator of all our actions’.* Human nature whilst often
zﬁocentric, ‘iS, si’p‘lultaueously, fundamentally social. In elucidating a
co:tEXt.ual]St view of human nature, Proudhon has developed a

ception of human nature that cannot be understood if divorced
fom its social context. Human beings are social animals, therefore
Uman nature will be social nature.

a ‘sympathetic attraction’ toward others. It is this which causé
individuals to associate; thus ‘every living creature, when deprived @

solitude’.” Sympathy is ‘a sort of magnetism awakened in us by th
contemplation of a being similar to ourselves, but which never gog
beyond the person who feels it; it may be reciprocated, but n@

will, there is nothing in it which deserves esteem — nothing which liff
man above the beast.” Being the first degree of sociability, sympatk
serves as the motor force for justice, the second degree of sociabilify

attraction towards his fellow; by a secret sympathy which causes
to love, congratulate and condole; so that, to resist this attraction, hi
will must struggle against his nature’. Justice, says Proudhon, ‘ma
be defined as the recognition of the equality between anothet
personality and our own’ * Whilst other animals may experience thi
sentiment of justice, only human beings have focused the genefi
sentiment into a narrowly defined concept. If any adage can be invo
to convey the quintessence of justice, Proudhon believes it is that w
was inspired by Kant: ‘Do unto others that which you would th
others should do unto you; do not unto others that which you wot
not that others should do unto you.” This second degree of sociabilil
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The evidence of Proudhon’s writings suggests that his conception
of human nature possesses the requisite capacities to allow humanking
to engage, to some degree, in a process of moral and social
improvement. Just how far this process can be taken is difficult tg
estimate. Proudhon undoubtedly advances a predominantly pessimisti€
attitude toward human nature, but he does leave room for moral
advance. There are some compelling reasons for believing that progress
can be made, but there is less optimism for thinking that progress cat
be charted on a continuous upward curve. As Proudhon acknowledgeg
in his Confessions of a Revolutionary (1849), the philosophical methog
of studying history reveals ‘that there is no inevitability in particula
events and that these may vary infinitely according to the individua
wills that cause them to happen’.* .

According to Peter Marshall’s interpretation of Proudhon, progr es
appears inevitable.* But if social improvement is dependent upon h
moral improvement of the individual progress may be somew
hindered. Moral improvement occurs within definite limits. As Vincen

notes, Proudhon 1

did believe that some inroads into the social ill-effects of man’s |
egoistic impulses could be made, but no amount of education
or reform would overcome entirely what he considered to be |
man’s inherent depravity. There could be moral improvement, 4
yes; but complete moral triumph, decidedly not. . . . Virtuous:
man was a moral asymptote which could be approached but
which would forever elude man’s grasp.” '

everything; that any attempt to define human nature borders ont
ineffable and leads to bewilderment when confronted by
complexities of that which we seek to investigate. In Proudhon’s wor
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Man, an abridgement of the universe, sums up and syncretises
in his person all the potentialities of being . . . [man] is at once
spirit and matter, spontaneity and reflection, mechanism and
life, angel and brute. He is venomous like the viper, sanguinary
like the tiger, gluttonous like the hog, obscene like the ape; and
devoted like the dog, generous like the horse, industrious like
the bee, monogamic like the dove, sociable like the beaver and
sheep. And in addition he is man, — that is, reasonable and free,
susceptible of education and improvement.*

The only tangible fact to emerge, as Proudhon sees it, is that whilst
‘the contradictions of political economy may be solved; the essential
contradiction of our being never will be’.’!

One fact that does emerge from Proudhon’s investigation of the
intricacies of human nature is that the concept utilized in his ideological
narrative is far more realistic than one might first care to imagine. It
may be argued that his emphasis on egoism is grossly exaggerated,
but such considerations are not of major importance. The
psychological accuracy of Proudhon’s concept of egoism does not
carry a great deal of weight. Its importance lies in its pivoral role as
a foundation for his general political ideology; here is the source of
its theoretical imperativeness. Reflecting humanity’s harsh if not brutish
nature, egoism defends Proudhon from assertions of utopian dreaming
by dismissing any suggestion that amelioration of social conditions
may be brought about by moral argument alone. Future social
institutions will have to take into account this aspect of human nature,

As has been demonstrated, however, egoism is offset by sociability.
If individuals are egoistic, then they may be just and equitable also.
But Proudhon’s portrait of human nature is not as black and white
as this gimple division suggests. Egoism may lead to wickedness and
?huma nity’s ruin, but sociability does not equate with. some quality

at might be labelled goodness. Proudhon’s conception of human
Nature is a little more complex than that. In a manner similar to
th?;ZE::'u d}?cfort? him, Proudhon. weaves info his conception of
3 kind’s social nature a capacity for cqnﬂlct. Integral to human

ature is intellect, and it is this which provides the basis for egoism.
C:;mpu(::rt' of I;easc;n in hum.an nature leads not {Tn]y to
L la lon; ut also comparison w1tl_1 othf:rs;' wljua_:h, in turn,
ol tI::::w'e of praise. In order to gain this praise mdlv:'duals must
i e acceptance of Otht:’.ts. And in agreeing to abide by a set
al norms individuals win the approval of others. However,
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sometimes conceals his quiet acknowledgement of that same thing. It
is this ambiguous attitude that arouses the suspicion that his political
ideology relies on the state.
That Proudhon disliked the state intensely is irrefutable. The death
_ of his brother, Jean-Etienne, during military service, unquestionably
influenced Proudhon’s position. Nonetheless, there is hard evidence
that his dissatisfaction with the state and government was already
apparent before the death of his sibling. After returning home to
Besangon to aid his parents upon his brother’s call to military service,
Proudhon was offered the task of editing L’Impartial, a local
newspapert, by Just Muiron. In reply to Muiron, Proudhon wrote:
“‘Why should we not profess publicly an absolute pyrrhonism towards
all ministers, past, present and future? Why should we not invite the
population to make themselves capable of managing their own affairs
and of preparing the way for a confederation of peoples?* Such
thoughts bear witness to the beginnings of Proudhon’s hostility toward
the state and his encouragement of people to manage their own affairs
without dependence on either government or state. It was in all
likelihood, though, the death of his brother that consolidated these
sentiments into something more solid. From then on his animosity
toward the entity we call the state was marked by a bitter invective.
Writing in his General Idea of the Revolution, Proudhon characterized
th.e state as a ‘fictitious being, without intelligence, without passion
without morality’.* His analysis in What is Property? is hardly les;
scathiqg; for whilst the state may take many different forms, be it
fiespotlsm, monarchy, aristocracy or democracy, one thing is certain,
S e L
; g qual and free: society,
¥ nature and destination, is therefore autonomous and ungovernable

. _ i + - - [so] Whoever puts his hand on me to '
Having argued that Proudhon’s conception of human nature! a tyrant; I decl ljh' *36 go_vern’ (D812 40 biwther and
; 1 declare him my enemy.”* Proudhon’s abhorrence of state

delicately balanced between a rather sour pessimism and a cautiol and government is unmistakable and perhaps with 1

optir_nism, I now want to suggest that his view of the state is simil is this demonstrated with more 1.1'ig::ufre:;ndl:’s::a:..i:ti(::l)"nlﬁ'nequ'a .I?IOThel:e

ambivalent. Although this section is designed to provide an assessmé denunciation of government, in his Geneml; Idea of :?;2 }?evloshi;cs}sr:c
3 :

of Proudhon’s attitude toward the state it will only be when we T
© be GOVERNED is to be kept in sight, inspected, spied upon,

considered his notion of federal politics that I will finally be abl' ¢
persuade the reader that Proudhon’s theory of anarchist governmeé directed, law-driven, numbered, enrolled, indoctrinated, preached
at, controlled, estimated, valued, censured, commanded, by

fails to release itself completely from a dependence upon the stal
C - a
features who have neither the right, nor the wisdom, nor the

What I intend to investigate here is the ambivalence exude
Virtue to do so . . . To be GOVERNED is to be at every operation,

Proudhon’s writings on the state. For whilst there is no deart
denunciation of the state in Proudhon’s writings, his invecti At every transaction, noted, registered, enrolled, taxed, stamped
) : 2

Proudhon also recognized that humans behave as they do due ti
socialization. Social norms, which are a part of the wider social
morality that presides over the society in which an individual lives
are gradually assimilated. This does not mean that individuals arg
subjugated to the whims of social conventions; far from it. Al
Proudhon acknowledges, each individual has a conscience ang
‘conscience grants men a right to judge that is prior to society}
conventional existence’.’? In effect, individuals are free; and free-wil
provides the means for them to disobey social norms and even the
own consciences. i

of social restraint. Humanity’s social nature simultaneously provide
a basis for social criticism and creates an obstacle in the way @
anarchy. Egoism, which arises from the social nature of human naturg
is an ineradicable feature of human nature for Proudhon; as |
sociability. As such, individuals may be quarrelsome, aggressive, greed
or wicked. Alternatively, their actions may be characterized by lovs
compassion and concern for others. Because of the multifariol
dimensions of Proudhon’s conception of human nature, future socie
will have to be prepared to accommodate the rough with the smoot
Changes in social practices and social organization may encourag
the development of a new social morality, but there is no level of so
and political transformation that will completely curtail the exer
of egoism. This much Proudhon makes clear. The question we
to begin to address now is whether Proudhon’s realistic analysis €
human nature renders it possible for him to abandon dependence @

an authority structure that resembles the state?

The State and the Suffocation of Liberty
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measured, numbered, assessed, licensed, authorised, admonished, §
forbidden, reformed, corrected, punished. It is, under pretext of |
public utility, and in the name of the general interest, to be placed |
under contribution, trained, ransomed, exploited, monopolised,
extorted, squeezed, mystified, robbed; then, at the slightest 4
cesistance, the first word of complaint, to be repressed, fined, |
” despised, harassed, tracked, abused, clubbed, disarmed, choked, 1"_
imprisoned, judged, condemned, shot, deported, sacrificed, sold, §
betrayed; and, to crown all, mocked, ridiculed, outraged, |
dishonoured. That is government; that is its justice; that is its§
morality.”

clement of Proudhon’s thinking under consideration here is the
relationship of the state to human nature. That human nature is partly
responsible for the development of the state is accounted for by the
fact, according to Proudhon, that humankind naturally follows a chief
or leader. All social animals, he observes, follow a chief by instinct,
and humankind is no exception. ‘Man (naturally a social being)
naturally follows a chief. Originally, the chief is the father, the patriarch,
the elder; in other words, the good and wise man, whose functions,
consequently, are exclusively of a reflective and intellectual nature.’?
Possessing an innate instinct to follow a leader, human nature, for
proudhon, supplied the necessary material for ambitious leaders to
Proudhon’s objections to the state are dependent on more than i wotk on. | ; ; : _

personal experiences, however. No matter how painful the death § The eruigig asip ZCI of the relanonshxg berween humat,l Jatirs a.nd
his brother proved to be, it has already been shown that Proudhg fhe statc mayh?nh}: t;unearthed by focpsmg on Proudhon’s conception
was thinking seriously about the possibility of life without governme of hbelrlr ){; b ¢ l; l-mj? 1_1'1ental tO'hlS Hotion of Burgn edcue dud
before Jean-Etienne’s demise. The basis of his protestations tow al b WZ f emghio e wndual: s oportance for Prouc!hon Srid e
the state is ultimately dependent upon his conception of human natuf e el i pa}negyncal S that_ e e
Indeed one should note that Proudhon also considers human na u o:gmal concflmon offrtna nl; odir thae he s b
to be partly responsible for the genesis of the state. There are t¥ ;t 3 n?ll-l;? i ma:; in he[ ;;. o0 c]l:ll? i coul(? il e ?Fts -0f mal}?

things that appear to be accountable for the rise of the state. The e adbltioa i considets ey o e m_wolable .
S P = e e e It is in this vein that Proudhon develops a concept of negative liberty;
is human nature. The second 1s the tamily, or more particularly & liberty that is maintained by an absence of restraints other than the

relationship of the child to the father. To take the latter first, it seem lgw, which is designed to provide the requisite conditions for a like
liberty for all. It may not be clear how easily this argument sits with

plain to Proudhon that ‘the principle of authority and governme

has its source in the _dommatmg attitude of the family’.* A“tho_. the former suggestion that humans naturally follow a chief or leader,

and government are like hand and glove to Proudhon, and both spri but it seems that Proudhon has to think of liberty in this way. If this
were not the case, then Proudhon’s vision of a mutualist society based

from the family. It is ‘family customs’ and the ‘domestic experient
that typifies family life that lead Proudhon to categorize the fz on free contracts could hardly be imaginable. Contracts that are freely
entered into remove the external constraints that may restrict an

as ‘the embryo of the State’.”® Headed invariably by a male, famil
provided the authority structure that was replicated in the state. individual’s freedom. The only constraint upon the individual is that
of the self-incurred obligation that arises from the promise that is

first states’, he notes, ‘“were generally families or tribes governedt

integral to the contract. Thus, liberty, being fundamental to human
nature, manifested in the form of free association and contract, is ‘the
only true form of society’.*

The problem is that government tends to smother liberty. Established
as thf: ‘supreme administrative power’ to oversee public utilities and
E;ll'l.;llc Pprojects, the ‘governmentai' system’,_writes Proudhon, ‘tends
3 ecome morc_a_nd more complicated, wahout becoming on that

CCOunt_ more efficient or more moral, and without offering any more
E:;l;ant_les to person or property’.® Cent:.ralizau'on of the governmental
m 1s regarded as an anathema to liberty.

is any significant difference between pre-modern and modern staf
that is, those founded upon the personal authority of a monarch a
those states based ‘upon formal norms of legality’, or to surreng
the explanatory power of his original analysis.®'

However uneasily Proudhon’s original analysis may lie!
conjunction with the development of modern states, the impo:
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When the Revolution proclaimed liberty of the people, equality §
before the law, the sovereignty of the people, the subordination §
of power to the country, it set up two incompatible things, society | '
and government; and it is this incompatibility which has been §
the cause or the pretext of this overwhelming, liberty-destroying §
concentration, called CENTRALISATION, which the parlia- §
“ mentary democracy admires and praises, because it is its nature |
to tend toward despotism.* 4

act freely and openly. I define, then, commerce or exchange as
an act of society.®

Much of Proudhon’s analysis of the social contract stems from his
critique of Rousseau, who he claims ‘understood nothing of the social
contract’.”” According to Proudhon, Rousseau’s understanding was
severely handicapped by his failure to see anything but ‘the political
relations’ of the social contract. Thus Proudhon argues that, for
Rousseau, ‘the social contract is neither an act of reciprocity, nor an
act of association. Rousseau takes care not to enter into such
considerations, It is an act of appointment of arbiters, chosen by the
citizens, without any preliminary agreement.”” Whilst the social
contract, for Proudhon, is about establishing reciprocal exchange
within a free society, Proudhon believes Rousseau’s only concern is
to create a society founded on government and authority. The crux
of the matter, for Proudhon, is that Rousseau has failed to appreciate
the true nature of authority. Unable to recognize its intimate connection
with the family, Rousseau has, mistakenly, assumed that authority in
society can be based upon agreement. Consequently,

For the sake of liberty, the true form of human society, the role of
state has to be limited. Liberty cannot survive under the state simp}
because the state is an instrument of power, and power and libel
are incompatible.

Whilst imperative to Proudhon’s conception of human nature, anj
therefore, his objections toward the state, liberty also plays a ve|
important role in a further argument against the state. The argume
is centred around two concepts: the social contract and politie
obligation. It is in dealing with these concepts that Proudhon’s concet
about human nature being deprived of its fullest expression under §
social contract envisaged by Rousseau begin to emerge. His argumei
developed principally in the General Idea of the Revolution, is
the social contract ‘is an agreement of man with man; an agreem
from which must result what we call society’.¥” More specifically, #
social contract is, essentially, a contract of exchange. In entering if
the social contract, an individual enters into an agreement that ‘be2
only upon exchange’; it deprives that person of neither goods &
property. In its nature it is, remarks Proudhon, ‘essentially reciprog
it imposes no obligation upon the parties, except that which resk
from their personal promise of reciprocal delivery: it is not subject
any external authority: it alone forms the law between the parti
awaits their initiative for its execution’.®® This quality of reciprog
renders the social contract, in its capacity as a contract of exchan
the lifeblood that makes society possible. That is, a society of £
men is a society based upon contract and commerce. Indeed commé
may only exist among free men. It is almost as though the acl
exchange comprises the core process that constitutes society its

Rousseau did not see that authority, of which the proper sphere
is the family, is a mystical principle, anterior and superior to the
will of the parties interested, of the father and mother, as well
as of the children; that what is true of authority in the family
would be equally true of authority in Society . . . that, once the
theory of a social authority is admitted, it cannot in any case
depend upon an agreement; that it is contradictory that they
who must obey authority should begin by decreeing it.”

Although the nature of this mystical principle remains one of
Proudhon’s unexplained paradoxical mysteries, it serves as the
f‘01-1_Illdaticm for an attack on Rousseau’s contract as nothing other than
4 vicious fraud, a fraud which encourages citizens to divest themselves
:: their sovereignty, apc! of.region.s_ a_nld provinces to surrender to

ntral authority. Outlining its debilitating effects, Proudhon argues
wi]f [I({}t:;:ussia;!l’li contract, .empluyipg universal suffrage and the general
aSSembISta 1151 an un_dmdc'-d nation legislating thro?.:.gh an undivided
L My, will result in serious consequences for citizen and region

- oreover, such problems are exacerbated by the relationship

¢n people and government.

So in every exchange, there is a moral obligation that neither of
the contracting parties shall gain at the expense of the oth
that is, that, to be legitimate and true, commerce must be exemp
from all inequality. This is the first condition of commerce. It

juality i : I Itis no longer the government that is made for the people; it is
second condition is, that it be voluntary; that is, that the partié

t
€ people who are made for government. Power invades
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everything, dominates everything, absorbs everything, for ever, |
for always, without end . . . The citizen has nothing to do but §
perform his little task in his little corner, drawing his little salary, |
raising his little family, and relying for the rest on the providence
of government.” '

The centralized power of government and state exerts an increasing
powerful stranglehold over individual citizens, depriving them
liberty and civic participation alike.

The principal means by which liberty is jeopardized under a soci
contract not based upon equal exchange is through the implementatig
of universal suffrage. Proudhon’s attitude toward universal suffra
is tightly bound to his perception of the social contract and the poli
obligation that flows from that agreement. He makes it clear, howew
that there is general recognition that ‘a nation may be oppresse
being led to believe that it is obeying only its own laws. The hist
of universal suffrage, among all nations, is the history of the restri
of liberty by and in the name of the multitude.’”” Rousseau elud
censure here, if only because Proudhon concurs entirely with &
conviction that no individual should be forced to obey a law whi
that individual has not consented to. Yet in a passage that shares sof
~ of J.S. Mill’s concern over the tyranny of the majority, Proudhi

government by force.” In order to maintain freedom universal s
must be abandoned.

That I may remain free; that I may not have to submit to any
law but my own, and that I may govern myself, the authority
of the suffrage must be renounced: we must give up the vote, a
well as representation and monarchy. In a word, everything in
the government of society which rests on the divine must bé
suppressed, and the whole rebuilt upon the human idea of
CONTRACT.” 1

There is then, a concern for both positive and negative liberty. Bef
positive liberty or active participation can be encouraged the libé
of the individual has to be protected from the state. The founda#
of active citizenship is a sphere of individual liberty that is, as Proud!
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explains, ‘inviolable’. To be free as an active citizen the individual
must play a full role. According to Proudhon, this cannot be achieved
within the parameters of universal suffrage. One way or another the
individual is denied the opportunity of exercising and prosecuting the
reachings of his or her free will. And if, as Rousseau argues and
proudhon concurs, the individual is forced to obey a law that lacks
that individual’s consent then that individual cannot be thought of as
free. But Proudhon is unable to fulfil his own requirements. His
ideological narrative, and the relationship between his conception of
human nature and his political prescriptions in particular, is
inconsistent. As will be elaborated below, by ascribing to human nature
an irrefutable measure of egoism Proudhon is resigned to the
permanence of conflict in politics and is forced to concede that the
only means to settle such disputes is through the procedure of majority
voting. Consequently, it is impossible for Proudhon to evade the
criticism that he levels at Rousseau. If the individual is not free, and
for Proudhon this cannot be the case where majority voting occurs,
then human nature cannot fulfil itself. Restrictions on liberty are
restrictions on one’s status as a human being. This is the meaning of
Proudhon’s argument that liberty is essential to humans. To fulfil one’s
human nature one has to be free to direct one’s own life, to obey only
one’s own will. To be human is to be rational; to order one’s own
affairs without unnecessary interference from state or government.
To satisfy human nature involves leading an active life in the affairs
of the community, discharging one’s duties, enjoying one’s freedom;
1:?ut active participation requires a sphere of ‘inviolable’, negative
liberty or freedom from constraint. The only way to overcome this,
as Proudhon sees it, is by establishing the supremacy of contract.

In rejecting the state (at least for the moment) and its attendant,
Bovernment, whether direct or representative, Proudhon commits
hlrr_ls‘uelf to the ideal of contract. Contract, as Crowder has noted,
_famhtates the development of freedom in two ways. First, by entering
o a contract an individual’s transactions are as free as can be from
;ﬁt:;ference by the state. Second, :fmcl more im_portantly, when engaged

ntract with another an individual’s ‘“dealings express and develop

€ moral will that constitutes part of his essential human nature’.”
con}::l:sis_ on the notion c:f contract is imperative to'Proudhcm because
EingSCt is fz:;unt:h’eci1 on ‘the only m_orzfl bond Wl‘llC'l'l free_and equal
- off:afn accept’.” Only I?y e.st_abllshmg a mutua_hst society on the
.y ree contracts are individuals able to maintain their moral
my by acting freely. Hence Proudhon argues that by freely

51



DEMANDING THE IMPOSSIBLE?

entering into an agreement ‘with one or more of my fellow citizen
for any object whatever, it is clear that my own will is my law; it is
myself, who, in fulfilling my obligation, am my own governmentj
Indeed it is this idea of contract, together with his dissatisfaction wig
universal suffrage, that forces Proudhon to question the authenticig
of apy obligation the state may presume to hold him to. Why, he ask
should he obey the law?

Who made it? Rousseau teaches in unmistakable terms, that in |
a government really democratic and free the citizen, in obeying |
the law, obeys only his own will. But the law has been mad
without my participation, despite my absolute disapprova
despite the injury which it inflicts upon me. The State does n
bargain with me: it gives me nothing in exchange: it simply?
practises extortion upon me. Where then is the bond of}
conscience, reason, passion or interest which binds me?® '

The grounds of Proudhon’s remonstration lead him to doubt not o

the legitimacy of the state’s authority, but whether a contract actual
exists at all.

What relation is there, I ask, between this assembly and me?}
what guaranty can it offer me? why should I make this enormous,
irreparable, sacrifice to its authority, to accept whatever it may:
be pleased to resolve, as the expression of my will, as the just?
measure of my rights? And when this assembly, after debates of
which I understand nothing, proceeds to impose its decision}
upon me as law, at the point of a bayonet, I ask, if it is true that}
I am sovereign, what becomes of my dignity? if I am to consider.
myself as party to a contract, where is the contract?®!

Like Rousseau, Proudhon shares little if any faith in the proc
of representative government. But contrary to Rousseau, Proudh
is not encouraged by processes of direct legislation. Governmi
whether direct or indirect, is fundamentally the same; and as f
Proudhon is concerned, ‘one is as bad as the other’.®2 Universal s
he contends, cannot adequately serve the interests of the people
issue or piece of legislation which affects them is, precisely becaus!
affects them, special to them, whereas universal suffrage is only ca
of yielding general answers to specific questions. What use @
representatives? Individuals ought to negotiate directly for themsel¥
only in this way, Proudhon warns, will the individual be able
dispense with the ‘lottery” that is known as universal suffrage.
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Certainly, an element of class antagonism permeates Proudhon’s
analysis of political obligation. He suggests, quite frankly, that laws
and government are biased in favour of the rich. ‘Laws! We know
what they are, and what they are worth! Spider webs for the rich and

werful, steel chains for the weak and poor, fishing nets in the hands
of the Government.’” Lamenting the impoverishment of the masses,
proudhon comments on how society ‘tends to erect into a political
and social dogma the enslavement of the working class and the
necessity of its poverty’.* That Proudhon’s discontent over the notion
of political obligation is fuelled, in part, by a recognition of the class
disparities across contemporary society is indisputable. However, it
seems equally incontrovertible that his dissatisfaction is underscored
by a concern for the role assigned to the individual in this process.
‘The People,’ he suggests, ‘have no more voice in the State than they
have in the Church: their part is to believe and obey.’* Exhibiting
sentiments that were echoed in his The Principle of Federation (1863),
Proudhon’s General Idea of the Revolution enunciates categorically
that the state should not overlook the individual, treating a person as
if he or she were the exclusive property of the state to be dealt with
as it chooses.

The emphasis here is that individuals, whether alone or as a
collective entity known as the people, are perfectly capable of looking
after their own affairs without the often ill-judged and oppressive
measures of a highly centralized state. It has often been stated, he
observes, that the raison d’étre of the state is to reconcile the so-called
‘fatal antagonism of interests that exists within society.* The purpose
of government, it is held, is to maintain order; the rub is that this
benefits the rich and powerful at the expense of those beneath them.
To Proudhon’s mind, class privileges simply exacerbate an extant
P_roblem, the condescending manner in which the state treats its
citizens. Convinced of the people’s ability to manage their own affairs,
Proudhon announces: ‘Let each household, each ‘factory, each
association, each municipality, each district, attend to its own police,
and administer carefully its own affairs, and the nation will be policed
and administered.”” Not only is it wrong for the state to underestimate
€ people’s capacities, but it should recognize

ﬂ'_lat each citizen in the sphere of his industry, each municipal,
district or provincial council within its own territory, is the only
Natural and legitimate representative of the Sovereign, and that
therefore each locality should act directly and by itself in
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administering the interests which it includes, and should exercise |

call ; iR i where does this leave his concern for increased public participation
ull sovereignty in relation to them.

in the life of the society?

As noted above, the primary reason for Proudhon’s apparent
rejection of the state and the political authority that accompanies it
is his belief that contract is the only moral bond that free individuals
(in effect, males only — Proudhon was blatantly sexist) can accept. At
first glance this sits quite comfortably with his overt distrust of
centralized authority, expressed as early as 1832 in his letter to Muiron.
Much of his concern here focused on the authoritarian, centralized
conception of politics associated with Robespierre and the community-
based theories of Saint-Simon and Fourier, which Proudhon thought
represented a threat to individual freedom — sentiments that inspired
his later hostility toward communism. Just as, if not more important,
though, is the integrity of the individual, so often forsaken or quashed
by the state. Summarizing Proudhon’s unease with centralized political
authority, Vincent contends that Proudhon’s misgivings were propelled
by a “dislike of socio-political arrangements which had insufficient
respect for the integrity of individuals and groups. He insisted that
human dignity required respect for autonomy and that true justice
had to be founded on the recognition of liberty and dignity among
individuals.” This suspicion of centralized, authoritarian political
regimes leads Proudhon to argue that change must be premised on
economic reform rather than alterations in the political composition
of society. Moreover, if change is to be initiated it should be the workers
themselves who take the lead. Writing in his paper Le Représentant
d{; Peuple, which first appeared in April 1848, Proudhon had voiced
his opinion that ‘the proletariat must emancipate itself without the
heIP of the government’.”" He reinforced his stand against political
action in his speech, at the Banquet of the Republic on 15 October
1?48, known as the Toast to the Revolution, in which he favours
Irect action. ‘The people alone operating on itself without
mﬂ'me_diaries, can complete the economic revolution whose

undation was laid in February. The people alone can save civilisation
and Make humanity advance.”
acmi:lﬂlym;eght gppear strange to some, consi'dcring that Proqdhon

i Ir\:;: some time as a representative at the Constituent
E y- In eed,. Proudhon himself was conscious of the irony of
. Sltuation. Having denounced universal suffrage and proclaimed
) tSelf an anarchist why did he take his seat in the Assembly? I doubt
_ seema“}’ universally acceptable answer can be provided, but it does

that Proudhon was toying with the idea that politics could be

The collective entity, or the people, operate through or as an identifiab)
unit. And whilst it may be inaccurate to term this unit a nation]
seems that the unit is the depository of the people’s sovereignty §
much the same way that the nation became the expression of th
people’s sovereign power during the French revolution.

In summary, Proudhon’s catalogue of complaints against the sta
amounts to a two-pronged critique. First there is his anxiety that #
increasing centralization of political authority leaves individu
deprived of their liberty. Additionally, Proudhon expresses grave fez
about the idea of a social contract in the political sense. Autonor
as well as liberty are jeopardized here. Indeed, Proudhon’s invects
against the state is substantial and often persuasive, but it would'
misleading to overlook the fact that Proudhon himself sets precedes
for the very existence of the state in human nature. The question tk
has to be addressed now, is whether Proudhon’s solution to #
problem of creating a society that will allow each citizen to take:
active part in the running of that society’s affairs creates a unit the

The Politics of Federalism

Along with other thinkers under the broad ideological umbrella
anarchism, Proudhon allegedly shies away from any attempt at defini
a detailed blueprint for the development of future society. He adi
himself that he belongs to no school of thought nor represents 2
party. His assignment is simply to tell it as it is. ‘God forbid th
should set myself up as a prophet, or that I should pretend to hé
ever invented an idea! I see, I observe, I write.”” However, the rea
should be aware that Proudhon was not averse to outlining what
believed were the deficiencies of society as he knew it. To this
he had little trouble in eschewing the oppressive power of pol
authority. In its place Proudhon championed the cause of federa
the political framework of his future society. The task that has |
addressed now is to determine whether, in establishing a theo
federal government, Proudhon entirely renounces the state, and i

i
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vegetables; [and] it is necessary to regulate the workshop, to police
(he market, to convert into tax the rent of the capitalist, to
REPUBLICANISE . . . PROPERTY.™”

This attitude was still present in Proudhon’s writings as late as 1848.
Vincent has noted with some perception that Proudhon’s Carnets
(1843-64) include proposals for reform that are founded on the
management of the economy by the state.” By 1849, however,
proudhon’s attitude had shifted. No longer was he persuaded that
olitical action could yield useful results. In fact it is open to question
whether Proudhon ever truly believed that politics would offer a
remedy for the social evils that beset society. It may be true that in
some of his earlier works he held the view that the state could be used
as a means to realize its own demise, but by 1849 Proudhon had just
about washed his hands of state inaugurated and politically orientated
social reforms. The most vigorous expression of this attitude appears
in his General Idea of the Revolution, and he makes it patently obvious
that the way forward lies with social economics rather than politics.
One has to understand, he implores, that there lies beyond politics a
much vaster and much richer domain within which ‘our destiny is
worked out’. That province is the sphere of social economy.” Political
reform will be the effect not the means of social reform.

By this time his view of politics was far from favourable. Everyone,
he reflects,

utilized in some fashion to further the ends of the working class|
Proudhon was not afraid to engage in politics if he thought it wol
bring good to the social problems affecting society. Rather th
rejecting politics outright, Proudhon approached politics with
measure of caution and suspicion. His personal experiences conving
hims of the futility of investing faith in politics. Elected to the Asse
in June 1848, Proudhon was soon disillusioned by the
experience. His short time there, Woodcock suggests, ‘hardened
distrust of political methods, and helped to create the af
parliamentarianism that marked his last years and was inherited
the anarchist movement in general’.? Furthermore, Bonaparte’s electi
in December of the same year is said to have finally conving
Proudhon that nothing was to be gained from political action.**
All of this, however, lies in stark contrast to his earlier position
calling for state intervention to aid the miners around Saint-Etien)
After witnessing the appalling conditions that the mine-workers
to endure in the early part of the 1840s, Proudhon, quite opét
‘embraced a programme of state intervention’.” Change was tg
instituted through a series of reforms, in which the government §
a hand. These ideas were reflected in the texts he wrote at that tis
In the ‘Second Memoir’ of his What is Property? Proudhon envisa

the process in which society changes for the better. E

It is necessary to apply on a large scale the principle of collective
production, to give the state eminent domain over all capi
to render each producer responsible . . . and to transform eve

profession and trade into a public function . . . individ
possession will establish itself, without community, under thi
inspection of the republic, and equality of conditions will n¢
longer depend simply on the will of the citizen.”

is governed in his choice of party by his passion and his interests;
the mind is submitted to the impositions of the will, — there is
no knowledge, there is not even a shadow of certainty. In this
way, general ignorance produces general tyranny; and while
liberty of thought is written in the charter, slavery of thoughrt,
under the name of majority rule, is decreed by the charter.'®

By now his ideas are firmly indebted to the superiority of contract
and. economics over political authority. Hence he writes as if future
Society should be some loose kind of industrial democracy. ‘It is
Industrial organisation that we will put in place of government. . . .
In Qlace of laws, we will put contracts. — No more laws voted by a
Majority, nor even unanimously; each citizen, each industrial union,
Makes its own laws. . . . In place of political powers, we will put
€Conomic forces. !
Op’:_-:]e Ia_ck of any explanation as to why ‘passion’ and ‘interests’ only
ke Oa:e in the political environment and not in industrial unions is
ersight that Proudhon fails to address. Nevertheless, his

Whether Proudhon was simply engaging in tactical expediency
is a moot point, which I shall address below. But one unquestio
implication of this line of reasoning is that Proudhon believed
assistance of the state should be used to bring about s@
transformation. His opinion that the state would have to be invo)
in any attempt to initiate practical reforms is clear. His message

la Création, published shortly after What is Property?, rems
unaltered; government is to play an active role in inaugurating’
steering socio-economic reforms. ‘It is necessary to cent
commerce, agriculture, and industry; to proportion producti
needs; to treat with care mineral resources, to support and augs
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conviction that reform should be led from below ra:thcr than abg
was reaffirmed in the second edition of De la Création, publishe d
1849, two years before the first appearance of General Idea of ¢
Revolution.” Indeed, it might be observed tha.t fh.roughout the pe ig
of his apparent dependence on political activities to better socig
Prandhon was merely engaging in expediency. In, oth_cr WO
Proudhon perceived politics as a case of “as and when’. This expla_
why his dismissal of universal suffrage was never complete. If ele ct
politicians were blind to or simply turned a deaf ear to his desis
social reforms, then Proudhon would rail against it. If, on the o h
hand, those elected were sympathetic to his programme of refor
then he was quite happy to countenance it. Seemingly, Proudhon bg
a permanent suspicion towards politics and political activity, whil
is why he regarded them as something of a necessary evil. As he wte

one’s hands in shit’.' ¢

It was noted above™™ that by 1849 Proudhon had just about was h
his hands of the state and politics. I say just about because, despi
his penchant for reforms from below guided by direct action, Proudh
never seems to finally rid himself of a dependency on both state aj
politics. In the last work to be published before his death, The Princit
of Federation, Proudhon elaborates some of his most explicit id
on the future of society. In spite of his convictions that citizens sh ol
assume a more active role in the life of society this work reveals th
Proudhon’s federal society reserves a place for politics and state 2 ik
The problem that confronts Proudhon is nothing less than
permanence of politics. Politics is present in all societies. The reas|
for this, Proudhon adds, is that each and every society is governed |
the relationship of authority and liberty. Political order has been ai
forever will be subject to two competing principles: authority al
liberty. The two are inextricably locked together. ‘Authority,’ |
remarks, ‘necessarily presupposes a liberty which recognizes or deni
it; in turn liberty, in its political sense, likewise presupposes an authof
which confronts it, repressing or tolerating it.” Both are present,:
some degree, in all societies; ‘no political arrangement is exempt?
Politics feeds on this contest between authority and liberty. It is ¢
which explains the myriad of political controversies. Hence b
observation that the ‘dualism of authority and liberty supplies the
to all enigmas; without the aid of this primordial explanation,
history of states would be the despair of the mind and the scand
philosophy’." There is no escape. Regardless of his assertion that
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whole philosophy is but a perpetuity of reconciliations’, Proudhon’s
Principles of authority and liberty are forever in opposition. (;omplete
reconciliation can never be reached. Under Proudhon’s dialectical view
of reality the only way in which these principles can be realized is
through compromise, the essence of politics. In developing his theory
of federalism Proudhon came to recognize that politics was necessary;
that politics could not simply be reduced to socio-economic relations.
The counterbalance to this was that, even if politics is permanent,
Proudhon judges that the state, in an increasingly well organized
society, would witness a diminution of its own role. ‘The state,’ he
writes, ‘in a well organized society, has to reduce itself little by little
until it represents nothing.”"’

Consonant with his preceding works, The Principle of Federation
makes no bones about documenting the scurrilities that the state has
inflicted upon society. It is, he avows, responsible for ‘prejudices and
abuses of every kind, aristocratic prejudices, bourgeois privilege,
ecclesiastical authority, and the people have been oppressed, the mind
enslaved; liberty thus remained in a strait-jacket, and civilisation
stagnated hopelessly”.' Nevertheless, the state still has a role to play.
It may be true, as Vernon has highlighted, that the concept ‘of the
state as an insulated and self-sufficient order is to vanish, and no level
of organization, it would appear, is to be distinguished qualitatively
from any other’.!” He continues, however, by submitting the argument
that what Proudhon retains from the notion of the state

is its character as a focus for political life or a vehicle for public
sentiment. Du Principe fédératif stands squarely in the tradition
of ‘civic humanism’ . . . the tradition springing from Aristotle,
Machiavelli, and Montesquieu, which values above all the
independence of citizens and their active, responsible
participation in the management of their common affairs.’”

Federalism is more than just a set of political arrangements, it is an
approach to life. It is to serve, for want of a better description, as a
8lasshouse protecting and cultivating the growth of a newly developing
Civic virtue. In facilitating the development of freedom by the
decentralization of political life, federalism provides the political
framework within which the people learn to govern themselves by
feason. Accordingly, ‘the freest and most moral government is that in
Which powers are best divided, administrative functions best separated,
the independence of groups most respected, provincial, cantonal, and
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municipal authorities best served by the central authority — in a wa
federal government’.'"!

Proudhon’s federalism is unlike other forms of government. It}
seemingly, non-hierarchical and decentralized. “Its basic and essent
law is this: in a federation, the powers of central authority a
specialized and limited and diminish in number, in directness, an d
what [ may call intensity as the confederation grows by the adhesi
of new states.’'? Federal powers and authority, Proudhon stipulag
should not exceed those and that of the local authorities. Fed el
authority should be ‘a mere delegate and subordinate function’. Witk
this context Proudhon no longer envisages federalism as a governme}
rather ‘it is an agency created by the states for the joint executio 0
certain functions which the states abandon, and which thus bec or
federal powers’."" The role of the federal state or agency is that of#
initiator. Contrary to the practices of centralized unitary states, und
federalism the citizen and the local authority are to play a much la g
role. It is with this in mind that Proudhon addresses the princig
function of the federal authority. ;

The state is not an entrepreneur in the public sector, to be’
confused with the contractors who perform public works.
Whether it commands, acts, or supervises, the state is the initiator:
and ultimate director of change . . . [But] . . . Once a beginning’
has been made, the machinery established, the state withdraws,
leaving the execution of the new task to local authorities and’
citizens." :

Upon recognition that the authoritarian and centralized state threa el
the liberty of the citizen, Proudhon hopes that this future federatit
will encourage the active participation of citizens to resurrect the civ
or republican ideal that is smothered by unitary states. Wheth
monarchy or democracy there is little to choose berween when it con
to the freedom of the citizen. '

But what was monarchy? The sovereignty of one man. What is’
democracy? The sovereignty of the nation, or rather the nationa :
majority. But it is, in both cases, the sovereignty of man instead.
of the sovereignty of the law, the sovereignty of the will instead
of the sovereignty of the reason; in one word, the passions instead!
of justice. Undoubtedly, when a nation passes from the!
monarchical to the democratic state, there is progress, because
in multiplying the sovereigns we increase the opportunities o! 4
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the reason to substitute itself for the will; but in reality t!]el'c is
no revolution in the government, since the principle remains the
same. Now, we have the proof today that, with the most perfect
democracy, we cannot be free.'

What he dislikes about democracy is its mass c.hzlaFacter and what
;t makes of its citizens, creatures who shun responsibility and freedon’l,
whereas those that reside in a federal state are pleased to accept the_lr
responsibilities and work hard to ensure that tyranny does not gain
a foothold. As April Carter remarks, ‘_Prond!mn seems to dr:jtw on the
republican tradition in which democracy is assom?ted with urt?an
mob rule, and the related danger that the masses, lacklng the education
or the economic independence to sustain civic lil?erty, will veer tf)wards
popular despotism.”"'¢ His preference is definitely for participatory
republics.

In the Republic every citizen, in doing that which he wants aqd
not doing that which he does not want, participates directlgf in
legislation and government, as he participates in the production
and the circulation of wealth. There, every citizen is king, because
he has the plenitude of power, he reigns and governs. The
Republic is a positive anarchy."’

Proudhon’s commitment to the liberty of the individual citizen signals
a profound regard for the social and political context which would
furnish the conditions under which freedom would be permitted to
flourish. This aids our understanding of why he adopts the
participatory republic, favoured by, amongst others, Aristotle and
Rousseau. Indeed, it is when Proudhon considers Rousseau’s version
of the social contract that he becomes aware that if his idea of contract
could be expanded to other groups in society, the ‘system of contracts,
substituted for the system of laws, would constitute the true
government of man and of the citizen; the true sovereignty of the
people, the REPUBLIC’."® This is so because ‘liberty is perfect only
When it is guaranteed to all, either by all men taking part in
government, or else by their delegating the trust to no one’.!” Without
doubt, Proudhon has assimilated the argument that the liberty of the
citizen will flourish most effectively in a society in which the citizen
is permitted to engage directly in the organization and management
of its affairs.

To achieve this transformation Proudhon expected education and
Progress to help bridge the gap presented by the deficiencies in human
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nature. Progress was to be had in the form of new industri
organizations. Association, as mediated through the workshops, woul
allow Proudhon to avoid any excessive reliance on altruism
authority. By ensuring that the organization of labour was carried @
by the workers themselves, and by retaining the driving force
competition, Proudhon was convinced that the vestigial commag
structures of the unitary state, together with the inadequacies in hum
nature, could be superseded. Returning control of the producti
process to the workers was a central plank of Proudhon’s programn
As the citizen deserves greater control over the affairs of his state,|
the worker ought to exert his command over industrial and agricultul
production. Competition is of cardinal importance to this process,
only because of human nature. As Proudhon puts it: ‘Man may 1o}
his fellow well enough to die for him; he does not love him well eno
to work for him.”* Furthermore, ‘competition is as essential to labg
as division, since it is division itself returning in another form,
rather, raised to its second power; division, I say, no longer, as in
first period of economic evolution, adequate to collective force, ai
consequently absorbing the personality of the labourer in #
workshop, but giving birth to liberty by making each subdivision
labour a sort of sovereignty in which man stands in all his power a
independence’.”! Moreover, modelled on mutuality, or the commitmg
to reciprocal and equitable exchange, these workers’ associations aj
for Proudhon, the embryo of the framework under which the fede
system will operate. |

Education is also to assist in overcoming the evil in human natu
If humanity’s inherent egocentrism is to be overcome then educatil
is to be prominent in the restructuring of society. As Proudhon of
wrote in the margin of the translation of Ewerbeck’s Christiani
German Philosophy, and Socialism, ‘man is essentially and previg
to all education an egoistic creature, ferocious beast, and venomé
reptile. . . . He will never grow tame [and] is only transformed!
education.”? Civic virtue is to be fed and watered by education
conjunction with humanity’s immanent sense of justice, not a ci
religion as in the case of Rousseau. Like Montesquieu and Roussé
before him, Proudhon believes that a republic will only functil
properly if the ‘spirit of society’ is fostered and encouraged. Proudh
is searching, then, for something that is capable of stimulating a ‘s _.
of public virtue’. And in aligning himself to the efficacy of educati

i

Proudhon parts company from his predecessors, Montesquieu &

Rousseau, who relied on social and political institutions to encourage
this public virtue.

Apparently, Proudhon is fairly optimistic about the future progress
of society, if occasionally a little naive at times. Writing in April 1845
he felt that within a decade France would have been completely
cransformed and rejuvenated. ‘All political apparatus will have been
thrown out.”’® Not surprisingly, on other occasions Proudhon was
more sober in his estimation of what could be achieved. When writing
his What is Property? he was convinced that society was moving
towards anarchy. Thus he could predict with some confidence that
anarchy ‘is the form of government to which we are every day
approximating’.'** Yet by the time he had come to pen The Principle
of Federation, Proudhon regarded anarchy as a form of government
that would never be reached. Because anarchy is one of the four forms
of ideal government it will remain forever out of our grasp. Just as
monarchy and communism ‘can never be realised as absolutely pure
types’ so democracy and anarchy are ‘to remain perpetual desiderata’.’”
The ideal types of government may exist in the form of a concept,
but, as Proudhon rationalizes, ‘they themselves can never become
real’.'”” The rationale behind this conclusion is to be discovered in the
relationship between authority and liberty. Destined to remain mutually
dependent upon one another, the two principles of liberty and authority
will be forced into compromise. Consequently, a compromise between
the pure forms of government is inescapable.

The nature of the relationship between liberty and authority affords
an intimation as to why Proudhon finds it difficult to rid his political
theory of a concept that is very similar to the state. With his not
unusual pessimism Proudhon remarks that, because of the ineluctable
compromise between liberty and authority ‘it is scarcely likely, however
far the human race may progress in civilisation, morality and wisdom,
that all traces of government and authority will vanish’.*’ It is precisely
because of such sentiments that Robert Graham, in a perceptive essay
on ‘The Role of Contract in Anarchist Ideology’, draws the conclusion
that when penning The Principle of Federation Proudhon had finally
accepted that politics could not be “dissolved in the economic
Organisation of society’.” Fundamentally, The Principle of Federation
aMounts to an exegesis of the political contract that is to supplement
the economic contract established in the earlier General Idea of the
,R"Wﬂutfon. The expanded system of contracts envisaged by Proudhon
15 held together within the federal political matrix. Contracts and
48reements may be plentiful in the field of economics, but the various
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 society, be they towns or provinces, v?ill a_lso be p
g political purposes such as .tk_xe arbitration of

ith the economic contract, the pohtlca‘l contract is b
mprlocﬂl obligations that pertain to both parties, in this case n.
and the citizen. Furthermore, in order for the political cont

become binding

the citizen who enters the association must 1) have as mu
gain from the state as he sacrifices to it, 2) retain all his lib
sovereignty, and initiative, except that which he must ab.

in order to attain that special object for which the contt
made, and which the state must guarantee. So confirmed

understood, the political contract is what I shall ca
federation.’»

Upon association these groups create a federal authori
them, but an authority whose remit is defined and delimited
contract of association. In Proudhon’s mind, this authority or 2
operates ‘under the strict control of his principals, whose power
at their pleasure’.'* However, Proudhon is less certain when it
to determining whether the units of the federation are comp
sovereign and how, in practice, internal and inter-provincial disp|
are to be settled. Federalism, for Proudhon, is supposed to be a
hierarchical and decentralized form of government; but uncert
arises from a lack of clear argument and ushers us toward a concl
that even if all runs smoothly in inter-provincial transactions
that is very unlikely given his own admission for the need to
municipalities)™! there appears to be no mechanism for guarant
free relations within municipalities. With passions and self-inter
the fore in the political arena, Proudhon, rather unwittingly, s
not to have appreciated that human nature may signal the break -'3_
of political relations not only within but between federal units. !

Proudhon accepts that federation, by necessity, entails the ri
secession. So if the federal authority acts outside its remit and inte
with the autonomy or internal jurisdiction of a member unit then ¢
unit is fully entitled to secede. The problem is that Proudhon does}
leave it at that. In a note discussing the Swiss federation of 18
Proudhon suggests that in matters that concern the interpretationt
the terms of the federal contract the rights of the majority must|
respected over those of the minority.'? Whatever Proudhon may ha
said later, The Principle of Federation leaves little room for avoidi
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. charge that something like a coercive state is still alive and kicking.
L _

.ccce Vernon’s judgment that

i1

are clear hints of, but no explicit defence of or open
g itment to, the acceptability of coercion: if authority is to
comﬂiltls mystique in federation, it is nevertheless to retain
Ios‘eimate coercive power, apparently, and we cannot say _that
i;iltnotion of the state, abstractly conceived, has been entirely

abandoned.'

Contrary to his predilection for P:larticipatory republics, ij(_‘be Prmaflfe
Federation’s recourse to politics and an ultimate reliance on the
:9 inciple of majoritarianism leaves Proudhon rathffr c_loser to Ro_uss_eau
dmmn he would care to admit. In what is an admission to a prmcllple
fnn damental to democracy, maiorita:iamsm,lProudhon thro“fs mtlo
'-'d'oubt his claim to be an anarchist. The claim should be seriously

questioned if only because Proudhon’s federal political arrangements

. depend ultimately on some manner of coercion exercised by an

ity over and above the member units of the federation. |
auf&hs?cll-ﬂrom the misgivings occasioned by The_Principie of Federation
and notwithstanding the fact that he may, at times, hav.e argued that
the state should be used to improve the lot of.the working class, one
might argue that Proudhon’s overall intention was always to see

~ government dissolved in a more rational economic restructuring of

society. Moreover, anyone who has read Proudhon’s Gerferaf h{ea. of
the Revolution cannot help but recognize the strength of his conviction
that underpinned the caustic critique of government per se, that is the
leitmotif of this text. As David Miller has reminded us, Proudhon
essentially levels four charges against th_c state. The.se charges :re not
to be applied selectively, they are what is wrong with _eacl_-l an eEery
state, regardless of the political arrangements of which it may be 3
Part. The state is, then: coercive; punitive; explm.tatwe an
destructive.'™ Proudhon’s analysis may apparently relnforf:e the
Perspective that he was a fierce critic of the'state, as he k_new it, and
therefore defend his pronouncement of faith to anar.c!-nsm. But to
appreciate how Proudhon found it possible to be both critic and patron
of the state it is necessary to understand the concept of contract that
Proudhon works with. The contract, as he informs us in his General
Idea of the Revolution, is an agreement or

act whereby two or several individuals agree to organise among
themselves, for a definite purpose and time, that industrial power
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which we have called exchange; and in consequence ‘;'
obligated themselves to each other, and reciprocally guaranteeg
a certain amount of services, products, advantages, duties, 8zc.H

Whether designed for economic exchange or political purposes;
important point to bear in mind is that Proudhon’s contrag
inextricably linked to a concept that may be labelled ‘self-assul
obligation’. By entering into a contract in association with others,
individual, by virtue of co-operating with those that have fre
assumed the obligations imposed by the contract, enlarges the f
of his own actions. Contracts create social relationships of reciprg
obligation that may help to fulfil an individual’s potentialities §
make concrete the benefits to be had out of the community. M
importantly, as Carole Pateman has argued, the concept of self-assur
obligation is advantageous in facilitating an understanding of h
the individual may be bound by a political obligation yet remain ab
the defined political authority.”* Having entered an agreemen
political purposes within the federation, the various member ur
by virtue of the act of joining together in a political agreeme
constitute a political authority."” But this political agreement do es |
obligate them to a state over and above them, since it is under t
control; rather they obligate themselves to one another, As Grah
puts it in his review of Pateman’s argument, this authority ‘is ba
on horizontal relationships of obligation between themselves, rat
than on the vertical relationship existing between the individu
the state’."* Thought of in this manner, perhaps self-assumed obligal
provides a buffer between the member units of Proudhon’s federat
and a state that thrives on central authority and oppressive powe

Although affording Proudhon’s conception of federal politig
slight respite from accusations that it is statist, the above argu
fails, in my opinion, to absolve him completely. Proudhon’s dependeéj
on the state is systematic, not incidental. That Proudhon cannot
labelled an anarchist is dependent on three crucial elements of'
ideological narrative. The first element is the economic. Integral
Proudhon’s vision of society is the act of exchange. But since exchas
amounts to the mutual transfer of property it is very difficult
reconcile Proudhon’s notion of the economic contract with |
declaration that property is theft, a proposition that underpins’
moral critique of capitalism." Similarly, his reliance on wor <
associations to mediate reciprocal and equitable exchange withis
federal framework does little to substantiate his claim to bel
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cchist. His belief that returning control of the productive process
El“z:hca workers would eliminate the need for the state sits uneasily
tohen it is realized that such associations are driven by the force of
:;mpetitiorl. In admitting the necessity of competition because of
puman nature, adumbrated above, Proudhon seems to be
countenancing one of the pillars of capitalism. Indeed it is highly
improbabie that by pitting one assocmlston against an(_)then:, even w1th1'n
2 federal structure, one is likely to witness the demise of the pursuit
of economic self-interest. By transferring control frqr_n th? capitalist
to workers’ associations Proudhon hopesf rather optimistically, that
the attraction of economic gain will simply evaporate. I‘n fact,
proudhon should have been aware of the _W(.eakness. of_hls own
argument, as he acknowledges that personal gain is a motivating factor
in individual and collective labour. Accordingly, Proudhon argues that

society

labours only with a view to wealth; comfort, happines.s, is its
only object. Why, then, should that which is true of society not
be true of the individual also, since, after all, society is man and
entire humanity lives in each man? Why substitute for the
immediate object of emulation, which in industry is personal
welfare, that far-away and almost metaphysical motive called
general welfare, especially when the latter is nothing without
the former and can result only from the former?'%

A society based on the mutual exchange of property may harbo.ur
the necessary incentives to work and may provide the requisite
buttresses to personal liberty, but it is hardly likely to be free frolm
dispute. By pitching one association against another, competition will
create a need for the state, if only to act as referee or arbiter in
contractual disputes. Exchange has to be policed, and it canm?t'be
policed by the contracting parties for each will be subject to overriding
Pressures of self-interest; hence there arises a situation which demands
a neutral arbiter - the state.

The second part of Proudhon’s ideological narrative that concerns
us is the political. Proudhon is willing to admit that the state (although
he prefers to call it an agency) does have a role to play under
federalism. What he is less willing to concede is that once in place the
State may entrench its position rather than withdraw. When considering
!1iS discussion of the relationship between authority and liberty this
'S a rather peculiar conclusion to draw. It is because each and every
‘Political arrangement’ is subject to the inexpiable contest between
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liberty and authority that Proudhon is forced to acknowledge ¢
inexorable permanency of politics. Proudhon’s federal government

The point is that politics is permanent because the contest be
liberty and authority is endless. This contest gives rise to gover
ané authority. Like disputes in the realm of economics, poli
altercations require some mechanism that will furnish either resol
or settlements. That mechanism, as Proudhon admits in The Pring
of Federation, has its seat in an authority over and above the me --5_
units of the federation — an authoritative state. i

It is, then, because of the complex intertwining of the econof
and the political that Proudhon is powerless to prevent his of
dependence on the state. One fundamental reason for this is locz

of humankind in terms of social and moral progress, the overwhelmn
experience exuded throughout his writings is one of distrust &

true of economics. To my mind, this seems unjustifiable. Whate
the merits or demerits of his consistency, however, the important p@
is that if politics is susceptible to the egoistic side of human na
then that elicits considerable difficulties for Proudhon. As both hus
nature and politics are permanent, then there will be a constant
permanent requirement for restraint. |

Peter Marshall is one recent commentator who believes th
enduring egoism in Proudhon’s conception of human nature do
represent an insuperable problem. But at times it is difficult to recol
all aspects of Marshall’s argument. In Marshall’s own interpre
of Proudhon’s conception of human nature the individual is s
be both ‘naturally free and selfish. He is capable of self-sacrifi
love and friendship but as a rule selfishly pursues his own intere
pleasure. The result is that left to himself he will inevitably try toj§
power over others.”’* At the same time Marshall believes
humanity’s potential for rationality offers an opportunity to ove
the obstacle of egoism in human nature. Citing Proud
Confessions, Marshall points to the author’s argument that ‘in s
as well as in the individual, reason and reflection always triump
instinct and spontaneity. This is the characteristic feature of our s|
and it accounts for the fact that we progress.”’* Thus Ma
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concludes that humans progress to ‘a stage where the artificial

restrictions of government and law can be done away with’.'
Considering that Marshall offers only one reference to sustain his
conclusion, this seems a rather weak interpretation. But even if he
had presented more evidence there remains the question of how he
reconciles the point about rationality with his acknowledgement of
the permanence of aggression in Proudhon’s conception of human
nature. As Marshall concedes, Proudhon ‘believed war was rooted in
our being’."* It is because of this that Proudhon writes, in War and
Peace (1861), that “war is an integral part of human life and must
endure as long as humanity endures. . . . Let us therefore conclude
... that war in one form or another is essential to mankind and that
it is a vital condition of our social and moral life.”"* These thoughts
echo his earlier concern about the permanence and ubiquity of war.
Writing in his System of Economical Contradictions, Proudhon reflects
how ‘man’s life is a permanent war, war with want, war with nature,
war with his fellows, and consequently war with himself. The theory
of a peaceful equality, founded on fraternity and sacrifice, is only a
counterfeit of the Catholic doctrine of renunciation of the goods and
pleasures of this world, the principle of beggary, the panegyric of
misery.’'*¢
Marshall recognizes Proudhon’s assumption that aggression is an

inherent and unchanging component of human nature, but still insists
that rationality furnishes ‘the key out of the impasse’.'” The point
that Marshall does not seem to understand is the nature of the
relationship in which Proudhon ties reflection and egoism together.
The evidence that Marshall offers in support of his argument about
humanity’s progress toward a society without government and law
does not truly vindicate his argument. At best it offers a partial account
of how Proudhon believes humanity progresses.”** Marshall would
do better to appreciate that in Proudhon’s conception of human nature
It is humanity’s ability for communication, reflection and comparison
that result in a disposition for egoism and evil. Harbold is certainly
cognizant of this if Marshall is not. Hence his conviction that Proudhon

found that precisely the same quality in man that enables him to
Progress also, when corrupted, leads to decadence. This quality is

idealism”. . . . Men are always led by an ideal, but their ideals, instead
of Tepresenting justice, can derive from and represent interests, such
as wealth, power and pleasure.”* In one way this is a reflection of
am“dhm_'l‘s conception of human nature. Passions and interests are

Ways likely to be involved in politics at a practical level, and
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Proudhon recognized this. It is because of this that Proudhon conce'
the permanence of politics. Yet, at another level this simply signals
resignation to the way the world is. Proudhon acknowledges that}
the course of a lifetime one is often in competition with others; b

this is ‘both inevitable and desirable’. It ‘is inevitable,” he contends

berause it is impossible for there ever to be complete agreement
between two beings who are progressing along the path of}
knowledge and consciousness but who are not walking in step,’
between two beings whose viewpoints on all questions are
different and whose interests are increasingly opposed. Their
meeting will inevitably result in a divergence of opinion, in
opposing principles, in polemics and the clash of ideas.

world, is created. It is the world of social dealings, of law, libe
politics and morals. But before dealings are possible, strife 1
inevitable; before the peace treaty there is the duel and war. This
is true of each moment of existence.' E

It is in these times of strife that Proudhon’s mutualist society bas
on contract will be found wanting. As Ritter notes, in the mut
society Proudhon’s ‘scheme of bargaining may protect freedom
it fails to manage conflict, as Proudhon well realised’.”' Marshall
is aware of this difficulty. In a more sober reflection of Proud
conception of human nature (which because of its hard-nosed real
makes it all the more difficult to reconcile with his conclusions outlif
earlier), Marshall acknowledges that, given Proudhon’s portrayal
human nature as ‘aggressive, selfish and domineering, it would séi
inevitable that [human beings] would grasp for power in a s
without government’.'? In wanting contracts to replace law
government Proudhon’s contracting parties find themselves und
obligation other than their own personal promises. In lig
Proudhon’s notion of contract and given ‘his pugnacious view
human nature’, Marshall writes,

it is difficult to see why they [Proudhon’s contracts] should nof
degenerate into endless wrangles or dictated settlements. Even
if, as he suggests, the contracts are made public, formal ané
explicit, and public opinion reinforces the purely mo

obligation of promises, there is no final certainty that peopl
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will keep their agreements. His resort to a federal authority to
solve disputes, and his call for an express oath of fidelity to the
rules of contracting show that he was aware of the difficulty,

but their introduction would doubtless lead to the reconstitution
of the State.!®

On this occasion Marshall has hit the nail squarely on the head.
The mechanism of restraint will be the state. Both humanity’s
egocentrism and the economic and political disputes that will ensue
from this egocentrism have to be restrained. Federal arrangements are
not immune. Hence the need for a state. There is one further possibility,
though. Throughout his works there is a commitment to cultivate the
republican ideals of liberty and participation in the society to which
the citizen belongs. By following in the footsteps of this republican
tradition, in criticizing the state for not assigning a substantial enough
role for the individual, Proudhon may have inadvertently sanctioned
the development, not of a single state, but of a multitude of states.
His insistence that the individual should play a greater role in society
and that each municipality should be sovereign in its own affairs, at
the expense of a large and centralized state, may well be interpreted
as a recipe for the inauguration of an array of mini-states under the
authoritative umbrella of a federal state that will police disputes
between its internal districts. Whichever way one looks at it, Proudhon

is led to a dependency on the state. The state’s raison d’étre is grounded
in human nature and politics.
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Bakunin: Authoritarian Anarchism

Like Proudhon, Bakunin has inherited the mantle of paradox. His
work seldom amounts to a coherent theory that reflects a conscious
and deliberate effort to render anarchism comprehensible. Rather, his
works are rarely more than unedited drafts replete with contradictions
and anomalies. Indeed, the only major work of Bakunin’s to be
published during his lifetime was Statism and Anarchy (1873).
Although not a systematic theorist, he is undeniably a profound and
original thinker.! Given Bakunin’s proclivity for revolutionary action
it is perhaps not surprising that his writings are inconsistent. Bakunin
is regarded as the founder of the international anarchist movement,
and his writings were individually tailored for different audiences;
however, that does not preclude the possibility of a discernible leitmortif.
The difficulty here is that the lack of an identifiable or distinctive
body of thought exacerbates the problem of interpretation. Without
any obvious guiding thread, Bakunin’s works are open to vigorous
debate among commentators, hostile and sympathetic alike. It is
important to avoid imposing coherence where it plainly does not exist
and to strive to maintain the author’s original emphasis and meaning.?
Yet as John Keane has elaborated, history ‘is always history as it is
narrated, interpreted, explained and judged by particular historians
with particular interests and concerns’.® The recognition of the
problems associated with textual analysis helps to obviate the dangers
of fabricating an artificial coherence. It remains the prerogative of the
reader to judge whether coherence has been imposed where it was
Previously lacking. The specific task of this chapter, however, is to
identify the connection between Bakunin’s conception of human nature
and his political theory. It will become evident that there are radical
Inconsistencies in Bakunin’s work, and moreover that they are of a
fonsequence that jeopardizes his standing as an anarchist.

Bakunin on Human Nature and Freedom
In his ‘Biographical Sketch’ of Bakunin, James Guillaume relates the

details of 2 conversation Bakunin had, whilst on his deathbed, with
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his friend, the musician Reichel. According to Guillaume, Bakunin
said to have remarked that our entire

philosophy starts from a false base; it begins always byf
considering man as an individual, and not as he should
considered — that is, as a being belonging to a collectivity; mos
of'the philosophical (and mistaken) views stemming from tk
false premise either are led to the conception of a happiness in!
the clouds, or to a pessimism like that of Schopenhauer and
Hartmann.* ]

For Bakunin, traditional philosophy presents an unbalanced picty
Like Proudhon, Bakunin considers humankind to be both individ|
and social. “Man,” he remarks, ‘is not only the most individual
on earth — he is also the most social being.”* There are, then, two i
capacities that are distinctive of humankind: a potential to be eg
and the facility for sociability. These innate qualities, however, d
extend into the realm of morality. For as far as Bakunin is cong
morality derives from society, from our social traditions and educati
In this sense, individuals are a product of their environment. Adop#
the contextualist view of human nature, Bakunin, as Godwin
before him, believes that humans are what their environment nal
of them. No one, he argues, ‘will seriously dispute this opinion, &
every child, youth, adult, and even the most mature man, is W
the product of the environment that nourished and raised him
inevitable, involuntary, and consequently irresponsible prod
Differences of intelligence or criminality between people, for exam
are not ‘due to their nature: it is solely the result of the so
environment in which they were born and brought up’.” Wi
reflecting Proudhon’s awareness of humankind’s capacity fo
Bakunin maintains that such tendencies are strongly reinforc
society. ‘Human nature,” he argues, ‘is so constituted tha :
propensity for evil is always intensified by external circumstan
and the morality of the individual depends much more o
conditions of his existence and the environment in which he li
on his will.”* ,

Herein lies a candid commendation of the contextualist para;
of human nature. Although initially attracted by German roman
and idealism, Bakunin later rejected his early philosophical ided
and developed a materialist and atheistic view of the worlds
Bakunin wrote in his The Knouto-Germanic Empire and the St
Revolution (1871), it is materialism rather than idealism that is
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.Undoubtedly,’ he remarks, ‘the idealists are wrong and the materialists
are right. Yes, facts come before ideas; yes, the ideal, as Proudhon
said, 18 but the flower, the roots of which lie in the material conditions
of existence. Yes, the whole history of humanity, intellectual and moral,

olitical and social, is but the reflection of its economic history.’*® In
Marxian terminology, consciousness is created by society: individuals
are a product of their environment. Accordingly, freedom assumes
special importance, because freedom is the bedrock upon which the
development of an individual’s humanity is to be built. And as one’s
freedom can only be fulfilled in society, so society serves as the matrix
within which human nature fulfils its potential. In other words, the
individual becomes humanized in society.

Bakunin’s high regard for freedom could only have been
consolidated by his reading of Hegel and his meeting with Proudhon
in early 1844." Indeed his love of freedom constitutes his philosophy
of life. As he discloses in his Confession (1851), he was inspired by a

~ ‘love of freedom and inevitable hatred of all oppression, even more

when it fell on others than when it fell on myself. To look for my
happiness in the happiness of others, for my own worth in the worth
of all those around me, to be free in the freedom of others — that is
my whole faith, the aspiration of my whole life.””? However, what
Bakunin means when he employs the term freedom or liberty is far
ftoru certain. Nonetheless, Bakunin’s conception of liberty is of crucial
importance to his conception of human nature and hence his theory
of politics. As Bakunin puts it: ‘I am a fanatical lover of Liberty;
ctl:ms‘idering it as the only medium in which can develop intelligence,
dignity, and the happiness of man’." Perceived in this manner, Bakunin
is referring to a concept of liberty

which consists in the full development of all the material,
intellectual and moral powers which are to be found as faculties
lateqt in everybody, the liberty which recognises no other
Iestrictions than those which are traced for us by the laws of
our own nature; so that properly speaking there are no
restrictions, since these laws are not imposed on us by some
|eglsiator, beside or above us; they are immanent in us, inherent,

e : : g
constituting the very basis of our being, material as well as
intellectual and moral.*

i : : .
\ O be truly free, then, is to remain outside all external restraints

n . d S
oto live according to the laws within us. Freedom, for Bakunin,
1gs to that person who ‘obeys natural laws because he has himself
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recognised them as such, and not because they have been extern
imposed upon him by an extrinsic will whatever, divine or hum
collective or individual’.’ Closer examination of this argument rey
the way in which Bakunin is approaching the concept of freedo

akunin’s conception of freedom may be considered Hegelian. The
fact that liberty has to be everywhere, or omnipresent, and not the
rivilege of one class suggests that Bakunin is utilizing something like
roaching t | Hegel’s argument concerning Master and Sla\rf.-. An oppressor cannot
as .Crowc'.‘e}- has remar_ked, Bakunin is ut_-lllzmg a conception of -1_ be said to be truly free because an oppressor is unable to give others
in its positive sense — in the sense descz_'lbed by the liberal phlllos op the recognition they need to be truly free. And if the oppressor cannot
Isaiah Berlin in his “Two Concepts of Liberty’. ‘I am free,’ Berlin give it to them, then they cannot return it to him. In a society where
‘because, and in so far as, I am autonomous. I obey laws, but oppression exists none can be considered to be truly free. It is for that
imposed them on, o found them in, my own uncoerced self. Fre reason that Bakunin perceives a creative role for society. Accordingly,
is (Zlbcdlence, but obledle?:‘:e to ff ]’?“Tr which :r; I;:::rsl:;i:: ;;l;rsel socli::y ‘creaies the md:;]vi'c::gal fr_ee_do? of aJl human beings. Society
and no man can enslave himself.”** To ascertai ' is the root, the tree, and liberty is its fruit.”
humankind is, h}.lmans require the power of reason. Rat.io Whilst encouraging the fruition of human nature, Bakunin’s
therefore, is an important element in human nature. W:_th emphasis on a concept of positive liberty requires a foundation of
indixfiduals would be unable to deten:mnfe the natural laws i negative liberty to support it. That some notion of negative liberty is
within them. Human reason is the ‘criterion of truth’."” A necessary may be seen on two counts. First, the exercise of positive
It is within this social framewor'k tilm_t human nature devels : liberty, or obeying a law which one has prescribed to oneself, would
Employing the power of reason, the individual acts according to be impossible without the freedom from exposure to some kind of
which that person prescribes to him or herse:if. But t_hls would imposed authority, principally the state, which is what continually
nonsensical if humans were considered as solitary animals, o distinguishes the libertarian from the liberal. Equally important,
society. In a manner reminiscent of Rousseau Bakunin outlin however, is the need to be free from the unwanted interference of
this is so. Humankind, he notes, ‘was born B ferocit:)us be?st others. Independence from the will of others is a basic prerequisite if
sla\fe, apd has gra(.lually hufnamscd anc! emancq_)ated hlmself!n S reason is to be exercised appropriately.” Thus, both negative and
which is necessarily anterior to the birth of his thought, his spe positive freedom have their place in Bakunin’s overall approach. One
and his will’."* Freedom and, therefore, the development of hu complements the other. However, the concept of positive freedom
nature are things which can only be attained socially. As Bakunin|j appears to carry more weight, for Bakunin. For, as Marshall states,
‘Bakunin remained enough of a Hegelian to see freedom primarily in

it in his God and the State (1871), for an individual to be free 3
terms of a state of wholeness in which all duality between the
individual and society, between society and nature, is dialectically
overcome.” Given the interconnectedness of personal and social
freedom, it is not difficult to see why Marshall believes that these
frFedoms are melded into ‘a form of communal individuality’, albeit
WIth_tenSionS, paradoxes and ambiguities unresolved.

Prior to Kropotkin’s enunciation of anarchism based on an inter-
Pretation of the theory of evolution, Bakunin had also acknowledged
the concept of evolution. ‘Our first ancestors,” he comments, ‘our

ams and Eves, were, if not gorillas, very near relatives of theirs.’
deed, humanity’s whole history has as its starting-point animality.
“f¢ development of humankind, for Bakunin, ‘is simply a process of
pr°8fe§sive removal from pure animality by way of creating his
re“n‘_:'la?mty’.” Throughout tl_lis process (_)f evolution two basic drives
n: sex and hunger, which other animals share. The two faculties

means to be acknowledged and treated as such by all
fellowmen. The liberty of every human individual is only
reflection of his own humanity, or his human right through
conscience of all free men, his brothers and his equals. I can
free only in the presence of and in relationship with other m
In the presence of an inferior species of animal I am neither
nor a man, because this animal is incapable of conceiving 2
consequently recognising my humanity. I am not myself fr
human until or unless I recognise the freedom and humani
all my fellowmen."

If liberty is to be won at all then it has ‘to be won everywher
an individual is only truly free when all around that individ
also free, because the freedom of others is the ‘premi
confirmation’ for the freedom of each and all. It is in this se
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that humans possess in greater measure than other species, thod siren that signals an ambivalence that threatens to eliminate all concern
are the power to think and the desire to rebel. The power to thi for individual freedoms. For now, though, it is Bakunin’s support for
does not only act as the foundation for the development of freed freedom against authority that demands attention.
within humans; in doing this it also serves to sever the ties betw If the free exercise of reason is vital to the development of human
humans and nature. Bakunin perceives the relationship of humag qature and the satisfaction of freedom, then individuals must reside
with nature as one of struggle, and it is hlumankind’s rationality ¢ in a free society or environment. This, perhaps, is one reason why
enables individuals to escape the limitations of the external wol Bakunin is so enthusiastic in his denunciation of authority in his
for an individual to become less of a beast and more of a humg Revolutionary Catechism, published in 1866. His repudiation is
Reason allows individuals to modify their basic drives and he quite categoric.
manage their own needs. And it is reason which begets the notiog
moral responsibility. With reason bestowing a sense of conscious §
determination, or free will, individuals are responsible for their acti
Evidence for humankind’s innate spirit of rebellion is derived
more metaphysical source. As Proudhon cites the doctrine of t
as a symbolic but accurate reflection of humankind’s inclination t
evil, so Bakunin locates there the genesis of humanity’s desire to
‘The lord of the Bible,” he observes,

oL

had more insight into the nature of man than Auguste Comti
and his disciples, who counselled him to be ‘reasonable and
attempt the impossible’. To entice man to eat of the forbid
fruit of the tree of knowledge, God had but to command
‘Thou Shalt Not!’ This immoderation, this disobedience,
rebellion of the human spirit against all imposed limits, be i
the name of science, be it in the name of God, constitutes ;’;_
glory, the source of his power and liberty. By reaching for th
impossible, man discovers the possible, and those who limi
themselves to what seems possible will never advance a sin
step.

Absolute rejection of every authority including that which
sacrifices freedom for the convenience of the state. Primitive
society had no conception of freedom; and as society evolved,
before the full awakening of human rationality and freedom, it
passed through a stage controlled by human and divine authority.
The political and economic structure of society must now be
reorganised on the basis of freedom. Henceforth, order in society
must result from the greatest possible realisation of individual
liberty, as well as of liberty on all levels of social organisation.?

The strength of Bakunin’s message here should not be understated.
For whilst he openly admitted that human nature may be a source of
evil so he was sufficiently perceptive to realize that evil may be born
from the hierarchical structures of society. Thus Bakunin considers
the effects of authority: ‘If there is a devil in human history, that devil
is the principle of command. It alone, sustained by the ignorance and
stupidity of the masses, without which it could not exist, is the source
of all the catastrophes, all the crimes, and all the infamies of history.”
Bakunin has no choice but to reach such a conclusion, for in
Operating a contextualist conception of human nature, in which
individuals are a product of their environment, the individual is
absolved of total responsibility. There is little danger of Bakunin ever
locating the origin of evil solely within human nature, because his
ana_l}'sis of capitalist society renders such a conclusion invalid. But
S0clety per se is not culpable in this respect. The problem lies with
the present mode of social organization. If that can be overturned,
then the prospects for individual freedom and social morality become
Much brighter. It is in this spirit of optimism that Bakunin deliberates
On the role of society in the manufacture of the individual. For

As the power of reason facilitates the development of huma
freedom, so humanity’s desire to rebel underpins the same co
Human nature is directly responsible for humankind’s freedom. ]
as Dolgoff suggests, freedom ‘is implicit in the social nature of

Human Nature and Revolutionary Politics

As the investigation of Bakunin’s theory of politics unfolds
become apparent that his desire for freedom underpins much o
he has to say about society and politics. But not all of Bak
intellectual energies were directed at enhancing his notion of freed

; : : : _ . as the crimes and vices infecting present society are due to the
His revolutionary strategy, in particular, reverberates with an om#

evil organisation of society, it is certain that in a society based
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on reason, justice, and freedom, on respect for humanity and
on complete equality, the good will prevail and the evil will bg
a morbid exception, which will diminish more and more und
the pervasive influence of an enlightened and humanised publ
opinion.* :

and our minds. The social question thus appears to be first and
foremost the question of the complete overturn of society.®

Apart from the obvious linkage of human nature with the social
environment, it seems that Bakunin is more concerned with revolution
than formulating a blueprint for future society. This is hardly
surprising, as most other thinkers we label anarchist share a similar
reluctance to formulate social blueprints, or at least they purport to.
As with Proudhon, however, Bakunin’s writings, particularly his
Revolutionary Catechism, yield some detailed proposals on the
constitution of society.

Before examining his more specific plans for future society, which
I shall address in the next section, it ought to be noted that Bakunin’s
desire for liberty demands some form of protection from any possible
corrupting effects of the revolutionary process itself. ‘Liberty can be
created only by liberty,” he argues in his Statism and Anarchy, ‘by an
insurrection of all the people and the voluntary organisation of the
workers from below upward.”! If the revolution is to be successful
the people must emancipate themselves. Vanguard parties and
revolutionary dictatorships are a blind alley in which liberty becomes
a sacrificial lamb in the quest for political power. As Joll reasons,
Bakunin was fully aware of the fact that the methods employed in the
revolution would influence the post-revolutionary society. If a free
society is the objective then the revolutionary movement has to avoid
hierarchical structures and dictatorial procedures.” In other words,
the means and the ends of the revolution have to be commensurate.
Hence Bakunin insists that there should be no dogmatic discipline or
hierarchical structure within the revolutionary movement. ‘At the
moment of action,’ he writes,

ASide from Bakunin’s identification of the social structures
authority as one of the principal evils in the world, and despi
previous renunciation of ‘every authority’, he by no means rejeci
forms of authority. Bakunin was quite willing to accept the authi
of the natural laws that govern and regulate our natural and s
worlds. Indeed, as demonstrated above, his argument for freedo
based on the observation of the natural laws within humans.
authority arising from these natural laws was one that each p
should obey. In contrast, the authority born of social structures
relationships is approached with more suspicion. He was, for exam
willing to countenance the authority of knowledge although he ten
this with a reservation for the individual to reach an independs
decision about any particular course of action. His position, thi
not as absolute as it might first have seemed; for as Marshall re
Bakunin is ‘not against all authority per se, but only against imp@
external authority’.?> Such thinking provides the basis for Bakun
doubt over the universality of scientific authority. His distrust ¢
ruling scientific élite and the authoritarian dangers that acco
such rule merely confirms his suspicion of imposed authority, whal
its source. Indeed his revolutionary strategy appears to mir
desire for liberty. It would be contrary to reason and freed
establish a ruling élite to direct society that by its very nature w
undermine both freedom and the propitious development of
nature. i

The fact of the matter remains though, if liberty is to floy

i , ; ; in the midst of the struggle, there is a natural division of roles
revolution is required. The problem of the social question Seun

according to the aptitude of each, assessed and judged by the
collective whole: some direct and command, others execute
orders. But no function must be allowed to petrify or become
fixed, and it will not remain irrevocably attached to any one
person. Hierarchical order and promotion do not exist, so that
the commander of yesterday can become a subordinate
tomorrow. No one rises above the others, or if he does rise, it
Is only to fall back again a moment later, like the waves of the
sea for ever returning to the salutary level of equality.*

cannot be resolved either by a preconceived theory or by
isolated system. . . . We need to transform the material and mo
conditions of our present-day existence, to overturn, from ¢
to bottom, this decrepit social world which has grown impo:

and sterile and incapable of containing or supporting so gre
a mass of liberty. We must, first, purify our atmosphere
make a complete transformation of our environment, for!
corrupts our instincts and our will by constricting our heart
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Whilst Bakunin perceives society to be dominated by class strug
he holds no truck with Marxist ideas that the working class shé
seize and conquer political power. The reason for this is quite sim
Revolutionary dictatorships are as bad as the state. In fact, for Bakui
their differences are no more than ‘superficial’. According to Baku

at its Hague Congress on 5 September 1872. Another congress was
conveﬂed by the same group of outcasts at St-Imier in Switzerland, A
resolution outlining part of their policy was passed there. Its author
was Bakunin. It reads as follows:

That no one can legitimately deprive the sections and
autonomous federations of the incontestable right to determine
and carry out whatever political policies they deem best, and
that all such attempts must inevitably lead to the most revolting
dogmatism;

ey both represent the same principle of minority rule over thi
majority in the name of the alleged ‘stupidity’ of the latter and

equally reactionary since both directly and inevitably mus|
preserve and perpetuate the political and economic privileges aj.'
the ruling minority and the political and economic subjugati

of the masses of the people.* 1

That the economic aspirations of the proletariat can have no
other aim than the establishment of absolutely free organisations
and federations based on the labour equally of all and absolutely
separate and independent from every political state government;
and that these organisations and federations can be created only
by the spontaneous action of the proletariat itself, [that is, by]
the trade bodies and the autonomous communes;

Perhaps the essence of Bakunin’s concerns is summarized mi
effectively in the document known as the Sonvillier Circular. Altho
not written by Bakunin, it does encapsulate the full spirit of
objections toward Marxist revolutionary strategy. In response to
General Council’s abolition of the autonomy of the sections @
federations that constituted the First International a document ¥
dispatched by the new Jurassic Federation of the International to
other federations on 12 November 1871. The Sonvillier Circs
was, in reality, an argument from the Jura anarchists suppo
Bakunin against Marx during the First International’s turbulen
vitriolic decline. ‘How,’ it was written, ‘can you expect an egalit:
and free society to emerge from an authoritarian organisation?'l
impossible. The International, embryo of the future human soci
must be from this moment the faithful image of our principles
liberty and federation, and reject from its midst any principle lead
to authority and dictatorship.”* As has been so often observed,!
Sonvillier formulation lay at the heart of the libertarian critique
Bolshevism—Leninism. |

Bakunin’s defence of the International and his belief that work
must emancipate themselves constitute something of an iron
whilst he relished the prospect of the ‘total abolition of politi
saw the revolutionary methods of the International Working
Association as the ‘true politics of the workers’.” It is these methol
Bakunin hopes, that will lead to the institution of a free society
way of three principles: a) the destruction of political power; B
preclusion of any temporary revolutionary authority; and ¢
rejection of politics. His position is clearly defined. Bakunin
expelled, along with Guillaume and others, from the First Internatio

That every political state can be nothing but organised
domination for the benefit of one class, to the detriment of the
masses, and that should the proletariat itself seize power, it would
in its turn become a new dominating and exploiting class;

For these reasons, the Congress of St.-Imier declares:

1. That the destruction of all political power is the first task of
the proletariat;

2. That the establishment of a so-called ‘provisional’ (temporary)
revolutionary authority to achieve this destruction can be nothing
but a new deception and would be just as dangerous for the
proletariat as any existing government;

3. That the proletariat of all lands, absolutely rejecting all
compromise in order that the Social Revolution be attained,
must create the solidarity of revolutionary action; this is to be
done independently of and in opposition to all forms of bourgeois
politics.®

The real difficulty for Bakunin, though, is that the pleasantries of
theﬂry have to be rendered practicable in the real world. As a result,
teality forces a tactical retreat from the high ground of theory. As
Dolgoff has mused: “For anarchists, intent upon guiding the revolution
' a libertarian direction by libertarian means, the question of how
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to stop authoritarians from seizing power without instituting
dictatorship of their own becomes increasingly complicated;
Bakunin’s writings and activities constitute no exception.

Notwithstanding the difficulties, Bakunin’s preference for a fu
society organized on the basis of free autonomous federations rem
obviaus. His faith in the proletariat’s capacity to achieve th
markedly less evident. Indeed, it could be argued that Bakunin pl
more faith in the peasantry and the lumpenproletariat than he di
the proletariat itself. This is not as strange as it might first
especially if one realizes that Bakunin’s conception of
lumpenproletariat is larger than that of Marx.* More impor
Bakunin believes that the lumpenproletariat, or the downtr
classes, have been spared from the corrupting influences of m
capitalism. Thus Bakunin dispenses with Marx’s assessment of
submerged classes. ‘Marx,” he writes, ‘speaks disdainfully of'¢
Lumpenproletariat . . . but in them, and only in them - and r
the bourgeois-minded strata of the working class - is crystallis
whole power and intelligence of the Social Revolution.”' Ho
even this faith in the lower classes has to be questioned; for as Dolg

peasantry ‘were ignorant, superstitious, and conservative
Furthermore, ‘Bakunin understood that the people tend to be gul
and oblivious to the early harbingers of dictatorship un
revolutionary storm subsides and they awake to find themselw
shackles.’ If human nature, by way of humanity’s inherent incli
for rebellion, is partly responsible for the initiation of the revol
so its failings, or humanity’s gullibility, may lead to the revol
downfall. The answer to this problem, if one can be found, lies
principle of organization. Long before the events of the
International forced Bakunin to defend his cherished revoluti
principles, he had conceded the need for the revolution to be orga
Even with Bakunin’s revolutionary zeal his naivety had its b
Hence he acknowledges, in his Appeal to the Slavs (1848), th
a sacred duty for all of us, soldiers of the revolution, democrats ¢
countries, to unite our forces, to come to an understanding
organise’.* First impressions may lead one to assume that
Bakunin intends is some form of international revolutionary a
And indeed he did accept that if a revolution was to prove succ
then it would have to be international in character.* But there i
to it than that. Organization means more than co-operation
international level. During the period when his anarchist ideas?
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beginning to assume their final shape* he finally recognized the need
for some kind of revolutionary élite to orchestrate the masses in their
endeavours to secure success amidst the revolutionary turmoil. As
Dolgoff comments, it was during this period (1864-67) that

Bakunin saw that the workers were still very far from attaining
the necessary revolutionary consciousness. To imbue the masses
with this consciousness and to prevent the deformation of the
revolution, Bakunin felt that the only alternative was to organise
the secret International Fraternity. Bakunin was convinced that
this kind of vanguard movement was indispensable to the success
of the Social Revolution.?

Thus it was that Bakunin introduced into his revolutionary
methodology the notion of the secret society, which opened a Pandora’s
Box and plagued both Bakunin and anarchism in general ever after.

The question is, why did he reach this conclusion? His predisposition
for activism before theoretical tidiness undoubtedly had some part to
play. For as James Joll says, throughout his life Bakunin ‘was to see
himself as the great conspirator, at the centre of a web of clandestine
organisations controlled by himself and organised, in theory, on the
basis of a “strict hierarchy and unconditional obedience”’.** Even if
many of these organizations were purely imaginary, as Joll suggests,
it is, nevertheless, difficult to escape the conclusion that ‘they were
still central to his notion of anarchist strategy’.® There have been
many attempts to explain Bakunin’s incorporation of the notion of a
secret society into his revolutionary strategy. One of the most
vociferous has been provided by Kelly. In what is a serious and
scholarly account, Kelly countenances Carr’s assessment of an innate
urge to dominate in Bakunin.*® Parallel to this, she argues, rests his
‘insatiable thirst for authority’.* Additionally, secret societies may be
explained by the fact, according to Kelly, that Bakunin ‘loved mystery
and mystification and had a mania for codes of a simple kind which
he used for his conspirational correspondence.’ Many of these secret
Societies may well have been fantasies rather than real; nonetheless
they offered an outlet for the personal realization or fulfilment of
Bakunin’s self. As Kelly comments, for Bakunin ‘a mystically conceived
Personal wholeness remained for him the ultimate “reality”, and that
a8 before he would seek to accomplish it through the concept of a
Mission: a sublimation at one and the same time of his need for self-
assertion and of his longing to identify with a meaningful collective
huity’. 3 Seemingly, the secret society is to be the vehicle of this mission,
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the means by which Bakunin will become a revolutionary leader
to identify with the masses.

The vision of Bakunin as revolutionary leader is certainly at od
with his self-declared philosophy of life discussed previously.* It elici
from Bakunin himself an admission that, given ‘such direction to#
thoughts and feelings I could not think of myself as a dictator, I cou
not nurture ambitious designs in my soul’. Yet this did not pr
him from arguing that revolutionary movements may be directed
dictatorial powers, as his plans for a Bohemian revolution prove.
secret society directing the revolution ‘was to consist of three sepate
societies, independent of one another and unknown to one anoth
Each [however] was to be subordinate to a strict hierarch
to unconditional discipline . . . according to a single plan.”¢ Moreg
Bakunin, who instructed a German student, Ottendorfer, to estab
a secret society among the Bohemian Germans, was to be the ‘se
leader’ of this society.” Furthermore, Bakunin instructed the S
brothers to set up secret societies in an endeavour to establish ‘a |
of revolutionary battalion on which I could rely unconditionall
with whose aid I could gain control of all the other less organi
completely unorganised Prague elements. Having gained contrt
Prague, I hoped to gain control of all Bohemia as well . .. [if nece
by force.” In light of the discussion above one has to judg
Bakunin’s pretence at being unable to harbour dictatorial desigm
pretty thin. i

Besides the hankering for a revolutionary dictatorship that s
to pervade Bakunin’s personality, there is another argument i
considered. Within Bakunin’s confession to the Tsar there area n
of occasions when he suggests that some form of political cent
usually a dictatorship, is necessary if the revolution is to su
Commenting on the need for a dictatorship in Russia, Bakunin be

=

that in Russia more than anywhere else a strong dictato;

government that would be exclusively concerned with elevati

and educating the popular masses would be necessa '
government free in the direction it takes and in its spirit,
without parliamentary forms; with the printing of books fre
content but without the freedom of printing; surrounded by lil
minds, illuminated by their counsel, strengthened by their wi i
assistance, but not limited by anyone or anything.”

It is possible that such sentiments arise from his appreciation o}
situation in Paris during the 1848 revolution. His acquaintancé
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events there appears to have left an indelible impression of the Parisian
workers’ desire for leadership and discipline. These workers, he notes
‘dema.ndcd orders, they demanded leadership, they obf:jrcd with’
punctiliousness, with fervour; they would perform heavy work for
twenty-four hours at a stretch without eating and never grow
despondent, but were always cheerful and amiable’.® Whether or not
there exists a direct correlation between Bakunin’s personality and
his advocacy of secret societies is a matter that is not susceptible to
final proof. It does seem, however, that Bakunin certainly learned
somethi.ng about revolutionary tactics whilst engaged in his numerous
revolutionary escapadées throughout Europe during the 1840s. But

Dolgoff insists that Bakunin’s critics are missing an important point:
that

in his time all revolutionary organisations were forced to operate
in secret — that the survival of such a group and the safety of its
members depended on strict adherence to certain rules of conduct
which the members voluntarily accepted. The elaborate style of
the statutes that Bakunin worked out for the Brotherhood, in
the manner of the Freemasons and the Carbonari, is Iarg,ely
attributable to his romantic temperament and to the generally
conspirational atmosphere then prevailing in Italy.s

Perhaps Dolgoff’s analysis contains more than a grain of truth. It
seems c_m]y reasonable, given the political climate of the age, that
revolunqnary societies should maintain an air of secrecy. HO\:FCVCI'
Dolgoff is less convincing in another respect. For whilst these societic;
may each have their own body of rules, that does not excuse the
introduction of a ‘strict hierarchy and unconditional obedience’.
ﬁﬁ:ﬁpveg to attempt to attribute this solely to some kind of personality
e plos I-lt;iglt;t-rnount to psychological reductionism and is grossly
0{1‘22 :a;ll‘gt_:r is zlt d;::b.le-cdged one. F}n th_e one hand, this requirement
f n thmna fo c!len.cc? contradicts directly Bakunin’s own belief
k. ree l(()rn of the m|_:llv1_du:fll. As Marsl'_lal] has illustrated, there is

- mll';ns;a hal?le §u.thontar1amsm exuded in Bakunin’s description of
. ser_0 t ? lnd!\udual as rflembt_ar‘of a revolutionary society. Writing
membeles ? articles for_L Egalité, Bakunin emphasized that new

3 rs of the Internat_lon_al should be prepared ‘to subordinate

t] personal and family interests as well as [their] political and

feligio i
- : S5l
W s beliefs to the supreme interests of our association’.®? As

arsh i iti
all comments himself, such writing ‘sounds distinctly
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authoritarian, and would horrify Godwin, who thought the righ
private judgment paramount: one should not join a political associati
which insists on loyalty and obedience contrary to one’s ow
conscience’.® In arguing that one should surrender unconditio
to the obedience of the revolutionary organization, Bakunin is g
of another contradiction. ‘Freedom,” he writes in his Revolutio
Catethism, ‘is the absolute right of every adult man and woma
seek no other sanction for their acts than their own conscience
their own reason, being responsible first to themselves and the
the society which they have voluntarily accepted.” In addition to
Bakunin would also be denying the conditions which human na
requires for its own fruition. A society without freedom is a
in which the growth of human nature is severely curtailed.
On the other hand, Bakunin has simply sacrificed his revolutio
principles. By incorporating the values of hierarchy and obedi
into his concept of the secret society, he was, as Avrich has astu
noted, guilty of committing ‘the very sin he denounced’. Thus, althe
‘he recognised the intimate connection between means and ends, ¥
he saw that the methods used to make the revolution must affect
nature of society after the revolution, he nonetheless resorte
methods which were the precise contradiction of his own libe
principles’. The inconsistency is rendered even more bewilde
light of Bakunin’s battle with Marx over the nature of the
International. Gone are the concerns of the Sonvillier Circular, w
the principles that underpinned the St-Imier resolution are seri
undermined. In his defence of the freedom and autonomy
federations and sections of the International, Bakunin remained f
to the principles that were closest to his heart. In his counte
of secret societies in his revolutionary theory, Bakunin no
sacrifices any pretension to a sustainable claim to theo
consistency but jeopardizes his own status as an anarchist.
Bakunin may have insisted that the invisible dictatorship will
‘take any kind of public office* but it is difficult to conceiv
Bakunin actually believed this. It is equally difficult to recon
with his wider ideological narrative. Put simply, it contradi
contextualist conception of human nature. The indisputable fa
that power is attractive to individuals. As Bakunin admits h
every person ‘carries within himself the germs of this lust for
This innate feature of human nature becomes active when n
by environmental factors. Thus Bakunin counsels that human
‘nature is so constituted that, given the possibility of doing e
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is, of feeding his vanity, his ambition, and his cupidity at the expense
of someone else, he surely will make full use of such an opportunity’.$
“Take the most sincere democrat,’ he argues, ‘and put him on the
throne; if he does not step down promptly, he will surely become a
scoundrel.”® This lust for power is so inveterate that its basis is to be
found in the struggle for survival that drives evolution forward. Power
and authority corrupt all in their presence. Accordingly, Bakunin is
forced to submit that ‘anyone invested with authority must, through
the force of an immutable social law, become an oppressor and
exploiter of society’.” Clearly, there is an irreconcilable contradiction
between Bakunin’s belief in the power of moral education and an
irreducible powerlust immune to it.

On the basis of the evidence above there is no point in denying that
Bakunin’s revolutionary theory is racked by élitism and
authoritarianism. Nevertheless, Bakunin still has his defenders. In
what is, arguably, the most comprehensive analysis of anarchist
thought and practice to date, Peter Marshall takes up the torch, but
not without some reservations. He is not prepared, for example, to -
defend Bakunin against what he perceives as justified criticism. And
he is willing to concede that there is much that gives cause for concern.
Thus Marshall acknowledges, with some degree of gravity, amidst a
generally sympathetic approach, that ‘there can be few fantasies for
exercising absolute dictatorial power as lamentable as this in the
history of political thought’.” Whilst accepting that Bakunin’s
theoretical discrepancies may be due in part to a schizoid personality,
Marshall is honest enough to declare that there are other issues at
stake. As he remarks, Bakunin’s ambivalence over revolutionary
strategy ‘undermines his criticisms of Marx, and shows a profound
flaw in his tactics’.” Yet in spite of the fact that liberty and the invisible
dictatorship sit rather uneasily together, Marshall remains confident
that Bakunin is an important figure in the anarchist movement. Such
ambivalence, he suggests, ‘does not change the validity of his public
Statements on freedom nor does it alter his importance in the history
of anarchism. It merely shows his failure to achieve an adequate
Praxis.”” Perhaps Marshall should add that this failure is rooted in
an inadequate political theory. Nonetheless, the integrity of Marshall’s
examir_lation appears to be beyond reproach. Having suggested that
.t;l unin is a c.entraF figure in-anarchisf thought, Marshall proceeds
an:rSsr{c1ate him with a number of thinkers who are certainly not

chists. Thus Marshall reflects on the fact that it
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is difficult not to conclude that Bakunin’s invisible dictatorship
would be even more tyrannical than a Blanquist or Marxist oni
for its policies could not be openly known or discussed. It would
be a secret party; it would operate like conspirators and thiev
in the night. With no check to their power what would preven
the invisible dictators from grasping for absolute power? It
impossible to imagine that Bakunin’s goal of an open and
democratic society could ever be achieved by distorting the truth’
and manipulating the people in the way he suggcsts.

and dissimulating streak in his life and work.™

This is a very sober and very accurate assessment, even if'}
underestimates the trust Bakunin places in moral education,
triggers what for many, including Marshall, is another t
comparison. Like Lenin, Bakunin proclaimed ‘violent revolution
shared a faith in a secret vanguard controlled by himself’.” That
sympathetic commentators as Marshall are obliged to utter s
statements indicates that there is something sadly amiss with Bak
position. These remarks are not gratuitous, far from it. They are
out of Bakunin’s ambiguity and abandonment of principle. And
read in conjunction with Bakunin’s own works they offer a tel
indictment of a purported admirer of freedom and autonomy:
impossible to say that Bakunin has been erroneously included in
school of anarchist thought on this evidence alone. To make
judgment an examination of his vision of future society wi
necessary. The signs, however, are not encouraging. And if he rep
the misgivings of his revolutionary tactics, then the ground on
any reasonable defence can be offered looks increasingly smal

Bakunin’s Political Theory

Before ascertaining whether Bakunin’s belief in a temp:
revolutionary dictatorship evolves, whether it be by some inadv
progression or a more deliberate strategy, into support for the i
the state, there is at least one problem that requires immi

94

BAKUNIN: AUTHORITARIAN ANARCHISM

artention. For in adumbrating the ambiguity of his position above
there was one thorny issue that remained outside the debate. That is,
the controversy surrounding the Catechism of a Revolutionary (1869),
which should not be confused with the earlier Revolutionary Catechism
(1866) that was written solely by Bakunin, and which will be the
subject of examination below. To some of Bakunin’s critics, the
Catechism of a Revolutionary is conclusive proof of Bakunin’s spirit
of authoritarianism and his disrespect for liberty. That the document
arouses such feelings is not surprising. It is, as Marshall has described
it, ‘one of the most repulsive documents in the history of terrorism’.%
Furthermore, the text itself employs the argument that the ends of the
revolution may be used to justify the means. Obviously, if Bakunin
was to be identified as the author of this work then the substance of
the criticism outlined above would receive a degree of reinforcement
that his defenders would find hard to resist.

Fortunately for Bakunin, most commentators absolve him from the
responsibility of authorship. Dolgoff, for example, has argued that
‘research by Michael Confino has conclusively shown that Nechaev
was the sole author of the Catechism’.” Continuing in a less assertive
tone, Dolgoff contends that the important thing ‘is that Bakunin shortly
repudiated both Nechaev and his ruthless amoralism in the strongest
possible terms’.” Others have been less willing to exonerate Bakunin
completely. Avrich takes a more cautious approach within the same
volume, suggesting that the ‘burden of authorship seems to have been
Nechaev’s, but Bakunin probably did have a hand in it’.” In his later
text, Bakunin and Nechaev, Avrich maintains his position, claiming
that ‘it is by no means certain that Bakunin had no role in [the
Catechism’s] composition or revision’.* Similarly, Marshall concludes
that the Catechism of a Revolutionary was probably written by
Nechaev in the main, and that, more importantly, Bakunin sharply
dismisses Nechaev’s ‘unprincipled use of violence and deception’.
Elaborating further Bakunin’s objections, he cites a letter, written in
June 1870, that Bakunin addressed to his younger co-author. In it

Bakunin seems to vent some anger at Nechaev by stating that his
disciple seems intent on making his ‘own self-sacrificing cruelty . . .
a rule of life for the community’.* This is an understandable reaction

Y Bakunin, particularly as it occurs at a time when his own fight
With Marx was becoming increasingly acrimonious. Nevertheless, it
Is only with great difficulty that one could accept Bakunin’s concern
Or Nechaev’s ‘total negation of man’s individual and social nature’
33 genuine.” If the preservation of the salutary conditions necessary
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has to question why he completely disregarded such concerns in
own revolutionary methodology.
Such inconsistencies in Bakunin’s work introduce difficulties wh
attempting to decipher his true political standpoint. But the r¢
challenge to Bakunin’s anarchism emerges from his central an
prinéipal works, in particular those that offer the greatest access
his thoughts on how future society should be organized. Initially,
may sound problematical, if only because it is claimed that Bakun
in common with others that are labelled anarchist, does not expou
any detailed blueprint for the construction of future society.” A fi
reading of the texts might seem to corroborate this position; for i
rejecting the metaphysical idealism of Hegel’s philosophy Bakun
evading what he regards as a serious and dangerous possibili
Metaphysicians, he contends, are ‘those who by one means or anothg
. . have created for themselves an ideal social organisation into w
like new Procrustes, they want to force the life of future genera
whatever the cost’.* This is not to say that Bakunin offers no guid
whatsoever. He plainly does; not to do so would be extrem
foolhardy. Nevertheless, it is said that even when considering “fu
social organisation’ Bakunin’s thoughts are maintained within ti
parameters. Thus Marshall explains that Bakunin proffered only
‘most general principles’ for future social construction.®* According
Bakunin informs his reader that this future society should be organi
‘from the bottom up, by the free association or federation of wor
starting with the associations, then going on to the communes,
regions, the nations [sic], and, finally, culminating in a g
international and universal federation’.* Such advice, we are |
believe, is fundamental to the anarchist argument against elab
conjecturing on the nature of future society. “We revolutio
anarchists,” remarks Bakunin,

have neither the intention nor the least desire to impose on o
own people or on any other an ideal social organisation that wi
have drawn from books or thought up on our own. In the beli
that the masses bear all the elements of their future organisation
norms in their own more or less historically evolved insting
in their everyday needs and their conscious and unconscio
desires, we seek that ideal within the people themselves.*’

The rationale that inspires Marshall’s argument also unde
Dolgoff’s interpretation of Bakunin’s Revolutionary Catech
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However, Dolgoff’s urgency to inform his reader that the text is not
designed as an ‘attempt to picture the perfect anarchist society’ reveals
more than he is willing to admit. For in suggesting that the
Revolutionary Catechism merely describes ‘a society in transition’,*
Dolgoft tries to disguise the true nature of the document, but fails.
Transitional the society may be, but the document’s field of enquiry
is truly extensive.*”” Ranging from the political structure of society,
through procedures for the arbitration of disputes, to social and
economic equality, the text appears to relate something more solid
than a temporary state of affairs. However, the work is manifestly
important for two other reasons. First, whether transitional or lasting,
its depiction of future society carries considerable significance in
determining the degree of commensurability that exists between means
and ends, and between human nature and freedom, in Bakunin’s
political theory. If the document does outline a transient society, and
it is difficult to provide conclusive evidence one way or another, then
it has to be viewed in conjunction with his revolutionary strategy
adumbrated above. If the text is, conversely, an illustration of what
Bakunin believes a future anarchy should look like, then its relevance
remains.” Comparison could then be had between means and ends.
Whatever the nature of the society under examination, however, be
it ephemeral or fixed, it has to be regarded as a necessary element in
the final decision about Bakunin’s status as an anarchist.

Judging by the opinions of commentators regarding the text’s general
significance in Bakunin’s overall body of works, the status of his
Revolutionary Catechism as some kind of touchstone of anarchism
is beyond dispute. As the major document of the Principles and
Organisation of the International Brotherbood (1866),
Revolutionary Catechism is the place where he ‘elaborated his
fundamental anarchist principles’.” Moreover, in the eyes of Kaminski
the Principles and Organisation texts constitute nothing less than ‘the
spiritual foundation of the entire anarchist movement’.”> Even with
hyperbole constrained, the fact remains that Bakunin’s Revolutionary
Catechism has to be viewed as a seminally important work when
engaging in an analysis of his political theory.

The Revolutionary Catechism is reputed to be built upon Bakunin’s
Principal objections to the state. Within his ceuvre it is probably the
most telling critique that Bakunin directs toward the state. Certainly,
the importance of the text cannot be underrated. It is in this light that
Bakunin’s emphasis on free association and federalism at the expense
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of centralized authority is to be understood, as expressed in poi
VII and VIII of the Revolutionary Catechism. {f

Absolute rejection of every authority including that which
sacrifices freedom for the convenience of the state. . . . The
political and economic structure of society must now

organised on the basis of freedom. Henceforth, order in socie
must result from the greatest possible realisation of individua
liberty, as well as of liberty on all levels of social organisation.

The political and economic organisation of social life must not,
as at present, be directed from the summit to the base — the centre
to the circumference — imposing unity through forced
centralisation. On the contrary, it must be reorganised to issue -
from the base to the summit — from circumference to the cen '
— according to the principles of free association and federalism.* ¥

There can be little doubt then that the state, for Bakunin, is th
‘supreme case of illegitimate and imposed authority’. As h
subsequently argued in Statism and Anarchy, no state is able tom
the demands of the people. These demands include

the free organisation of their own interests from below upwar,

without any interference, tutelage, or coercion from above.
is because no state, not even the most republican and democral
not even the pseudo-popular state contemplated by Marx, it
essence represents anything but government of the masses fro

above downward, by an educated and thereby privileg
minority which supposedly understands the real interests of th
people better than the people themselves . . . for the state mean
coercion, domination by means of coercion, camouflaged i
possible but unceremonious and overt if need be.*

The state is, moreover, an organ of power that fosters centraliza
and negates the spontaneity of the people. Likewise, represe
government is characterized as a fraud. Vindicated in terms of el
representatives and universal suffrage, which is ‘nothing but a swi
and snare for the people’, representative government rests solidly
its exploitation and oppression of the masses.” Represen
democracy, claims Bakunin, is

based on the pseudo-sovereignty of a sham popular w
supposedly expressed by pseudo-representatives of the peo
in sham popular assemblies, [and] combines the two m
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conditions necessary for their success: state centralisation, and
the actual subordination of the sovereign people to the
intellectual minority that governs them, supposedly representing
them but invariably exploiting themn.

The strength of the state lies in political power.

Political power means domination. And where there is
domination, there must be a substantial part of the population
who remain subjected to the domination of their rulers; and
subjects will naturally hate their rulers, who will then naturally
be forced to subdue the people by even more oppressive
measures, further curtailing their freedom. Such is the nature of
political power ever since its origin in human society.”’

Subtracting political power from the centralized state and investing
it in the people affords neither resolution nor sense. For in shifting
the location of power, power itself remains intact. The equation, as
Bakunin notes, is fundamentally flawed. Rather than abolishing
political power its relocation does nothing more than establish a
people’s state. Thus it becomes necessary to question the logic of the
Marxists” proposals. As Bakunin says: ‘If their state is to be truly a
people’s state, then why abolish it? But if its abolition is essential for
the real liberation of the people, then how do they dare call it a people’s
state?” Bakunin’s thoughts reach their crescendo when he directs his
artention towards Marx. There is no advantage, thinks Bakunin, to
be had from investing authority in a revolutionary dictatorship as
Marx does. In fact, he sees little if any difference between this and
the state. Hence his argument that the

only difference between revolutionary dictatorship and the state
Is in external appearances. Essentially, they both represent the
same government of the majority by a minority in the name of
the presumed stupidity of the one and the presumed intelligence
of the other. Therefore they are equally reactionary, both having
the direct and inevitable result of consolidating the political and
economic privileges of the governing minority and the political
and economic slavery of the masses.”

Bakunin takes no consolation from arguments about the dictatorship
Qf the proletariat being only a transitional arrangement. The fault
With the Marxists is that they have failed to perceive the true nature
of political power. Given the argument above concerning Bakunin’s
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countenancing of revolutionary dictatorships his points against Mar:
look a trifle shallow. Nevertheless, striking a heavy blow agai
Marxist theory, Bakunin offers what he believes is a clearer versio
of reality.

[T]he only way to render any political power harmless, to pacify §
it.aftd subdue it, is to destroy it. The philosophers did not &
understand that there can be no guarantee against political power |
except its complete abolition . . . any political power, as long as
it remains a real power, by its very nature and under the threat i
of self-destruction must inexorably and at all costs strive for the &
realisation of its objectives, regardless of or even against the will *
of the authorities and princes wielding it.'®

Even if those in command are the proletariat the same rules app!
and the same results impose themselves: government of the major;
by the minority. Addressing the objections raised by the Marxis
Bakunin dismisses what he considers to be anill-conceived strat

But this minority, the Marxists say, will consist of workers. Yes,
perhaps of former workers, who, as soon as they become rulers |
or representatives of the people will cease to be workers from
the heights of the state. They will no longer represent the people i
but themselves and their own pretensions to govern the peopl
Anyone who doubts this is not at all familiar with human
nature.'”

The above argument has its roots in Bakunin’s conception of h
nature. Having sounded the alarm that all men possess a ‘natu
instinct for power” it naturally follows that no ‘one should be ent
with power, inasmuch as anyone invested with authority must, thr
the force of an immutable social law, become an oppressor
exploiter of society’.!” One should not forget the lesson
humankind’s ‘nature is so constituted that, given the possibi
doing evil, that is, of feeding his vanity, his ambition, and his cup
at the expense of someone else, he surely will make full use of
an opportunity’.'” Parallel to this warning concerning human na
however, is an awareness of the contextual causes that lead t¢
propensity for evil. Thus it is the ‘evil organisation of society’, a
particular the state, that is responsible for crimes and vices. Ne
of the environmental component involved would lead to an imb
that is not reflected in Bakunin’s conception of human nature 1
Human nature, then, serves a dual purpose here. On the one h
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is identified as the factor which underscores the problems associated
with the exercise of political power through central state mechanisms.
On the other it fulfils a justificatory role in Bakunin’s arguments to
overturn the state.'**

Without the favourable circumstances of a free society to bolster
it, the growth of human nature will be severely restricted. Thus Carr
writes that Bakunin’s ‘hostility to the State flows directly from his
belief in individual human nature’.’® As Bakunin observes: ‘It is in
the nature of the State to disrupt human solidarity and in a sense to
deny humanity.”® Such is the importance of freedom to human nature.
Facilitation of the development of human nature demands the
abrogation of all imposed authority and excessive centralization of
power. Hence Bakunin’s insistence that the essential conditions for
freedom (and by default the flourishing of human nature) include: a)
the abolition of all state religions; b) a refusal to grant political rights
to churches coupled with measures to dissociate them from the
education of children; c) the substitution of the commonwealth for a
monarchy; d) the erasing of all classes and privileges and in their place
the establishment of political equality for men and women; and &)

Abolition, dissolution, and moral, political, and economic
dismantling of the all-pervasive, regimented, centralised State,
the alter ego of the Church, and as such, the permanent cause
of the impoverishment, brutalisation, and enslavement of the
multitude. This naturally entails the following: Abolition of all
state universities: public education must be administered only
by the communes and free associations. Abolition of the state
judiciary: all judges must be elected by the people. Abolition of
all criminal, civil, and legal codes now administered in Europe:
because the code of liberty can be created only by liberty itself.
Abolition of banks and all other institutions of state credit.
Abolition of all centralised administration, of the bureaucracy,
of all permanent armies and state police."”

It would be difficult to misjudge the tenor of Bakunin’s objections,
framed within the rhetoric of destruction. But such is the special
characteristic of this language of disapprobation that it fortifies the
_desire for change. For as Bakunin enlightens his audience, one should
Invest trust in ‘the eternal Spirit which destroys and annihilates only
because it is the unfathomable and eternal source of all life. The passion
for destruction is a creative passion, too!™'®
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Unleashed from their shackles these forces of destruction provide
a new basis for freedom. Unlike Proudhon, for example, Bakunin
not what we in the twentieth century would call a sexist. Exhibiti
an urgency for absolute equality between the sexes, Bakunin transcen
some of the limitations surrounding Proudhon’s doctrine. In a simil
manner_Bakunin encourages the abolition of the patriarchal famil
the discontinuation of marriage law and the right of mhentanc"
together with an espousal of equal education for all. It is wort
recalling, however, that these freedoms are, for Bakunin, only sec
within the wider political framework of federalism. Central
Bakunin’s philosophy is the belief ‘that the people can be happy ai
free only when they create their own life, organizing themselves fro
below upward by means of independent and completely fr
associations’.'”

Authoritarian Federalism

Bakunin’s vision of future society is essentially federalist. In this |
follows the precedent set by Proudhon. But whereas Proudhon w
somewhat ambiguous in his consideration of the right to secessio
Bakunin is quite unequivocal. For Bakunin, the right to secession
imperative, because in its absence freedom perishes. Hence his bel
that “every individual, every association, every commune, every regi
every nation bas the absolute right to self-determination, to associa
or not to associate, to ally themselves with whomever they wish ana
repudiate their alliances without regard to so-called historic rights
or the convenience of their neighbours’.""® Moreover, even if a co
joined a ‘State of its own free will, it does not follow that it is un
obligation to remain forever attached to that State. No perpe
obligation can be admitted by human justice . . . The right of
reunion, as well as the right of secession, is the first and most impo
of all political rights.”"! This is not to say that Bakunin felt the
to secession would be exercised frequently. On the contrary, onc
right has been ‘established, secession will no longer be necessa
The reasoning behind this, as Dolgoff observes, is that Bakunin
that people who shared many common interests would naturally
operate. Whereas those who secede because they have little if anythin
in common with others in the federation will, by the act of secessi@
‘eliminate a source of friction’.!”

One might suggest here that Bakunin covers the issue of seces!
very lightly. He makes no effort to distinguish between the diffe

102

BAKUNIN: AUTHORITARIAN ANARCHISM

types of right that belong to individuals and groups, nor does he seem
to be cognizant of the difficulties that are associated with secession.
Analysis and understanding are obviously increased with hindsight,
but a cursory glance at the recent problems experienced in the former
Yugoslavia, and in the former USSR whose constitution embodied the
right to secede, indicates that it would be naive to assume that secession
guarantees an elimination of conflict or friction. This may be merely
a simple attitude of mind on Bakunin’s part. Conversely, it may be a
position that is influenced by his conception of human nature -
humanity’s sociability overcoming its egoism allowing the positive
development of social relations outside a federal framework. Whatever
the answer, it seems that Bakunin either has chosen to ignore or
underestimates the propensity of human nature to identify with ethnic
and national rivalries and differences, which can be so skilfully
manipulated by nationalist movements.

If Proudhon and Bakunin share a commitment to federation, their
paths part quite markedly when thinking about the economic
organization of future society. Unlike Proudhon, Bakunin favours the
principle of collectivism over mutualism. Accordingly, Bakunin
advocates the communal ownership of land and argues for a collective
basis to labour. Having recognized that it is collective labour that
creates wealth, he contends that collective wealth should be owned
collectively.""* There is, however, a strict condition attached to this.
That is, distribution of this wealth is to be based on work done rather
than need.”® Here enters the thin edge of an increasingly authoritarian
wedge. Such coercion, and that is what it amounts to as will be shown
below, signals the start of a further inconsistency between his desire
for liberty and his leaning toward authoritarianism. Despite being
hailed as the ‘spiritual foundation of the anarchist movement’, the
Revolutionary Catechism, which purportedly depicts a free society,
looks markedly less free the further one’s analysis proceeds. To suggest
then, like Dolgoff, that Bakunin never departed from the fundamental
principles defined in these documents is vacuous. Unless it is assumed
that Bakunin’s authoritarianism is part and parcel of his fundamental
pl'ulosophy, it makes little sense to submit that his anarchist ideas, as
found in the Principles and Organisation of the International
Brotherbood, were his constant guiding light. Marshall offers a more
sober assessment, acknowledging that although the Revolutionary
Catechism may be the storehouse of the author’s ‘fundamental
anarchist principles’ the text also reflects ‘the tension between
Bakunin’s libertarian sympathies and his authoritarian strategy of
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manipulating others through secret societies."¢ Marshall proceeds to}
temper his initial statement with a frank admission and obvious
concern regarding the contradictory and authoritarian nature of t
Revolutionary Catechism. Hence he documents the fact that, ‘Bakunin
writes that the only legitimate restraint would be the “natural salutary™
power of-public opinion”. Yet Bakunin also declares that society
deprive all “antisocial” adults of political rights and those who ste
or break their agreements and violate the freedom of individuals will¥
be “penalised according to the laws of society”.”""” This is suspiciously
analogous to Proudhon. Bakunin’s future society, like his predecessor ,
is infused with a coercive power that is comparable to that exercisec
by centralized states. An examination of the Revolutionary Catechi
confirms such misgivings.

Having surmounted some of the difficulties that surround
Proudhon’s concept of federalism, it would appear that Bakunin is}
unable to evade a number of proposals that bedevil his own federal
society. Labour is a prime example. In the tradition of Marx ant
Proudhon, Bakunin deploys the concept of labour in the role of
humanizer of humankind and society. So he argues that labour “is tl
foundation of human dignity and morality. For it was only by fr
and intelligent labour that man, overcoming his own bestiality, attair
his own humanity and sense of justice, changed his environment, an
created the civilised world.”"® Collective labour is preferred to
mutualism as the basis of production simply because ‘associa
marvellously multiplies the productive capacity of each worker; henc
a co-operating member of a productive association will earn mu
more in less time’."*” Co-operative workers’ associations are seen
Bakunin as the basis for future ‘worldwide economic federalism®.'¢
The rub arises, however, when it is realized that whoever wan
live in Bakunin’s so-called free society has to work. For whilst Bakun
insists that everyone has the right to free association for whatey
purpose except for the exploitation of minors, even the right to;
lazy, he also maintains that ‘whoever wants to live in society mt
earn his living by his own labour, or be treated as a parasite wh
living on the labour of others’.”! As Marshall has witnessed, Bakunit
labour proviso unlocks the door to a ‘potential world of tyranny
oppression’.'

Such apprehensions are not unfounded. For example, Bakuni
concern to promote the absolute freedom of both sexes to live as
please, being accountable to no-one, in point H.3 of his Revoluti
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Catechism, is mercilessly overridden at H.6, just one page later. It is
here that the author reveals that society cannot

leave itself completely defenceless against vicious and parasitic
individuals. Work must be the basis of all political rights. The
units of society, each within its own jurisdiction, can deprive all
such antisocial adults of political rights (except the old, the sick,
and those dependent on private or public subsidy)and will be

obliged to restore their political rights as soon as they begin to
live by their own labour.®

As if that were not enough, those who lose ‘their political rights
will also lose custody of their children’.” Recommendations of this
nature not only are frighteningly authoritarian, but also belie Bakunin’s
revolutionary methodology and jeopardize his credentials as an
anarchist.

But why this emphasis on the necessity of labour? It is quite possible
that the answer lies in that Bakunin is elaborating a teleological account
of human nature.’* Writing in his Federalism, Socialism, and Anti-
Theologism (1867), Bakunin suggests that the

cardinal points of the most refined human existence, as well as
of the most torpid animal existence, will always remain the same:
to be born, to develop and grow; to work in order to eat and
drink, in order to have shelter and defend oneself, in order to
maintain one’s individual existence in the social equilibrium of
his own species; to love, reproduce and then to die.?

See.minjgly, Bakunin regards labour as essential in order to live and
maintain oneself in society. He sustains this position in his
Philosophical Considerations (1870).

All animals must work in order to live. All of them, according
to their needs, their understanding, and their strength, take part,
without noticing or being aware of it, in this slow work of
transforming the surface of the earth into a place more favourable
to animal life. But this work becomes properly human only when
it begins to satisfy, not merely the fixed and inevitably
circumscribed needs of animal life, but also those of the thinking
and speaking social being who endeavours to win and realise
his freedoms to the full.’?’

Perhaps it is this understanding of the relationship between labour
and human nature that leads Bakunin to suggest that work is the base
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of political rights in future society. If it is, then it is strikingly simil
to Marx’s argument about alienation. It may be that Marx was t
source of Bakunin’s thinking here, but that is not an important matt
A more serious consideration is the reason behind Bakunin’s stress on
the role of labour. One could argue that his strategy of insisting that}
refusal tg labour results in a loss of political rights is an outcome o |
his desfgn or intention to recapture those elements of human nature,s
and the values associated with them, that have been lost through tk
actions of capitalism. That is, prior to the development of capitalism’
individuals knew of and naturally engaged in the process of labour!
to fulfil themselves, together with the need to live and maintain an’
existence within the community. Thus Bakunin writes: ‘Every animal
works; it lives only by working. Man as a living being, is not exem

from this necessity, which is the supreme law of life. He must wor
in order to maintain his existence, in order to develop in the fulnes
of his being.”® The contextualist paradigm of this argument is obvious

As Bakunin argues, )

man does not become man, nor does he achieve awareness or
realisation of his humanity, other than in society and in the =
collective movement of the whole society; he only shakes off the
yoke of external nature through collective or social labour, the
one force capable of transforming the earth’s surface into an
environment favourable to the growth of humanity; and without
this material emancipation there can be no intellectual and moral

emancipation for anyone.'” o

Humanity expresses itself through labouring; but since the onset
capitalism humanity labours only to acquire the basic prerequisi
of life: food, drink and shelter. No longer is work seen as a proc
which secures one’s own existence in the social equilibrium. That
position is now given at birth, with individuals assigned their soc
rank according to the class they are born into. Rather than wor
‘in order to develop the fulness of his being’, the individual works t€
survive in a fiercely competitive society.

Whatever the merits or demerits of Bakunin’s argument about lab
and alienation, one has to say that, given the insistence on labour
an obligatory contribution to society, it seems virtually impossible
agree with Bakunin’s reccommendations. Such measures demand
grossly interfering social power that renders present-day states havens
of freedom in comparison. Not only is there a heavy-handed coer:
that forces people to labour, whether they wish it or not, but the
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in partnership with it an admission that some kind of punishment is
to be based on a system of legislation. Immediately after his
announcement on the custody of children, Bakunin warns his reader
that those ‘who violate voluntary agreements, steal, inflict bodily
harm, or above all, violate the freedom of any individual, native or
foreigner, will be penalised according to the laws of society’.'* Parallel
to the maintenance of order through law, both as moral law and as
social rules, Bakunin, in common with others labelled anarchist, has
recourse to the concept of public opinion to act as the guardian of
freedom. It is this reliance upon public opinion that facilitates his
confident prediction that idlers and parasites would not represent a
problem for future society. In a society characterized by liberty, equality
and justice, public opinion, he claims, ‘will then reflect the new
humanity and become a natural guardian of the most absolute
liberty’.* Furthermore, ‘given a rational organisation of education
and upbringing and likewise the pressure of public opinion, which,
being based upon respect for labour, must despise idlers — in such a
society idleness and parasites will be impossible’.? And if parasitic
individuals are to be found then they are subject to the short, sharp
shock of losing their political rights.

Public opinion is expected to police people’s rights and freedoms.
Left at that, such expectations are not outrageously controversial.
However, the remit of public opinion extends into public morality.
As Bakunin outlines, to ‘combat charlatans and pernicious associations
is the special affair of public opinion. But society is obliged to refuse
to guarantee civic rights of any association or collective body whose
aims or rules violate the fundamental principles of human justice.”’*
It is at this juncture that public opinion begins to lose its effectiveness
as a safeguard to the free society. The difficulties arise from the
dilemma of deciding what is and what is not just. After all, who or
what has the responsibility of determining whether the principles of
human justice have been violated? Matters are compounded even
further on consideration of the extent to which freedom apparently
pervades Bakunin’s free society. As he informs us, there should be
bcfundless ‘freedom of propaganda, speech, press or private assembly,
with no other restraint than the natural salutary power of public
opinion. Absolute freedom to organise associations even for allegedly
Immoral purposes including even those associations which advocate
the undermining (or destruction) of individual and public freedom.’**
Presumably, freedom has something to do with justice; for if individuals
Were deprived of all freedoms then society could scarcely be called
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just. So how is one to determine when the principles of human justi
have been violated? Are associations that attempt to undermine public
freedom unjust? Such issues are not always amenable to}
straightforward solutions; particularly when Bakunin regards justice:
as a matter for human conscience. Violations of human justice would’
have to be measured against the moral law that sanctions the actions
of each individual. Consequently, as justice is a matter of conscienc :
then there would be as many notions of justice as there are human’
consciences. '
What this boils down to is a profound potential for dispute. Bak
himself seems to have anticipated this. Within his federal politi
matrix there exists a fully incorporated legislative and judicial structur
“The provincial tribunal (also elected by universal suffrage) wi
adjudicate, without appeal, all disputes between communes an
individuals, communes and communes, and communes and th
provincial administration or parliament.”' Decisions reached by the
provincial tribunal are based on a framework of law, particular to
specific commune. Provision of the law is, naturally, the task
legislators. Every ‘commune elects all functionaries, lawmakers, ar
judges. It administers the communal property and finances. Ev J
commune should have the incontestable right to create, witho
superior sanction, its own constitution and legislation.”* In itsel
public opinion is not strong enough or sufficiently embracing to co
all possible sources of dispute within society. To that effect, a bod
of judges, together with a framework of law and tribunals, is requi
to facilitate resolution of possible conflicts. Again, it has to be s
that such procedures and structures have more than a passin
resemblance to those that operate under states today. Even if tho!
procedures are designed to establish a system of authority from
bottom up, rather than from the top down, Bakunin is perilously ¢
to countenancing a democratic state or society, or both, rather
anarchy.
Detailed plans for legislative and judicial frameworks account
only one part of Bakunin’s vision of future society. Accompany.
this there is a very descriptive discussion of where power should
in society. The discussion commences by way of an acknowledgem

suit the variety of traditions and circumstances prevailing in eac
Bakunin continues by insisting that there are
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two fundamental and indispensable principles which must be
put into effect by any country seriously trying to organise a free
society. First: all organisations must proceed by way of federation
from the base to the summit, from the commune to the co-
ordinating association of the country or nation. Second: there
must be at least one autonomous intermediate body between

the commune and the country, the department, the region, or
the province.'’

The demand for an intermediate body between commune and country
is designed to obviate the danger that without it each commune ‘would
be too isolated and too weak to be able to resist the despotic centralistic
power of the State’.'* Bakunin is aware that, given half a chance, the
old, usurped state will endeavour with all its might to regain control
of the country. Each commune’s autonomy has to be defended and
preserved, for that is the ‘basic unit of all political organisation in
each country’. But the autonomy of the commune is not infinite.
Because ‘in order to join and become an integral part of the provincial
federation, the commune must conform its own particular charter to
the fundamental principles of the provincial constitution and be
accepted by the parliament of the province. The commune must also
accept the judgments of the provincial tribunal and any measures
ordered by the government of the province.””” Unsurprisingly, one
soon learns that the provincial constitution is to be ‘based on the
principles of this catechism’.'® Moreover, the provincial parliament
enacts ‘legislation defining the rights and obligations of individuals,
communes, and associations in relation to the provincial federation,
and the penalties for violations of its laws. It will reserve, however,
the right of the communes to diverge on secondary points, though
not on fundamentals.”*!

There are two issues that need to be addressed here. The first is the
demand that provincial constitutions ought to be founded on the
principles inherent in the Revolutionary Catechism. Given Bakunin’s
supposed aversion to formulating detailed blueprints for future society,
this is somewhat confusing. Either Bakunin believes that these societies,
once consolidated and when the threat from the former centralized
state has receded, should be allowed to develop in whatever manner
they choose — this, of course, assumes that the society portrayed in
t}_le Revolutionary Catechism is a transitional society, and it seems
difficult to provide convincing evidence one way or another here — or
he has flatly rejected, or perhaps never sincerely held, his apparent
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revulsion for laying out the plans for future society. Bakunin does talk’
of a ‘transitional period’, but fails to elaborate its exact nature or the
length of time he envisages it will exist.

During the transitional period, however, society will be
confronted with the problem of individuals (and unfortunately
ther&"will be many of them) who grew up under the prevailing
system of organised injustice and special privileges and who
were not brought up with a realisation of the need for justice
and true human dignity and likewise with respect for and the
habit of work. In regard to those individuals revolutionary or &
revolutionised society will find itself facing a distressing dilemma: &
it will either have to force them to work, which would be &
despotism, or let itself be exploited by idlers; and that would be
a new slavery and the source of a new corruption of sociery.'? &

Without a clear definition of what a ‘revolutionised society’ is mea
to be it is difficult to know whether Bakunin was referring to a posi
revolutionary society (a transitional society) or a fully fledged anar
My feelings are that Bakunin is not referring to an anarchy when
talks of a ‘revolutionised society’, because he appears to refer to th
in a different manner. The paragraph that follows immediately aftes
the previous one (as structured in Maximoff) talks of ‘a soci
organised upon the principles of equality and justice’. To my mind
this is Bakunin’s free society, his future anarchy.'?
The second issue concerns the degree of autonomy that remain
after the functions of the provincial parliament have been subtrac
from the federal equation. Despite flying in the face of Proudho
outright repudiation of constitutions, Bakunin’s emphasi:
government is, according to Marshall, not as extensive as it mig
seem. Thus Marshall explains that ‘Bakunin only wishes to ret:
political government in its most extenuated form’. Accordin
Marshall, Bakunin employs the term ‘government’ to describ
elected parliament at the local level ‘which defines the rights
obligations of the communes and the elected tribunal which de
with disputes between communes’.'* Thus parliament is to be
as nothing other than a ‘co-ordinating association’. There is ind
co-ordinating role for parliament to play. Not only is parlia
involved in the distribution of national income to the commun
also embraces the task of co-ordinating and planning ind
production. This is acknowledged by Marshall himself. The probl
that remains is that of defining how far the tentacles of governme

110

BAKUNIN: AUTHORITARIAN ANARCHISM

extend. It would seem that Marshall is slightly confused here. For
whilst he wants to say that Bakunin’s parliament operates only at a
local level, he is compelled to admit that this government is actually
absorbed into a national and international framework of decision-
making. In particular, parliament is at the hub of a potentially explosive
predicament: the administration of national finance. Besides directing
the nation’s industrial production, it also has the responsibility of
distributing national income. How this is to be determined Bakunin
does not say. The problem is a tricky one. Intimation of the likely
procedure by which financial and other matters would be settled is
given by Bakunin in his description of the nature of communes
themselves. Below parliament but representing the ‘basic unit of all
political organisation in each country [is] the completely autonomous
commune, constituted by the majority vote of all adults of both
sexes’.!¥
Despite the hankering for free associations within a federal structure,
decisions are still to be based on the majority vote under universal
suffrage. Indeed, given that the offices of functionaries, legislators and
judges are all filled through popular vote, it would seem that
communes are founded on a system of majority voting, and likewise
the provincial parliament. How else could the representatives of the
parliament ratify the actions of the provincial government? Decisions
of how to allocate the national income, then, must be put to the vote.
The_ problem that confronted Proudhon faces Bakunin in turn.
Majoritarianism, whilst arguably the only feasible system on which
to run social affairs, is plagued by an element of coercion. The point
is, if communes are to be subjected to the outcome of a majority vote
by the provincial parliament then it is extremely difficult to maintain
the argument that they are fully autonomous. Even if disputes are few
and far between, the ground rules have been set. Coercion is the
Measure to be applied in the face of opposition. Consequently, the
fret‘-_dom of both individuals and communes within Bakunin’s federal
Somety_ looks very fragile. In both the social and the political spheres,
tB;kunm‘s sketgh is illuminated by an authoritarian backdrop that
Teatens to extirpate freedom before it has even laid down the barest
of toots. From the enforcement of labour to rule by the will of the
:;atLonty, freedom i§ hounded in a series of successive, albeit to some
EXistnt prophylactic, measures that appear to jeopardize its very
ence rather than actualize it across society.
At the same time, many of Bakunin’s social measures receive more
40 a modicum of support by way of education. It is hardly surprising
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that Bakunin utilizes the process of education to reinforce the presiding
status quo, if only because the contextualist dynamic of his conceptiol
of human nature compels it. Bakunin was a firm believer in the ides
that morality is inculcated through the processes and apparatus
socialization. Because of this Bakunin places great stress on t '
imparrance of education. Public education is one of the obligation§
that society has to meet for everyone, and on that basis it is to be
administered by the communes. It is the ‘right of every man a ¢
woman, from birth to adulthood, to complete upkeep, clothes, food,
shelter, care, guidance, education (public schools, primary, secondary
higher education, artistic, industrial, and scientific), all at the expenst
of society’.'* Insistence on such things as upkeep and educat
represents an area of Bakunin’s thought that appears to be inconsistent
with other proposals that are elucidated in his Revolutionai
Catechism. Before addressing this matter, however, it is impera
that his policy on education be analysed further. Ignoring the tens
or perplexity hinted at above, it may be assumed that some form
education will be delivered by society. The questions that need to
asked are, first, who or what will be responsible for this deliv
And, more importantly, what 1s the function of education, as Bak
sees it?
Itis difficult to elicit a straightforward answer to the first questiof
The most that Bakunin seems to offer is a simple commitment
the education of children will be ‘assured by society”."” The ques
remains: who or what will be doing the educating, parents or teaches
appointed by the commune to educate all children thereif
Examination of the text reveals that there may be a division
responsibility here between parents and those acting as teachers |
other children apart from their own. As Bakunin stipulates, pa 1
are involved in this process but would appear to be monitored by @
commune. ‘Parents shall have the right to care for and guide i
education of their children, under the ultimate control of the commul
which retains the right and the obligation to take children away
parents who, by example or by cruel and inhuman treatm
demoralise or otherwise hinder the physical and mental developm
of their children.”*® Apparently, then, parents do have a role to p
But as Bakunin suggests almost immediately afterwards, whils
too young to look out for themselves ‘children must be brought
under the guidance of their elders. It is true that parents are
natural tutors, but since the very future of the commune itself de
upon the intellectual and moral training it gives to children,
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commune must be the tutor. The freedom of adults is possible only
when the free society looks after the education of minors.”" The
emphasis on public education suggests that teachers rather than parents
would. bear the greater responsibility, particularly as Bakunin appears
to indicate that some form of schooling will exist after the abolition
of state mechanisms. What consequences this has for the acquisition
of a rporal law within the human conscience Bakunin neglects to
mention. The content of any public education system is bound to
colour individual and public opinion.

Revelation of the purpose of public education is, however, clear for
all to see. There is a significant absence of ambiguity here.’With the
secular school superseding the church, Bakunin announces that ‘the
sole purpose of secular public education is the gradual, progressive
initiation of children into liberty by the triple development of their
physical_strength, their minds, and their will’. All of this, it may be
argqe_d, is quite commendable; but praise may well be suspended on
familiarization with the latent agenda behind a child’s educational
development. ‘Reason, truth, justice, respect for fellowmen, the sense
of personal dignity which is inseparable from the dignity of others
love of personal freedom and the freedom of all others, the convictior:
that work is the base and condition for rights — these must be the
fundamental principles of all public education.”'* Public education is
overtly designed to support public morality. That is the simple reason
why u!timate control over education rests with the commune.
Educat}on serves a social and political function, to instil and legitimize
the b_ellef that work is the basis for rights. Without the impregnation
of this public morality into children, society, as Bakunin sees it, would
be at the mercy of free riders. Hence the fear of demoraliization
gecomes h't.erally true. Dcm(?ra]ization assumes a new meaning. To

eprive children of the social understanding that labour secures
political rights is not only a punishable offence, but is something the
commune has to avoid for the sake of its own future. Recourse to a
commune-controlled system of education is a vital cog in the wheel

that turns Bakunin’s future society.
angharges of conspirational authoritarianism gather on the horizon
o liff“’l all thlf more menacing because of the ambiguity inherent in
be Stat::tliskwor I ;‘n;ght be tht_: case thzft he had in mind some form
o e coIntro or education; it might not. Certainty is denied
e Sgultyl t El;ay be the case that Bakunin envisaged that some
B T(;n:la welfare system woul_d be respopsible for children and
- The quotation above provides some justification for such a
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remark, especially when it is noted that these indispensable proyisions
are supplied “at the expense of society’. Alternatively, it could be thal
under Bakunin’s formulation society simply replaces the state. It
imperative, however, that one should avoid importing some alie}
meaning into the author’s writings. Much effort may be invested inte
unravelling the intricacies of Bakunin’s thought but that in itself 1
not produce a conclusive result. It seems that the most that one
say with any confidence is that his writings are often confused ang
therefore lack the clarity essential to the development of an irrepressibl
argument of whatever persuasion. b

If an answer is to be found, then perhaps it may be located by wa
of human nature. The argument about to be offered parallels ¢
which was proposed earlier concerning the possible reason
Bakunin places so much importance on the concepts of work a
alienation. In suggesting that compulsory labour may be Bakunin
way (rather perverse it has to be said) of encouraging the recrudesce
of those elements of human nature that were lost under capitali
so Bakunin’s portrayal of anarchist society, in his Revolution
Catechism, may be the wider framework to nurture human n
back to its old self. As labour is one element in the strategy, so
transitional society is the larger enveloping environment that
designed to nourish human nature so that a fully-fledged anarcl
becomes possible. To accomplish this it has first to negate or rest
the egoistical side of human nature. The development of a soci€
organized from below upward and erected on a foundation
federated, free, autonomous communes is designed to achieve |
With no-one at the top, unlike in the Marxian concept of
dictatorship of the proletariat, the opportunities for the egoistical
of human nature to outdo its sociable side are constrained. ¥
egoism in check, humankind’s sociability will be allowed to exp
itself through freedom. It may be said, then, that Bak
Revolutionary Catechism represents the contextual framework '
which the two key elements of his conception of human nature
worked out. First, the acquisition and control of power is curtaf
thereby restraining the likelihood of egoism coming into play th ol
the development of the lust for power present in human nature. >
this lack of political power creates a background for freedo
sociability. Given the importance of the contextualist account of hu
nature in Bakunin’s ideological narrative, this may be a role the s
pictured in his Revolutionary Catechism was designed to play.
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Support for such an idea, if it does not already seem too outlandish
may be derived from a number of sources within Bakunin. Two of
the most renowned and perhaps notorious are his notions of the secret
society and the intellectual proletariat. Both were envisaged as
facilitating the successful progress of the social revolution, supporting
the lumpenproletariat in their drive to abolish the state. The emphasis
though, is on the relationship between individuals and their,

environment. Working out of this contextualist paradigm, Bakuni
as Shatz has highlighted, G

believed that social solidarity, a deep-rooted social and communal
instinct, was an innate feature of human nature. If it failed to
manifest itself consistently in contemporary society, that was
only because it had been suppressed, or distorted, by the artificial
structure of the state. To create a new and better society,

therefore, did not require the re-education of its inhabitants 01’-
the transformation of human nature, but only the release of the
masses’ pent-up natural instincts and social energies by
destroying the institutions thwarting them.'s!

Abolition of the state is the first step along this road. However, it
appears that human nature does require some coaxing from education
despite what Shatz has to say. It is worth recalling that the elcmen;
of sociability in human nature is accompanied by an equally important
component, egoism. It was Bakunin’s hope that, in aiding both the
suc_cessful outcome of the revolution, whether it be through secret
societies or the role of the intellectual proletariat, and the development
of the individual after it, he could create a more salutary climate for
human nature to flourish in an anarchist society.
A second endeavour to furnish a broader meaning to Bakunin’s
work is derived from his conception of freedom. It is a conception of
eedom that is essentially egalitarian. That is, a person cannot be free
unless all others are free at the same time. Hence in a society based
on Oppn?ssion individuals cannot be truly free. Accordingly, Bakunin’s
:g;cepn?n of freedom, as a goal which is to be achieved by the
concr:mplty as a whole or not at all, has some connection to his
[ ption of !Jumz_m nature and how that corresponds to his ideas
work and alienation. There seems to be a parallel between the idea
at the whole community has to be free if it is to be truly free, and
: argument th_at inc’_ti\_riduals should be forced to labour or else be
imPr l_Ved‘ of their political rights and children. With a twist of the
dgination one might also argue that this is simply Bakunin’s version
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of Rousseau’s more famous paradox of individuals being forced to be
free.®* For both freedom and human nature, the community or society
(the terms are employed interchangeably) appears as some kind of
collective repository through which the development of each i
mediated. As Bakunin writes, ‘the individual, his freedom and reasos
are the.products of society, and not vice versa: society is not the produt
of individuals comprising it; and the higher, the more fully th
individual is developed, the greater his freedom — and the more h
the product of society, the more does he receive from society and the
greater his debt to it’.'* Put more simply, perhaps both freedom ang
human nature are concepts that Bakunin utilizes to vindicate h t
collectivism, striving as it were to maintain a delicate balance betw
the individual and society.

If this is the intention of Bakunin’s work then the spectre
collectivism raises grave doubts about the very viability of b
arguments concerning human nature and freedom. Mechanisms
coercion or the mere suggestion that one should simply acquiesce 1
the face of a hostile society that has the power to dispossess you n
only of rights but of your children, may well signal that Bakuni
guilty of a blatant contradiction of his own belief that freedom req
no other sanction than conscience. As he puts it in his Revolutio
Catechism: ‘Freedom is the absolute right of every adult man
woman to seek no other sanction for their acts than their o
conscience and their own reason, being responsible first to themselve
and then to the society which they have voluntarily accepted
Additionally, Bakunin would also be denying the conditions w
his conception of human nature requires for its own fruition. A sg
without freedom is a society in which the growth of human na
severely restricted. Perhaps he was, as Shatz comments, ‘too impati
and too domineering, to abide strictly by his own principles’.'*
way or another, however, Bakunin still manages to create a diler
out of which it is difficult if not impossible to escape. If, as §
implies, he is merely forcing the pace of change and abandoning
principles in the process, then the conflict between means and el
remains. If, alternatively, he is earnestly attempting to provi
salubrious environment for the development of human nature,
his thoughts on the future society engender a similarly troubl
conclusion. :

On the one hand, Bakunin is quite enthusiastic to impart his
that ‘no scholar can teach the people or even define for himself &
they will and must live on the morrow of the social revolution’."¢ B
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reaction towards blueprints for post-revolutionary society is quite
understandable in light of his arguments against idealism.
Consciousness, for Bakunin, is determined by life, not vice versa.
Society, therefore, is built upon the practical experiences of everyday
life. {\narchism, in this sense, is a grass-roots movement. Thus Bakunin
continues by suggesting that the nature of future society “will be
determined first by the situation of each people, and secondly by the
desires that manifest themselves and operate most strongly within
them — not by guidance and explanations from above and not by any
theories invented on the eve of the revolution’."”” Thought, he
continues, ‘follows from life’; and in order to alter thought one has
to change the circumstances that govern one’s life. ‘Give the people a
broad human existence,’ he claims, ‘and they will amaze you with the
profound rationality of their ideas.”** On the other hand, this notion
of a society designed to elicit the best out of human nature is entirely
at odds with his conviction that metaphysical idealism raises the ugly
prospect of social theorists forcing people into the equivalent of a
Procrustean bed. Bakunin cannot have it both ways. Either he abides
by his principles concerning idealism and abandons any pretence at
social planning, or else he reneges on his commitments and offers a
detailed insight into what he considers the best means to achieve a
harmonious society in the future. There are elements in Bakunin’s
work to indicate that he believes in both strategies; but the
overwhelming evidence leads unerringly to the conclusion that it is
the latter he opts for. His concern for freedom and its relationship
with human nature forces Bakunin into the development of a political
theory his anarchism was supposed to abandon. Perhaps this is because
he adopts what one might label a teleological conception of human
nature. Once enmeshed in politics, however, he suffers the same fate
that I?e_fell Proudhon. Politics releases the food that egoism feeds on.
In striving to protect and invigorate human nature through an eventual
absence of politics, Bakunin’s concern for human nature and freedom
Seems to be so strong that he is forced into reintroducing politics into
his own ideological framework. Consequently, his endeavours to create
4 sanctuary from capitalism effectively mean that his demand for

l;';‘le_f ty is constantly eroded by an increasingly authoritarian brand of
1tics.
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Kropotkin: Mutal Aid and Anarchy

Of all the classical anarchists it is perhaps Kropotkin who corresponds
most closely to informed perceptions of anarchism. Martin Miller, for
example, has described him ‘as the world’s leading anarchist
theoretician’.! Certainly, when compared to Proudhon and Bakunin,
there are fewer doubts associated with the standing or status of
Kropotkin as an anarchist. Nevertheless, doubts persist and there are
strong grounds for contesting the consistency of Kropotkin’s anarchist
ideology. Although all three social anarchists under review endorse a
conception of human nature that is comprised of both sociability and
egoism, the emphasis on egoism in Proudhon and Bakunin, and its
associated difficulties, renders it on occasion truly problematical to
conceive of either as truly anarchist. Seemingly, Kropotkin’s writings
constitute a watershed in the development of anarchist ideology. Upon
initial inspection, Kropotkin does not seem to suffer from the problems
that arise from the emphasis on egoism that permeates the works of
Proudhon and Bakunin. And whereas both Proudhon and Bakunin
have evinced very telling critiques against the state, Kropotkin develops
a significantly more positive and constructive aspect of social and
political thought. Kropotkin is unlike Bakunin in that there is no
accent upon the urge to destruction nor on violence. Although
Kropotkin may see violence as necessary, it is to be employed very
sparingly. The significant fact is that it was, as Woodcock argues, ‘the
Positive, constructive aspect of anarchism’ that appealed to him.? It
is here that Kropotkin begins to forge a new identity for anarchism;
and the hallmark of this anarchism is the synthesis which it undergoes
With communism. It is this which, purportedly, distinguishes Kropotkin
om his predecessors. Distribution of goods and services according
t0 need, rather than according to labour performed, separates
opotkin from both Proudhon’s mutualism and Bakunin’s
Collectivism. At least, that is how it is usually seen. It is my contention
hat Kropotkin is closer to his predecessors, and their failings, than
8 traditionally thought.
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The Methodology of Mutual Aid

Kropotkin does differ from his anarchist ancestors in at least one
respect: he is much more consistent and coherent than either Proudhon
or Bakunin. In the works of these earlier writers, consistency i
particular is often buried under a mountain of paradox and
contgadiction. This is not to say that Kropotkin’s essays are
unblemished by apparent contradictions. Indeed, given the multifario
nature of Kropotkin’s life and studies, it is hardly surprising that tf
unity of his thought occasionally wanes. Rather, it is simply to sugg
that the works of Kropotkin bear a degree of cohesion that oth
anarchists find difficult to equal. The unity of Kropotkin’s work deri
largely from his endeavours to establish anarchism on a so
philosophical and scientific basis. Much of this stems from
investigations into the concept of evolution, which were a major fa
in the development of his understanding of the world and the creat
that inhabit it. In attempting to place anarchism on this philosophii
footing, Kropotkin’s thoughts on human nature are clearly dependent
on his observations on the process of evolution; an unsurprisi
occupation given the scientific revelations of his age.

As with many other theories encountered in the natural scienc
evolution is subject to competing interpretations. Aside fro
Kropotkin’s own observations on the matter, his chief mentor in t
debate was undoubtedly Darwin. His most notable opponent is T.
Huxley. The objective which Kropotkin is trying to secure in t
debate is simple: the discrediting of the one-eyed interpretations
Darwin’s work dispensed by his antagonists — and Kropotkin chastis
Darwin for his failure to rebuke such exegeses — in order to provis
a fuller and more valid account of evolutionary theory. It was a targ
that Kropotkin had to aim for if his belief in anarchism was to
maintained. Without some effort to refute the notion of perpet
struggle for existence, Kropotkin’s vision of a co-operative, con
munist future society would perish before leaving the womb of hi
imagination. E

Chronology dictates that it would be wrong to assume
Kropotkin’s initial collation of biological facts in Siberia was colo!
by a belief in anarchism.® At this stage in his career Kropotkin ws
not yet an anarchist. Siberia may have prepared him to becom
anarchist,* but the development of his anarchism did not begi
occur until his first visit to Western Europe, during which Kropo
came into contact with members of the International in 1872. Duri
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his sojourn in the Jura mountains, Kropotkin’s political persuasion
was irrevocably moulded. Hence he recalls that the

theoretical aspects of anarchism, as they were beginning to be
expressed in the Jura Federation, especially by Bakunin; the
criticisms of state socialism ~ the fear of an economic despotism,
far more dangerous than the merely political despotism — which
I heard formulated there; and the revolutionary character of the
agitation, appealed strongly to my mind. But the equalitarian
relations which I found in the Jura Mountains, the independence
of thought and expression which I saw developing in the workers,
and their unlimited devotion to the cause appealed far more
strongly to my feelings; and when I came away from the
mountains, after a week’s stay with the watchmakers, my views
upon socialism were settled. I was an anarchist.’

His observations of nature and animal life in Siberia may have
predisposed his mind to a favourable reception of anarchist ideas, but
once he accepted these ideals it was imperative that he defend his
original interpretation of the ‘“facts’ of evolution; otherwise the
foundation upon which the edifice of his anarchist beliefs was
constructed would begin to crumble before his own eyes.

Although Kropotkin’s scientific endeavours were not conducted
under the aegis of an anarchist outlook, there are some very real doubts
as to whether his research was undertaken with an entirely open mind.
As both scientist and ideologist Kropotkin is susceptible to bias. Just
as ideologists may be inclined to tender their preferred political doctrine
as the most conclusive account of reality, so scientists may be willing
to ignore relevant facts if they contradict the evidence that supports
their theory. One of the first to question Kropotkin’s scientific
objectivity was the Italian anarchist, Malatesta. Recalling the nature
of Kropotkin’s investigative practices, he writes that his

normal procedure was to start with a hypothesis and then look
for the facts that would confirm it — which may be a good
method for discovering something new; but what happened, and
quite unintentionally, was that he did not see the ones which
invalidated his hypothesis.

He could not bring himself to admit a fact, and often not even
to consider it, if he had not managed to explain it, that is to fit
it into his system.*
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Some years later Roger Baldwin alerts a possibly unsuspecti
audience to the same problem.” When concentrating on
geographical works, however, Kropotkin reversed the methodolo
eliciting facts before developing theories. According to Baldwin it
the importance Kropotkin attached to social issues that led him ‘g
ignore gr brush aside the facts that contradicted his interpretations
Henée Baldwin’s contention that whilst some parts of Kropotki
social scientific writings are indebted to a scientific methodology otl
elements are tinged by preconceptions.” Such circumstances may
unavoidable, for as Chalmers elaborates, the sin of selectiy
interpretation of evidence is difficult to avoid when engrossed in
inductivist endeavour to locate the facts. In this sense, science s lit
different from ideology. The theoretical framework which serves a
the departure point for observation is so composed that it directs
latently or otherwise, the perception of what are determined as centra
facts or mere epiphenomena. Thus Chalmers argues that, for ‘the mi
naive of inductivists, the basis of scientific knowledge is provided b
observations made by an unprejudiced and unbiased observer.
interpreted anything like literally, this position is absurd a
untenable.”® Observations and experiments are performed under th
auspices of some theoretical matrix, and the operational guideli
imposed by this intellectual scaffold delimit the parameters of relevz
within any experimental situation. Given the interrelationship of
theory and practice, the inductivist position is, as Chalmers remarks
‘undermined by the fact that the sharp distinction between observatior
and theory cannot be maintained because observation, or rather
statements resulting from observation, are permeated by theory

As a scientist engaged in the observation of nature one would |
to think that an objective and disinterested approach was adopted
Kropotkin. As has been indicated, however, this may be impossi
to achieve. Possibly, Kropotkin’s own observations were conditio;
by his own knowledge and experience of the climate and physi
environment of the region in which he conducted his investigatig
More significantly, as Daniel P. Todes has elaborated, Kropotkin 3
undoubtedly influenced by the general reaction to the Darwin
metaphor and its Malthusian overtones amongst Russian intellectu
a reaction that reflected two factors of particular importance to R
evolutionists. First, unlike Darwin and Wallace, who had colle
much of their data from the tropical forests of the equator, Russ
biologists were more accustomed to researching upon a va
continental plain that was subject to violent fluctuations in climag
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conditions. Additionally, in associating his concept of the struggle
with Malthus, ‘Darwin almost assured the skepticism of his Russian
audience.’* The cultural applicability of Darwin’s metaphor and
Malthus® argument seemed rather inappropriate to a Russian
population that was comparatively small and occupied a huge territory.

Resolution of the debate is compounded by the very nature of the
research. Given the obvious implications of the Darwinian thesis for
humankind, which soon attracted the social Darwinists, it is hard to
imagine how the arguments would not stray from the descriptive to
the prescriptive. Concepts of human nature are normative constructs
and are, therefore, outside the realms of pure description. This is not
to say that Kropotkin completely disregarded all facts contrary to his
own conception of human nature. In enunciating his own account of
mutual aid, Kropotkin accepts that the struggle for existence may be
found but insists that mutual aid is as important in nature as struggle.
Thus Kropotkin regards his own text as an exposition of one of the
factors of evolution. This is a reasonable point. Kropotkin’s conception
of mutual aid, first elaborated properly in the late 1880s after his
reading of Kessler whilst interned at Clairvaux in 1883, represents
only one particular gloss on the theory of evolution. Nothing more
or less could be expected. Kropotkin was engaged in an ideological
battle, in which he was determined to correct the imbalance created
by the neo-Malthusians. To do this he was obliged to defend the
conception of mutual aid that was crucial to his accepted political
beliefs. From start to finish it would seem that his observations and
arguments were coloured in one way or another. That may jeopardize
his standing as an objective scientist, if such a thing exists, but it can
hardly be used to discredit his ideological inclinations.

Mutual Aid and the Struggle for Existence

Kropotkin himself was keen to justify his own argument by appealing
to Darwin’s texts. If victory was to be attained over the neo-
Malthusians it had to be sought by way of the corroboration of
Darwin. Indeed, it seems likely that this was the only viable method
to convince his contemporaries that notions such as Spencer’s ‘survival
Of the fittest” were at best misleading and at worst mistaken.
_Vlndication, then, could only materialize by way of a correct
Interpretation of the texts. With that in mind, Kropotkin set out to
explore the Vitim regions of Siberia with his friend and companion
Poliakév, an eminent Russian zoologist. Despite travelling for three
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months in this area, their fieldwork yielded little substantial evideng
to support Darwin’s thesis. Kropotkin recalls how they ‘vainly loo
for the keen competition between animals of the same species whi
the reading of Darwin’s work had prepared us to expect’.” Lack
empirical evidence led Kropotkin, as it would have led any scien

to question Darwin’s emphasis on competition. These doubts w
expressed most forcibly in his Mutual Aid (1902).

No one will deny that there is, within each species, a certain |
amount of real competition for food — at least at certain periods.
But the question is, whether competition is carried on to the |
extent admitted by Darwin, or even by Wallace; and whether *
this competition has played, in the evolution of the animal &
kingdom, the part assigned to it. ‘

The idea which permeates Darwin’s work is certainly one of
real competition going on within each animal group for food, =
safety, and possibility of leaving an offspring. . . . But when we
look for real proofs of that competition, we must confess that
we do not find them sufficiently convincing.'* 1

Knowledge of the hostility of winter storms, frosts and inundatio
in northern Eurasia and experience of the inclemency of nature
general led Kropotkin to a recognition of ‘the overwhelm
importance in Nature of what Darwin described as “the natural ¢
to over-multiplication”, in comparison to the struggle betw:
individuals of the same species for the means of subsistence, wh
may go on here and there, to some limited extent, but never atta
the importance of the former’." 4
The challenge to Darwin and his followers, such as Huxley, is
they are wide of the mark when identifying competition as that f
which plays the leading role in evolution. There is, Kropotkin bel
more than one important or significant element in the theory
evolution; and he considers it his task to correct the imbalance. Be
in mind the intellectual climate of the age, it is easy to understand
importance Kropotkin attaches to the repudiation of his opponen
views. Besides, the nature of the argument and the flavour of th
language employed in this debate were nothing short of contentiol
and as such were bound to elicit considerable criticism. Huxley’s vie
for instance, is presented in an article entitled ‘The Struggle
Existence: A Programme’, published in the periodical The Nineteeni
Century in February 1888. ‘From the point of view of the morali
Huxley comments, ‘the animal is on about the same level a
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gladiator’s show. The creatures are fairly well treated, and set to fight;
whereby the strongest, the swiftest, and the cunningest live to fight
another day. The spectator has no need to turn his thumb down, as
no quarter is given.” His discussion of humankind is similarly grim:
‘the weakest and stupidest went to the wall, while the toughest and
shrewdest, those who were best fitted to cope with their circumstances,
but not the best in another way, survived. Life was a continuous free
fight, and beyond the limited and temporary relations of the family,
the Hobbesian war of each against all was the normal state of
existence.’’

Kropotkin is exasperated by the hyperbole of Huxley, whom he
denounces as being as inadequate as Rousseau. For where Rousseau
saw nothing bad in nature, Huxley sees nothing but blood and gore.
Kropotkin’s ire is further inflamed by the Rousseauean implications
of Huxley’s anthropology. Kropotkin simply cannot accept that the
‘first men who substituted the state of mutual peace for that of mutual
war, whatever the motive which impelled them to take that step,
created society’."” For Kropotkin, humans were never engaged in some
battle for survival, largely isolated from other human beings. Humans
are and always have been social creatures. Humans and society are
commensurate and inseparable. Humans could not have created society
because ‘society existed before Man’."® After dismissing Rousseau’s
philosophical anthropology, Kropotkin insists further that the
Hobbesian dimensions of Huxley’s analysis are also at fault. It would
be extremely odd if he did not, as the notion of mutual aid ordains
the repudiation. The connotations of mutual aid invite an open rebuff
of the inferred conception of human nature in Hobbes’ state of nature.
In developing the Rousseauean and Hobbesian dimensions of Darwin’s
concept of the struggle for existence, Kropotkin asserts that Huxley
has deliberately compressed the wider meaning of Darwin’s idea.
Permeating Huxley’s analysis is a conception of the individual as the
focal point for competition. But Kropotkin argues that Darwin does
not restrict the concept of the struggle for existence to a competition
between individuals. Rather, he broadens the notion to include groups
or species. Kropotkin defends his thesis by suggesting that Darwin,
in his original work, neglected to outline with sufficient strength the
metaphorical basis of the image of the struggle for existence.
Unfortunately, Darwin died before he was able to set the record
Straight. Events, inescapably, dictated Kropotkin’s response.
Accordingly, he seeks to redress the imbalance fostered by those he
believed distorted Darwin’s message. He attempts this by locating
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alternative evidence. In place of the struggle for existence, for wh:
there was a dearth of supporting evidence to be found during
forays in Siberia, Kropotkin discovers an abundance of mutual a
As a factor of evolution it is manifested in a myriad species, bu
nowhere is this more so than among ants. Whilst there may be w:
between different species, mutual aid, self-devotion and self-sacri
arethe rule within the ant’s community. ‘The ants and termites,” wri
Kropotkin, ‘have renounced the “Hobbesian war”, and they are thi
better for it.”” :

Kropotkin’s idea of mutual aid was derived from the Russiaj
biologist, Karl Kessler. It was whilst in prison at Clairvaux t
Kropotkin came across a lecture delivered by Kessler in 1880. Kessl;
work provided the key that was to unlock the door of the evolutio:
debate in which Kropotkin was soon to become deeply entangled.
Kropotkin relates through his Memoirs (1899),

I found in a lecture by a Russian zodlogist, Professor Kessler, a
true expression of the law of struggle for life. ‘Mutual aid,” he §
said in that lecture, ‘is as much a law of nature as mutual struggle;
but for the progressive evolution of the species the former is far
more important than the latter.” These few words — contained
for me the key of the whole problem.”

As Kropotkin realized, however, rectification of the imbalance impo
through neo-Malthusian interpretations was only available thro
reference to Darwin. Whilst acknowledging his debt to Ke:
Kropotkin is keen to inform his reader that he also draw
substantiation for his conception of mutual aid from Darwin. In T
Descent of Man (1871), argues Kropotkin, Darwin indicated
another factor was at work alongside mutual struggle, that of muts
support within species. Having found the material he was searchif
for, Kropotkin was now in a position to employ the authoritys
Darwin in his critique of Huxley. ‘Darwin,’ he declares, ‘was qu
right when he saw in man’s social qualities the chief factor fo
further evolution, and Darwin’s vulgarisers are entirely wrong
they maintain the contrary.’
It is at this juncture that the time has arrived to take stock o
debate. It seems important to do so for a number of reasons. E
one should note the manner in which Kropotkin’s argument unfol
Appeal is made extensively to The Descent of Man rather than
Origin of Species (1859). It is from the former rather than the
that Kropotkin builds his case against the ‘vulgarisers’ of Da
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Subsequently, one is forced to ask whether this is simply another
instance of Kropotkin’s selective interpretation of evidence to suit his
own designs? On reflection it is an accusation that is hard to resist,
if only because Kropotkin himself has admitted that there is little
headway to be made from Darwin’s earlier work. The first edition of
The Origin of Species confirms Kropotkin’s fears that Darwin relies
very heavily on a tight interpretation of the struggle for existence.
Whilst it is true that Darwin wishes to impress upon his reader that
he intends to ‘use the term Struggle for Existence in a large and
metaphorical sense’, it soon becomes obvious that his actual
employment of the phrase is rather more conservative.”? So, although
the author acknowledges that there are three mediums within which
the struggle occurs, (within and between species, and with the
environment), it is the former which becomes foremost in Darwin’s
narration of the tale. As he puts it himself, ‘the struggle almost
invariably will be most severe between the individuals of the same
species, for they frequent the same districts, require the same food,
and are exposed to the same dangers’.?

Confronted by a scarcity of desirable material Kropotkin is forced
to locate it elsewhere; hence his reliance on the later exposition of
evolution. Even if he is guilty of a proclivity to select only that which
favours his own case, it may be too easy to overemphasize the
significance of this. The observation and procurement of evidence
may have an innate bias that one cannot ignore, as Darwin himself
seems to recognize.” Whether or not one accepts this poor apology
for Kropotkin’s lack of disinterest, there is one thing that emerges
from this that appears to be undeniably true. It constitutes another
principal reason for the résumé of this debate, and may be
characterized in the following fashion. The development of Kropotkin’s
mutual aid thesis is essential to the success of his wider political theory.
For without the foundation of mutual aid his anarchist-communist
philosophy is deprived of the prerequisite that ensures its survival.
The conception of mutual aid, as explained in the text Mutual Aid
underpins the anarchist-communist framework of The Conguest of
Bread (1892).2 Without the standing of the former the latter would
collapse. Were he to allow the victory of the struggle for existence,
The Congquest of Bread would represent little other than the muted
cry of the vanquished. The integrity of Kropotkin’s anarchist ideology
1 dependent upon the successful execution of the mutual aid thesis.
Kropotkin himself was aware of this fact, as his ‘Introduction’ to
Mutual Aid illustrates.
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It was necessary to indicate the overwhelming importance which
sociable habits play in Nature and in the progressive evolution §
of both the animal species and human beings: to prove that they

secure to animals a better protection from their enemies, very
often facilities for getting food (winter provisions, migrations, .
etcd, longevity, and therefore a greater facility for the |
development of intellectual faculties; and that they have given
to men, in addition to the same advantages, the possibility of §
working out those institutions which have enabled mankind to §
survive in its hard struggle against Nature, and to progress,
notwithstanding all the vicissitudes of its history.* b

Mutual Aid and Sociability

Despite the rather unpleasant aftertaste that the notion of a strug
for existence must have left in Kropotkin’s mouth (if only becau:
jeopardized the feasibility of his anarchist doctrine), he was not i
position to ignore it completely. As mutual aid is a factor in evoluti
then so is the struggle for existence. ‘Sociability,” he remarks,
much a law of nature as mutual struggle.” His confidence in t
argument is derived from the knowledge he accumulated through
own observations, as well as from other sources, which leads hin
conclude that although mutual aid must be prepared to accept
presence of another player in this evolutionary process ‘it m
probably has a far greater importance, inasmuch as it favour
development of such habits and characters as insure the maintenan
and further development of the species, together with the gre
amount of welfare and enjoyment of life for the individual, wit
least waste of energy’.?* Provision for the possibility of mutu
was furnished by Darwin himself. Although not elaborated as dire
as Kropotkin would have liked, it seems that socialization pro
the integrating factor between the origin and nature of huma
and the process of sexual selection. The construction of social rela
particularly if they lead to beneficial adaptations to the environ
by their very nature supply the bedrock of that which is knos
mutual aid. As Anthony Flew has highlighted, Darwin’s ‘acco
the struggle for existence in the natural world leaves abundant
for mutual aid between members both of the same species
different species’.” The one does not preclude the other, it is s
a matter of emphasis.
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For Kropotkin, the evidence for mutual aid is incontestable and
irresistible. It is evident among birds, being displayed in their mass
migrations in which thousands will congregate at a specific location,
waiting until their number is sufficient before embarking upon their
airborne journey. It is present also in mammals, especially in the social
species which overwhelmingly outweigh the carnivores that do not
associate.” Apes and monkeys also exhibit mutual support and mutual
protection within their societies. Nothing is further from the truth,
for Kropotkin, than the imagined animal kingdom dominated by
vicious predators sinking their teeth into the warm flesh of their
victims. Life in societies is taken to represent the supreme defence
against the struggle for existence. Sociability is that eminent social
faculty which constitutes the primary factor of evolution; an agent of
evolution that facilitates the most parsimonious securement of the

well-being of the species. Put quite simply, life in societies ensures
survival. According to Kropotkin, it

enables the feeblest insects, the feeblest birds, and the feeblest
mammals to resist, or to protect themselves from, the most
terrible birds and beasts of prey; it permits longevity; it enables
the species to rear its progeny with the least waste of energy and
to maintain its numbers albeit a very slow birth rate; it enables
the gregarious animals to migrate in search of new abodes.
Therefore, while fully admitting that force, swiftness, protective
colours, cunningness, and endurance to hunger and cold, which
are mentioned by Darwin and Wallace, are so many qualities
making the individual, or the species, the fittest under certain
circumstances, we maintain that under any circumstances
sociability is the greatest advantage in the struggle for life.*

But what is mutual aid? What Kropotkin terms mutual aid is what
Darwin would regard as a ‘permanent instinct’; and these instincts,
such as ‘maternal love’ or ‘mutual sympathy’, are, according to
Kropotkin’s interpretation of Darwin, more permanently at work in
social animals than even self-preservation. It is mutual aid that will
nsure that humanity progresses ‘in the direction of putting the wants
of the individual zbove the valuation of the services he has rendered,
Oor might render, to society; in considering society as a whole, so
'ntimately connected together that a service rendered to any individual
'S a service rendered to the whole society’.> Humankind may be the
Product of both its congenital instincts and its education, but its actions
are directed by the benevolent hand of mutual aid. Inherited through
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the process of evolution, mutual aid has acquired a psychological
dimension. It is almost as if mutual aid is a psychological drive thag
compels us to act for the good of our neighbour and therefore
good of society. Human actions are piloted by a consciousness of
individual’s shared identity with his or her fellow human beings.
Marxist terminology it would probably be explained through the
recognition that individuals’ actions correspond to the consciousness
of their species-being. And as Kropotkin accentuates, these ‘actio!
in which men are guided by their mutual-aid inclinations constitute
so great a part of our daily intercourse that if a stop to such actio
could be put all further ethical progress would be stopped at on
Human society itself could not be maintained for even so much as
lifetime of one single generation.’*® Mutual aid, acting throu
sociability, is responsible for delimiting the boundaries of the physi
struggle whilst simultaneously expanding the potentiality ‘for t
development of better moral feelings’.** But if mutual aid is the b
for morality, which will be discussed more fully below, then it has
extend the parameters of that morality beyond the concerns of lo
and sympathy. For human society, constructed around the practices
of mutual aid, is grounded in the consciousness of human solidari
‘It is the unconscious recognition of the force that is borrowed |
each man from the practice of mutual aid; of the close dependency
every one’s happiness upon the happiness of all; and of the sense
justice, or equity, which brings the individual to consider the rights
of every other individual as equal to his own.’*

There is some mixing of the differing philosophies of materia

through a consciousness of one’s own position in society vis-a-vis &
position of others. Contemplating such matters in his Ethics (192
Kropotkin maintains that modern science has demonstrated
humankind does not constitute the centre of the universe. Converse
it ‘has taught him that without the whole the “ego” is nothing; th
our “I” cannot even come to a self-definition without the “thou
An analogous reference to Hegelian philosophy establishes what
seem to be a symbiotic relationship in Kropotkin’s theory. That is
elaboration of the idealist dimension of mutual aid is an outgro
of and is therefore dependent upon shared social instincts. Like
these instincts can only surface through the medium of conscious
Without the one the other would be severely debilitated. In this sent
evolution has equipped us with the ability and propensity to enga
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in mutual aid. Of this Kropotkin was convinced. Mutual aid, he argues,
is all around us. One only has to recognize the numerous institutions
which are founded upon mutual aid to appreciate the extent of its
actions. Kropotkin’s favourite example was the Royal National
Lifeboat Institution, but many others could be cited even today. For
instance, mountain rescue teams, the St John’s Ambulance Brigade,
trade unions, and the almost innumerable clubs, societies,
organizations, alliances and associations that satisfy some of the needs
of human beings. So widespread are such institutions, so extensive
the practice of mutual aid, Kropotkin avers, that, ‘in short, there is
not a single direction in which men exercise their faculties without
combining together for the prosecution of some common aim’.¥’ In
practice, mutual aid is most obvious within the activities and remit
of the voluntary rescue services. Evidence of their often heroic
endeavours to save lives is sufficient proof, for Kropotkin, that mutual
aid is inherent in human nature. For Kropotkin, such acts exhibit ‘the
gist of human psychology’. And it is this psychology which dictates
that humans cannot bear ‘to hear appeals for help, and not respond
to them. . . . The sophisms of the brain cannot resist the mutual-aid
feeling, because this feeling has been nurtured by thousands of years
of human social life and hundreds of thousands of years of pre-human
life in societies.™

Having formerly repudiated the notion of a Rousseauean emergence
of society elaborated within Huxley’s argument for the struggle for
existence, it would appear that Kropotkin is not averse to accepting
the analysis of human nature offered in Rousseau’s second Discourse.
There is no reference to Rousseau at this stage in Kropotkin’s text,
but given the resemblance of the two renditions it is difficult to believe
that Kropotkin was not influenced by Rousseau. Even if Rousseau
offers an account of a pre-social human nature, which Kropotkin
obviously could not accept, the affinity of the analysis denotes
correspondence rather than coincidence.” Utilizing a language that is
echoed by Kropotkin, Rousseau suggests, in his Discourse on the
Origins of Inequality (1754), that humankind’s one natural virtue is
compassion, a disposition that ‘serves to moderate the ardour he has
for his own wellbeing by giving him an innate repugnance against
seeing a fellow creature suffer’. In fact it is so much a part of nature
that no animal ever ‘passes the corpse of a creature of its own species
Wwithout distress’.** This sympathy that is shown for the suffering of
others leads beyond the good of the individual to the good of the
Species. As Rousseau’s anthropology reveals, it is ‘very certain that
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pity is a natural sentiment which, by moderating in each individual
the activity of self-love, contributes to the mutual preservation of th
whole species’.#* However, the initial disagreement between the
thinkers still holds good. Kropotkin’s rejection of the Rousseau:
notion of a pre-social primitive existence leads to a further differend
on the success of mutual aid in the state. In Rousseau’s illustration
evemts, pre-social human nature is severely corrupted upon individ
entrance into civil society and their subsequent familiarization wi
the mechanisms of the state. Kropotkin, on the other hand, mainta
that the excesses of the state have done nothing to diminish the effi
of mutual aid in human nature. The powers of the state have f;
to ‘weed out the feeling of human solidarity, deeply lodged in m
understanding and heart, because it has been nurtured by all
preceding evolution’.” Thus, whereas both Rousseau and Kropo
agree that mutual aid or sympathy is a pre-human phenomenon,
only the latter who believes that it constitutes the basis of so
institutions.

Mutual Aid and Morality

To some the above may be a trifle confusing, if only because it seen
difficult to resolve the apparent puzzle of the coterminous exis
of a repressive state with Kropotkin’s conception of mutual aid-
understand the nature of this seemingly paradoxical predicam
is necessary to know something about the relationship between m
aid and morality. After identifying the presence and role of mut
aid in evolurion, with regard in particular to the survival of the
and adaptation to the environment, Kropotkin proceeds to ¢
why social instincts lead to the development of morality in so
Contrary to Hobbes and Rousseau, it is indubitable, for Kropo
that humans are a social animal, and that this is the origin of ma
Society, for Kropotkin, is not an artificial creation but existed
before humankind staked its claim on the planet. Moralit
consequence of combination in societies. And as one might e
this process commences ahead of humanity’s entry intg
evolutionary network. ‘No animal society is possible without res
in a growth of certain moral habits of mutual support and ev
sacrifice for the common well-being.”** Consequently, when livini
the tribe or clan, the primitive individual is already beginning to W
out what Kropotkin designates as ‘the primary foundati
morality’. Humankind is becoming conscious of its morality.
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called savage is not, as Rousseau depicts, a noble, virtuous creature;
nor, as Hobbes announces, the paradigm of barbarity. Rather the
primitive individual is the proprietor of one fundamental quality,
according to Kropotkin. The individual ‘identifies his own existence
with that of his tribe; and without that quality mankind never would
have attained the level it has attained now’.* Repulsing the
Rousseauean notion of moral autonomy, Kropotkin stresses that
humankind does not become moral by acting in accordance with the
command of law, regardless of whether the law be prescribed by the
state or oneself. Rather, human morality has its genesis in the fact that
the individual identifies his or her own existence with that of the tribe
or wider collective. Morality flows from the consciousness of the
individual’s shared identity with his or her fellows. Sociality, for
Kropotkin, is inherent in human nature. There was no need, as Hobbes
signals, to create a ‘social covenant’ or a ‘Leviathan-state’ to promote
the growth of sociality.

Having ascertained the significance of the social context of morality
there remains one question to address: if humans are naturally moral,
why does the state exist? The argument has been invoked most recently
by Peter Marshall. As he sees it, Kropotkin is facing a dilemma, If
humans are naturally social, co-operative and moral, then how does
one account for the existence of inequalities, which in many instances
may be sanctioned by the state?* One way to respond to this is by
examining the notion of potential. According to Kinna, the spirit of
mutual aid becomes habit in the right environment. ‘As it does so the
_biological impulse gives rise to particular ethical sentiments.”* And it
is these ethical sentiments that culminate in morality. Seemingly, the
environment can serve as a trigger or potential that can spark into
life a natural sense of morality. But given the wrong social context,
namely the state, mutual aid and morality become increasingly
moribund. Attainment of the correct environment then becomes a
matter of will. However, this strikes a discordant note with Marshall.
In light of Kropotkin’s endeavours to establish anarchism on a scientific
footing, in which his evolutionary theory contributes substantially to
that effort, the anarchist has, according to Marshall, become too
f%_ltalistic. Whilst agreeing that Kropotkin was essentially right in
Viewing anarchy as natural order, Marshall contends that ‘he erred

Y talking of nature as if it were a kind of providence. By insisting
Fhat anarchy is a tendency within a mechanical universe which must
'Nevitably triumph, he underestimated the role of creative will.””
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Certainly, Kropotkin should not be regarded as naively optin
but the reason why he plays down the capacity of the human v
have more to do with his recognition of the power of circu
or environment. Besides, there are other elements at play
counteract the forces of morality in human nature. Just as th
two gpposed feelings in humans, namely, struggle and
synipathy, so there are two conflicting tendencies that dominaj
progression of human history: ‘the striving for justice, i.e., equit
the striving for individual domination over others, or over ther
Kropotkin was quite willing to accept that sometimes people d
always act out of the best of intentions. In other words, peo
not necessarily ‘those free-minded, independent, provident, la
and compassionate fellows which we should like to see them.” Bi
is precisely because humans are not as good as we would lik:
to be that ‘they must not continue living under the present s
which permits them to oppress and exploit one another’.* By con
conservatives, whilst keen to draw attention to the mor
intellectual imperfections of humankind, are unwilling to apply
argument universally to all people. Burke, for instance, is q
register humankind’s unsuitability to live a life according to re
‘because we suspect that this stock in each man is small’, but pro
rather hypocritically, to make an exception for the rulers
aristocracy of society.® Anarchists, on the other hand, ma
distinction. As Kropotkin writes in his Anarchism: Its Philosoph
Ideal (1897), there are ‘not two measures for the virtues
governed and those of the governors; we know that we oursely
not without faults and that the best of us would soon be cor
by the existence of power’.' The imperfections of human nature
not some but all. This kind of selective, subjective immunity
vicious aspects of human nature is that which Kropotkin finds
irksome. Not only is it wrong, but it patently ignores the respor
for changing humankind’s social, political and economic enviro
To adopt the conservative attitude that humans are simply bad
that the capitalist system is required to maintain order, is to ab
oneself from the necessary task of social reconstruction. Krop
might not believe like Rousseau that humankind was origi
innocent, but he certainly shares his opinion that the social co
is partly responsible for the adverse aspects of human nature. An
with half an eye can see the ill consequences of things as they
stand: ‘that the present capiralist, authoritarian system is absol
inappropriate to a society of men so improvident, so rapacious
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egoistics and so slavish as they are now’.” Kropotkin was a realist,
sranding firm against the brute facts of 2 harsh world. In common
with most if not all anarchists there is something of the nihilist within
pim. But Kropotkin never let his pessimism overtake his grasp of
reality. In this sense, Kropotkin cannot be characterized as a blithe
admirer of human nature. As he admits himself, whilst feelings of
sociality may prove to be the source of morality, other less attractive
facets of human nature may intervene. ‘Unfortunately,” he notes, ‘the
rapacious instincts that still survive in men from the time of the
primitive stages of their development interfere with the recognition
of the feeling of sociality and the consciousness of equity as the
fundamental principle of the moral judgments.’*

Kropotkin’s Philosophy of History

Just as human nature is intricately woven into an evolutionary matrix,
society too is subject to a process of development. The historical
pattern of civilization may be represented in a number of stages: the
tribe; the village community; the free city and the state.” Underpinning
this process there are two politico-historical trends. According to
Kropotkin, and one may note the influence of Proudhon here, two
opposed recurrent traditions have vied with each other, throughout
the history of civilization, for supremacy: ‘the Roman and the Popular;
the imperial and the federalist; the authoritarian and the libertarian’.”*
Three years later the development of this struggle was rendered even
more explicit. Writing in his Modern Science and Anarchism (1901),
Kropotkin argues that since time immemorial

two currents of thought and action have been in conflict in the
midst of human societies. On the one hand, the masses, the
people, worked out, by their way of life, a number of necessary
institutions in order to make social existence possible, to maintain
peace, to settle quarrels, and to practice mutual aid in all
circumstances that required combined effort. . . . On the other
hand, there have always flourished among men, magi, shamans,
wizards, rain-makers, oracles, and priests, who were the founders
and the keepers of a rudimentary knowledge of Nature, and of
the first elements of worship (worship of the sun, the moon, the
forces of Nature, ancestor worship).*

That the balance of forces now lies with the state does not mean that
the contest has always been one-sided. It is only recently that the might
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egoistic, and so slavish as they are now’.”2 Kropotkin was a realist,
standing firm against the brute facts of a harsh world. In common
with most if not all anarchists there is something of the nihilist within
him. But Kropotkin never let his pessimism overtake his grasp of
reality. In this sense, Kropotkin cannot be characterized as a blithe
admirer of human nature. As he admits himself, whilst feelings of
sociality may prove to be the source of morality, other less attractive
facets of human nature may intervene. ‘Unfortunately,” he notes, ‘the
rapacious instincts that still survive in men from the time of the
primitive stages of their development interfere with the recognition
of the feeling of sociality and the consciousness of equity as the
fundamental principle of the moral judgments.’*?

Kropotkin’s Philosophy of History

Just as human nature is intricately woven into an evolutionary matrix,
society too is subject to a process of development. The historical
pattern of civilization may be represented in a number of stages: the
tribe; the village community; the free city and the state.* Underpinning
this process there are two politico-historical trends. According to
Kropotkin, and one may note the influence of Proudhon here, two
opposed recurrent traditions have vied with each other, throughout
the history of civilization, for supremacy: ‘the Roman and the Popular;
the imperial and the federalist; the authoritarian and the libertarian’.*
Three years later the development of this struggle was rendered even
more explicit. Writing in his Modern Science and Anarchism (1901),
Kropotkin argues that since time immemorial

two currents of thought and action have been in conflict in the
midst of human societies. On the one hand, the masses, the
people, worked out, by their way of life, a number of necessary
institutions in order to make social existence possible, to maintain
peace, to settle quarrels, and to practice mutual aid in all
circumstances that required combined effort. . . . On the other
ha_nd, there have always flourished among men, magi, shamans,
wizards, rain-makers, oracles, and priests, who were the founders
and the keepers of a rudimentary knowledge of Nature, and of
the first elements of worship (worship of the sun, the moon, the
forces of Nature, ancestor worship).*
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¢ contest has always been one-sided. It is only recently that the might
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of authoritarianism has consolidated its hold over humankind. Unil
about the sixteenth century, mutual aid was the champion of the
libertarian trend sitting on the throne of the medieval city. Enliv
by a spirit of ‘free agreement and individual initiative’ and organi
on the basis ‘of the free federation of the interested parties’, mutu
aid predominated in these bastions of liberty.¥ Constructed upon
federation of village communities and medieval guilds, the city wa
perhaps a state in itself. Its ultimate objective was to guarantee pea
liberty and self-administration. It achieved this through ‘a close
for mutual aid and support, for consumption and production,
for social life altogether, without imposing upon men the fetters
the State, but giving full liberty of expression to the creative gen
of each separate group of individuals in art, craft, science, comm
and political organisation’.” :
The question that needs to be addressed now, is how the s
managed to usurp the power of the medieval city. There are
dimensions to the answer: history and human nature. The latts
facilitates the development of the former. In historical terms
capitulation of the medieval city was brought about by an associ
of rising interest groups. Thus Kropotkin notes that it was only u
reaching ‘the sixteenth century that a mortal blow was dealt tol
ideas of local independence, to free union and organisatior 1
federation of all degrees among sovereign groups, possessi
functions now seized upon by the State’.” Rising in anger with
sentence, Kropotkin continues his analysis by outlining wh
believes is the common understanding of how

this association of lord, priest, merchant, judge, soldier, and
founded its domination. It was by the annihilation of all
unions: of village communities, guilds, trade unions, fraternits
and medieval cities. It was by confiscating the land of
communes and the riches of the guilds. It was by the absol
and ferocious prohibition of all kinds of free agreement be
men. It was by massacre, the wheel, the gibbet, the sword,
the fire that church and State established their domination,
that they succeeded henceforth to reign over an incohe!
agglomeration of “subjects” who had no more direct ui
among themselves.*

The historical development of the state, however, has its o
human nature. Commentators are unanimous in their assessr
Kropotkin has to establish something analogous to a lust for
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to explain the appearance of institutions like the state. As Marshall
rerrllarks, Kropotkin ‘had to posit in human nature a will to power
which icads_to the domination and exploitation of one’s fellows’.6! In
a more explicit tone, David Miller contends that, for Kropotkin i:oth
an_ate property and political authority arose from hum_anl:ind’s
instinct of self-assertion.® There is then, an implicit relationship
between human nature and historical progress, with the rise of the
state corresponding to the rise of self-assertion or egoism. Like
Proudh(?n and Bakunin before him, Kropotkin posits a ]anus'-faced
conception of human nature. The struggle of historical forces, the
battle between libertarianism and authoritarianism, is occasione’d b

a cgmparable contest within human nature. As Kn,:)potkin remarksy
sociability has been developed by nature ‘in opposition to the e otisn;
of the self-preservation instinct’.** ;

As a p_arallel to the evolutionary debate and the admission b
Kropotkin that mutual aid is simply one factor of evolution, with thﬁ
struggle for existence another, the conception of human -natur:: adopted
by Kropotkin could be said to represent a simple reflection of that
argument. But it is not as straightforward as that. The problem is
engcndcr_ed by the kind of conception of human nature proffered by
K_ropotkm. And it has obvious consequences for his philosophy of
hjst(_)ry. Emphasizing that human nature envelops both sociability and
egoism presents the question of their origins. Are these features
pe_rm_anently inherent in humankind, or are they a result of the context
within vv.rhich human beings find themselves? On the one hand
Kropotl‘{m gives the impression that he is offering a contexrualis;
tf:_onceptfqn of human nature. Commenting on human nature in his
;;s;th pol'mcal essay, Krprotlt:in, says that ‘every individual is a product
Iatere Iér;ews slzllrroyndmg him ._“ B:ur in the same essay, just one page
i opotkin gives a clear.mdlc?non that egoism will remain in
ome peop!e regardless of their environmental context.*
il1:\1-:::&1denru.': analysis compr_)u,nds the confusion. David Miller, for

tance, argues that _Kropotkm sees egoism ‘as a perversion engendered
w}'h?c(i‘lorppzrm\rc soc:cty, and one which .will be replaced by an altruism
imerm‘;tsa ' nat;;r;: to man A MarFm Miller provides a similar
Tl tion. 0 sdopunon, K[‘O‘[}Otkll:l believed that the worst effects

= ;1: mar;n este themsel.ves o_nly insofar as inequality existed’.*
e woul::lvo utionary matrix which supports Kropotkin’s ideology
e a;;peaif to be a compellr_ng argument. Egoism is a
e nce o czfpltahsm. The story differs, however, when viewed
the perspective of Marshall. It is not that Marshall furnishes an
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implacably opposed argument, far from it. Focusing on Kropotkin
statement in The State: Its Historic Role (1898) that humans prefe
peace and quiet to soldiering, which illustrates the lack of naturg
aggression in humankind, Marshall proceeds to enunciate
contextualist position that apparently concurs with the two Millers
In his interpretation of Kropotkin it is by way of the media of ‘hi
edutation’ and ‘equality of conditions’ that humans will ‘be abl
free themselves from their slavish instincts’.® But Marshall’s accous
raises a possibility that is precluded in both David and Martin Millg
and is possibly unseen by Marshall himself. The difficulty surro
the notion of instincts, referred to by Marshall, which implies
Kropotkin incorporated a universal or given element into
conception of human nature. An understanding and possible resol
of the difficulty may be facilitated through an analysis of two fa;
that are embedded in Kropotkin’s conception of human nature: h
and human motivation. The impact or seriousness of this omiss
however, can only be gleaned through an appreciation of the sup
that the contextualist principle receives from Kropotkin himself. 3
Considering the degree of commitment Kropotkin attaches to
contextualist dimension of his conception of human nature,
understandable that this tension has gone unnoticed in the past
the aforementioned imply, Kropotkin does make effective use o
environmental territory, As will be illustrated below, it is an in
part of his critique of the Marxist-Leninist conception of revolutio
strategy. It is not my intention to deny that Kropotkin opera
contextualist conception of human nature, because it is quite p
that he did. However, as was demonstrated in the chapter on ideo
and human nature, ideologists are often the proprietors of a con
of human nature that draws on both contextualist and given elem
and Kropotkin is no exception. The contextualist paramet
Kropotkin’s conception of human nature are presented in a f
that resembles a Rousseauean argument. It was noted abov
whilst Rousseau believes that human nature is corrupted b
society, Kropotkin considers, in Mutual Aid, that the state has
negligible impact on the efficacy of mutual aid in human n
Nevertheless, the power of mutual aid is obviously affected
predominance of the state, if only because capitalism brings 0
worst in human nature. Kropotkin’s reflections on prison life con
that people ‘live now in too much isolation. Everybody cares
himself, or his nearest relatives. Egotistic — that is, unint '
individualism in material life has necessarily brought a
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individualism as egotistic and as harmful in the mutual relations of
human beings.”® If individuals are a product of the environment in
which they are raised, it is not surprising that Kropotkin believes,
after the manner of Rousseau, ‘that society at large is responsible for
the vices that grow in it’.” In light of this assessment it is not difficult
to imagine Kropotkin locating the source of egoism in the environment.
Capitalism, a society marked by ‘servitude and exploitation’, is a
principal factor in the degeneration of human nature.”

But what of these instincts that Marshall refers to? Although they
may be a product of humanity’s evolutionary inheritance, are they
not impervious to environmental changes? Viewed from Marshall’s
standpoint it would appear not. The power of education will release
individuals from these ‘slavish instincts’. As intimated above, though,
it is not certain that Marshall has fully recognized the implications of
his own statement. The difficulty that Marshall either is unconscious
of or chooses to ignore is how to explain the presence of a concept
that would appear to be an indelible aspect of humankind’s
evolutionary baggage. There appear to be two ways of explaining
this. First, what Marshall terms instincts are what Kropotkin refers
to as habits. Indeed slightly earlier in his text Marshall hints at this.
Focusing on the development of Kropotkin’s moral theory in
Anarchism and Anarchist Communism (1887), he points to the
author’s argument that moral actions are ‘a mere necessity of the
individual to enjoy the joys of his brethren, to suffer when some of
his brethren are suffering; a habit and a second nature, slowly
elaborated and perfected by life in society’.” As Kropotkin informs
us in Words of a Rebel (1885), because humans are not solitary
creatures they develop within themselves ‘the feelings and habits that
tend to sustain society and propagate the race’. These feelings of
fociability do not emanate from human institutions; rather they
develop spontaneously, through the nature of things like those habits
among animals which men call instinct; they emerge from a useful
and even necessary process of evolution that sustains society in the
Struggle for existence in which it is involved’.” This may help to clarify
Wh_at look like rather off-the-cuff remarks by Kropotkin. If moral
actions become second nature and are to be thought of as habits, then
that would help explain why Kropotkin believes that virtually all our
InC'r_al actions arise from habit.”* Morality may be pre-human in origin,

ut it is refined throughout the course of human evolution. Whether
Of not it also assists in clarifying what Kropotkin meant by the
Unconscious is another matter. Kropotkin was of the opinion that our
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unconscious life occupied three-quarters of our relations with off
Above and beyond this, however, little is said. It may be com
that our unconscious is an element of our mind that correspe
something like the innate sense of justice or morality that Kr
describes in humankind.” That is, that an individual’s uncons
somehow locked together with, or is perhaps a deeper depositos
thé sympathy that resides in humankind. But as there is no dj
evidence for this linkage, one has, in assessing Kropotkin’s wo
be cautious in attributing a union of ideas that may not actually @
It might be objected that whilst the preceding elucidation
relationship between instinct and morality, in terms of an inna;
of justice, may possess some accuracy, it hardly accounts f
‘slavish’ in Marshall’s narrative. Prima facie this may be true, b
reasoning ignores the fact that the rationale of the argument ady
by Kropotkin in respect of sociability and habits also serves to exj
the existence of other social customs. Continuing his chroni
social evolution in Words of a Rebel, Kropotkin remarks tha

alongside these customs, necessary for the life of societies 2
conservation of the race, other passions and desires appear ang
other habits and customs emerge from them. The desire t@
dominate others and impose one’s will on them; the desire
lay hold the products of a neighbouring tribe’s work; the de
to subjugate other men . . . such personal and egoistic desi
create another current of habits and customs.”

Here, then, is the most probable meaning of Marshall’s “slay
instincts’. Society has fostered the development of higher and I
instincts in human nature. Nonetheless, the initial objection still pers
For as Marshall was aware, considered as social habits these e
desires may be subdued by the process of education. They are n
Kropotkin admits, intrinsic to human nature. “Without being inl
in man (as the priests and metaphysicians say) these qualities a
result of life in common.”” As such these social habits ar
ineradicable features of human nature. They are susceptible, as M:
indicates, to amelioration through education. They are the res
social evolution, the development of human societies rather t
innate element of humanity’s evolutionary inheritance. Accord
the first explanation, that of habits, does not in itself prese
insuperable problem either to Marshall or to the wider perspec
Kropotkin’s contextualist conception of human nature. The des
dominate is cultivated by capitalism. A change in environment
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induce 2 change in morality. This is the essence of the contextualist
3 aradigm. Such thinking allows anarchists to argue that a social
revolution would bring about a new morality, thereby obviating many
of the difficulties and objections that might’ be rai§ed about humanity’s
supposed suitability to live in an anarchist society. However, if the
second explanation, that of human motivation, were to be
acknowledged as representing a given or fixed dimension of human
nature, then Kropotkin’s argument concerning the plausibility of
anarchism might suffer a serious setback. For if his philosophy of
history is predicated upon a corresponding conception of human nature,
the introduction of a given or universal element could jeopardize his
hopes for anarchism, especially if that fixed constituent of human
nature threatened the triumph of mutual aid and sociability.
Kropotkin’s theory of human motivation is outlined in his Anarchist
Morality (1892). Here one finds Kropotkin in agreement with the
Epicurean notion ‘that all the acts of man, good or bad, useful or
baneful, arise from a single motive: the lust for pleasure’.”® Whether
people steal a child’s food or share their last morsel with a stranger,
the motivation for such action springs from the same source, the
impulse of egoism. Of course, hedonistic psychology was not original
to Kropotkin; and even if it was the basis of the political theory of
some of his rivals (n.b. Hobbes), that did not detract from the truth
of its conclusion that humans seek pleasure and attempt to avoid pain.
Indeed, Kropotkin considered egoism so powerful a factor in human
motivation that it can override the compulsion of pity and compassion.
‘Take for example the worst of scoundrels: a Thiers, who massacres
thirty-five thousand Parisians, or an assassin who butchers a whole
family in order that he may wallow in debauchery. They do it because
for the moment the desire of glory or of money gains in their minds
the upper hand of every other desire. Even pity and compassion are
extinguished for the moment by this other desire, this other thirst.
They act almost automatically to satisfy a craving or their nature.”
It is extremely unlikely, then, that such passions can be forever
contained. Even a change in environment may be insufficient against
the inherent egoism in human nature. Love may live in and appeal to
every mind, but Kropotkin’s realism forces him to concede that there
will forever ‘be men whose passions may occasionally lead them to
commit acts of an anti-social character’.® Even in The Conquest of
Bread, Kropotkin’s realism persists. Once in an anarchist society ‘some
Inequalities, some inevitable injustices, undoubtedly will remain. There
are individuals in our societies whom no great crisis can lift out of
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reasoning ignores the fact that the rationale of the argument ad
by Kropotkin in respect of sociability and habits also serves to
the existence of other social customs. Continuing his chron
social evolution in Words of a Rebel, Kropotkin remarks that

alongside these customs, necessary for the life of societies
conservation of the race, other passions and desires appear
other habits and customs emerge from them. The desire |
dominate others and impose one’s will on them; the des

lay hold the products of a neighbouring tribe’s work; the de
to subjugate other men . . . such personal and egoistic des
create another current of habits and customs.”

Here, then, is the most probable meaning of Marshall’s
instincts’. Society has fostered the development of higher and
instincts in human nature. Nonetheless, the initial objection still
For as Marshall was aware, considered as social habits these
desires may be subdued by the process of education. They are
Kropotkin admits, intrinsic to human nature. ‘Without being
in man (as the priests and metaphysicians say) these qualities 2
result of life in common.’”” As such these social habits a
ineradicable features of human nature. They are susceptible, as
indicates, to amelioration through education. They are the
social evolution, the development of human societies rather
innate element of humanity’s evolutionary inheritance. Accord
the first explanation, that of habits, does not in itself prese
insuperable problem either to Marshall or to the wider perspec
Kropotkin’s contextualist conception of human nature. The des
dominate is cultivated by capitalism. A change in environment
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the deep mire of egoism in which they are sunk.” Ob
habits and human actions have a deeper, more fundam _
than mere environmental stimuli. Egoism is rooted
psychology. It is, therefore, an ineradicable trait of hum
Marshall’s assessment of the ‘slavish instincts’ does
here. Whether or not Marshall’s phrase actually embodie:
of egoism is not that important. It is the inference of his ac
is of particular consequence. For the meaning of Marshall’s
suggests that the worst aspects of human nature can be m
education. This may be partly true, even with reference
But it is not entirely true. As Kropotkin has revealed, his
of human nature incorporates a factor of egoism that has th
to rear its ugly head regardless of context or occasion. Mot
be improved by creating the circumstances in which indivi
be discouraged from deceiving and exploiting others, but as K
recognizes, the anti-social habits of humankind can only be v
not eliminated.*
There are, then, two distinct components in Kropotkin’s co
of human nature. The first is sociability that, in conjuncti
sympathy, nurtures the advance of mutual aid. The second is¥
that gives rise to anti-social behaviour. And both aspects of
nature correspond to the two trends that Kropotkin identifies
the passage of human history. Whether or not one could say t
features of Kropotkin’s conception of human nature deters
outcome of history is a moot point. Perhaps the best way to d
the relationship between Kropotkin’s philosophy of histo
conception of human nature is to say that these trends sta:
symbiotic relationship to human nature. By that is meant that
human nature provides the food upon which history feeds, _
the sustenance for the development of history in one par
direction, history itself releases the possibility of its own full
This relationship is alluded to in The Great French Revolution
It is here that Kropotkin attempts to portray ‘the mighty curre
thought and action that came into conflict during the
Revolution — currents so intimately blended with the very ess
human nature that they must inevitably reappear in the historic
of the future’.” In other words, social circumstances may inaug
the consummation of an historical trend. Human nature ac
catalyst establishing a basis for the victory of one trend over ang
In this sense a political movement or other event or phenomen
as an environmental trigger liberating both the forces of history
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. _ntial of human nature. The one feeds off the other as they
PO ir progress through the course of social evolution. If this
?hieglaccuratc then Kropotkin is relieved of the charge of historical
ls;nism. Given the relationship b_etween history, human nature
circumstance, Kropotkin is unlikely to concede t!aat hl_story

_ds according to some pre-defined plan. The duz_ll dimension 9f
E ;:1 nature prohibits it. In this respect, Kropotkin had more in
2 on with Bakunin than with Marx. Revolution, as Crowder has
d, is regarded “as a means of positively determining the course of

bistory in accordance with human will’.* Progression from one

vironment to another, by way of a revolution, demands the exercise
human will.

Kropotkin’s Revolutionary Methodology

| One could be forgiven for attributing a charge of histf)rical de.terlmi_msm
to Kropotkin, if only because of the frequency of his enunciations on
the imminence of revolution. This is not to say that spt?c:l‘:lat:ons of

revolutionary activity vindicate the conclusion of determinism; _rather
that they create an ambience in which the erroneous deduction of

determinism is, at least, understandable. Kropotkin was often
convinced that a social revolution was casting its shadow over
bourgeois society. During his trial at Lyon .in _1 883, for examp!c,
Kropotkin’s defence speech was marked by an insistence that the soc:.:g\l
revolution was looming on the horizon.* At times such.er_nphat:_c
prophesizing assumes the appearance of historical de'tem}lmsm. His
message in The Conguest of Bread, ‘that Cornrnumfm.l is not only
desirable, but that existing societies, founded on I_ndlvEduallsm, are
inevitably impelled in the direction of Communism’ is some“fha.nt
reflective of a determinist position. Yet more often than not thn:. is
little more than the language of expectant revolutionaries. Kropotkin’s
thetoric simply encapsulates the prevalent revolutionary fervour; an
ardour that finds material expression in his radical journalism. Writing
in an article entitled “The Breakdown of the State’, Kropotkin requests
his reader to contemplate all state forms, ‘from the police autocracy
of Russia to the bourgeois oligarchy of Switzerland, and you will not
find a single example today . . . of a State that is not set on an
accelerating course towards disintegration and eventually, revolunm_: ¢

Besides the rhetoric of revolutionary anticipation, Kropotkin’s
speculation has its origins in yet another source, the faith he invested
in the masses. In conjunction with his outspoken belief in the
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portentous revolutionary cataclysm, Kropotkin, as Martin Mille;
recognizes, clung steadfastly to an ‘unquestioned faith in thi
revolutionary instinct of the masses’.*” Kropotkin’s confidence in th
revolutionary potential of the people reflects more than a mer
contemporary intoxication. To understand Kropotkin’s reasoning
three ether factors need to be taken into account. The first concerni

the epistemology of Kropotkin’s position. As Marshall has highlighted
Kropotkin’s faith matured out of his experiences in Sibe
Consequently, the basis of his faith was provided during his stay
Siberia, when ‘his contact with the peasants and their communi
gave him a lasting faith in the solidarity and the creative spontaneig
of the people’.** A second consideration invokes the concept @
spontaneity. Seemingly, the influence of Bakunin has had some effe
on Kropotkin. Although the two never met, Kropotkin appears t
have been inspired by his predecessor’s idea of an instinct of rebe
in humankind. Never exhibited with Bakunin’s vigour, Kropot
notion of a ‘spirit of independence that is in man’ does rest fi
within the tradition of Bakunin’s argument.®” Furthermore, Kropo
faith in the masses is more than a high regard for their abilit
implement the principles of equity in a revolution. Given the res
of Kropotkin’s observations in Siberia, and bearing in mind the s
of independence that he posits in human nature, it is only t
expected that he accommodates the philosophy of the anarch
sections of the First International in their expression that the tas
the revolution is the task of the people themselves. In other wo
his faith in the revolutionary potential of the masses serves
underscore his belief that the revolution must be carried out by
people themselves, a lesson brought firmly home by Kropo
reading of the history of the French Revolution. 4
The significance of this revolutionary philosophy extends bey

the fact that it complements his observations on spontaneity
independence. It is, more importantly, a necessary and cohe
outcome of his conception of human nature, precisely beca
conception of human nature infers a will to power. The rationa
the assessment of an innate egoism in human nature recommen
revolutions should at no cost be directed by revolutionary mino!
His notion of human nature warns ‘that any group of people eni
with deciding a certain set of activities often of an organisati
quality always strives to broaden the range of these activities an
own power in these activities’.? Humans cannot be trusted with p
Again his own personal experience helped to cement his theor
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inclinations. Recalling the relationship of prisoners to warders in
Clairvaux, Kropotkin remarks: ‘Men are men; and you cannot give
so immense an authority to men over men without corrupting those
to whom you give the authority. They will abuse it; and their abuses
of it will be the more unscrupulous, and the more felt by the abused,
the more limited and narrow is the world they live in.”* Situated within
the province of power, humans are compelled to acquire it. The context
of power teases out and reinforces that lust for power that resides
within humankind. Just as individuals are made worse by the state,
so ipso facto they will be corrupted by the power of revolutionary
cabals, parties or committees. Revolutionary dictatorships contravene
Kropotkin’s anarchist formula. ‘Nothing good and lasting,” he
comments, ‘is made except by the free initiative of the people, and all
power tends to kill it.”” Indeed, there is nothing like a small clique of
officials, whether in a revolutionary situation or not, to encourage
the instinct of egoism. As he remarks in The Conguest of Bread, ‘there
are plenty of egoistic instincts in isolated individuals. We are quite
aware of it. But we contend that the very way to revive and nourish
these instincts would be to confine such questions as the housing of
people to any board or committee, in fact, to the tender mercies of
officialism in any shape or form.””

However, the disquiet that Kropotkin voices about revolutionary
dictatorships and small groups of officials does not prevent him from
countenancing, albeit briefly, something analogous to Bakunin’s secret
societies. Caroline Cahm cites an open letter from Kropotkin to
Malatesta, Cafiero and Schwitzguébel, probably written in June 1881,
in which the author reveals his thoughts about two levels of
revolutionary organization. For Kropotkin, it was clear “that the secret
organisation must be national and that the international bond must
be as secret as the organisation itself. I do not see any other way than
to return to the international brothers.”* Shortly afterward Kropotkin
seems to have frowned upon the efficacy of conspiratorial struggle,
Progressing to the viewpoint that the overthrow of the state could
only be facilitated by a popular struggle.”* Certainly, it is this kind of
outlook that Marshall notes in Kropotkin. According to Marshall,
Kropotkin had ‘rejected the kind of deceit and manipulation practised
by Bakunin, preferring open and sincere propaganda’.®

An abandonment of the methodology of secret societies squares
With Kropotkin’s thinking on the nature of revolutions. For as he puts
'Uin The Conguest of Bread, revolution encompasses more than an
amendment to existing social institutions. ‘It implies the awakening
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of human intelligence, the increasing of the inventive spirit tenfold, ¢
hundredfold; it is the dawn of a new science — the science of men like
Laplace, Lamarck, Lavoisier. It is a revolution in the minds of men
as deep, and deeper still, than in their institutions.’” Seen from thi
angle, secret societies facilitate the development of a revolutionas
consciousness. They are not the organs that anarchists should depen
on to usher in the forthcoming revolution. If they have any role &
play at all it is in disseminating information and generally prepa
people for the event itself. They are certainly not, as Kropot
observes, the instruments of revolution ‘that give the fatal blow
governments. Their function, their historic mission, is to prepa
people’s minds for the revolution. And when the people’s minds :
prepared — with the help of external circumstances, the last pus
comes, not from the initiating group but from the masses that b
remained outside the society.”

Similarly, Kropotkin is somewhat sceptical of the value of ind
action. In general, he thought strikes too limited in their aims, 0!
detracting from the real objective of workers’ struggle. Although
strike may have some educational effect, it ‘serves as a good methi
for arousing the consciousness of one’s power only when it en
victory’.” Correspondingly, trade unions are unable, and in
unsuitable organs, to provide the foundations for a free society.
Kropotkin gave only ‘qualified support to syndicalism’, expres
doubts about possible authoritarian elements, shying away fro:
establishment of centres of new economic power’ and cast
suspicious glance at the favour bestowed on the proletariat a
expense of the peasantry. Kropotkin was in broad agreemen
Malatesta’s concern that anarchists increasingly envisaged syndi
as an end rather than a means.

The issue of means and ends should not be underestim
Although not so directly involved in the dispute that sp!
International as Bakunin was — the debate about revolut
methodology — Kropotkin did admit much of Bakunin’s arg|
The conscious involvement of the people themselves
revolutionary process is consistent with Kropotkin’s desire to
a new morality. This methodology obviates the difficulties a
with reliance on revolutionary parties or minorities and incr
opportunities for a successful conclusion to the social revoll
also has consequences for the issues of terrorism and ‘propa
the deed’, which became associated with anarchism at the en
nineteenth century. Apart from the contradictions raised’
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approach to means and ends, Kropotkin disliked the notion of
‘propaganda by the deed’ for other reasons. First, Kropotkin was
always in favour of collective action rather than individual acts of
terrorism, even if he displayed public sympathy for those who took
it upon themselves to engage in acts of revolt. Additionally, Kropotkin
suspected that the rationale behind ‘propaganda by the deed’ lent
itself too easily to the attractions of publicity rather than the authentic
desire to rid the masses of exploitation and subjugation. More
importantly, concessions to violence threaten the integrity of
Kropotkin’s ideology. The contextualist dynamic of his conception of
human nature indicates that if individuals become accustomed to
violence and oppression of others in the revolution, then these features
could well constitute the hallmark of any resultant society.

Kropotkin’s Anarchist Vision

But what was the new society to look like? What did Kropotkin’s
vision of a new social order entail? The first thing worth noting is
that Kropotkin’s anarchist future is closely associated to his conception
of human nature. In common with his predecessors, Kropotkin builds
the possibility of anarchism on a specific conception of human nature

Like all ideologies, anarchism carries an outline of how it would likt:.
to see society develop — whether it cares to admit this or not. In
Kropotkin’s works this vision is presented in two distinct stages. The
.flrst conveys his thinking as to why it is necessary to discuss such
images in the first instance. Once this is concluded, Kropotkin embarks
on the second step of the process, revealing the details of that vision.

This section of the chapter is concerned to adumbrate the arguments
presented by Kropotkin as he proceeds to develop his vision of an

alns‘uchjst future, whilst the following section examines his specific

vision in greater detail.

To begin with Kropotkin was not only convinced that anarchism
would be the next stage in the evolutionary process, he was also
Persuaded that contemplations of future society are an integral part
of the reyolutionary process itself. He writes in Emile Pouget’s and

ﬁﬂ;illg)l’ataud’s Syndicalism and the Co-operative Commonwealth

It is often said that plans ought not to be drawn up for a future
_S:;cnety. . . . On the other hand, it is necessary to have a clear
Idea of the actual concrete results that our communist, collectivist
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or other aspirations might have on society. For this purpose we
must picture to ourselves these various institutions at work. |
Where do we want to get to by means of the Revolution? We
need to know this. There must, therefore, be books which will
enable the mass of the people to form for themselves a more or |
less-exact idea of what it is they desire to see realised in a new: |
future.' @

Given the requirements of ideological argument, Kropotkin is obl
to portray a vision of how society ought to be, regardless of the di
elaborated. Kropotkin appears to be cognizant of this prerequ
himself. Writing in his Modern Science and Anarchism, he proclail
that no revolutionary i

struggle can be successful if it is unconscious, if it has no definite &
and concrete aim. No destruction of existing things is possible
if men have not already settled for themselves, during the’
struggles leading to the destruction, and during the period of
destruction itself, what is going to take the place of that which
is destroyed. Even a theoretical criticism of what exists is not;
possible without one picturing to oneself a more or less exa
image of that which he desires to see in its place. Consciousl
or unconsciously, the ideal, the conception of something bette
always grows in the mind of whoever criticises exist
institutions.'’

An image of a better society is an inherent part of any ide
Ideologies are proprietary bodies of thought that each contain a
of a better future that derives from a critique of contemporary
They are both descriptive and prescriptive. Both present and
tenses exist in parallel in ideological argument. :
Almost inevitably then, Kropotkin engages in a form of specu
sociology, constructing a vista of anarchy that encourag
development of the revolutionary process itself. The question th
to be resolved is to what extent does Kropotkin’s examination
possible uncover the fine detail of the future? Some, such as Woo
argue that Kropotkin offers little more than a general framework
overcoming the problems of contemporary society.'” Others, s
Miller, contend that ‘Kropotkin was not afraid to be specific
the kind of society he would like to see after a revolution’.!**
with the latter interpretation. There are three texts in particular
support it: Kropotkin’s first major essay in politics, Must We O
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Ourselves with an Examination of the Ideal of a Future System?
(1873); Fields, Factories and Workshops (1899); and The Conquest
of Bread (1892), From the outset of his first political tract, Kropotkin
is keen to answer the question of his essay title in the affirmative. He
believes that one should think about the ideal of a future system; for
if one is afraid to contemplate that ideal it is most unlikely that it will
be established in practice. Nevertheless, he does not consider himself
to be furnishing a detailed scheme that will correspond to the society
of the future; rather he is simply producing ‘an outline of this future
system in the most general terms’.’” He considers himself unable to
do more than this for epistemological reasons. In an argument that
shares more with Herbert Read than Malatesta, Kropotkin asserts
that “there does not even exist now that mind which comprehends all
the future moral ideas of mankind. Consequently, any contemporary
idea will be a manifestation of present-day conceptions of morality,
a manifestation which will be impossible, because before it is realised,
in its totality, new conceptions of justice will be created and begin to
be realised.”%

To my mind Kropotkin underplays the specificity of his argument
here, for the text reflects a concentration on detail that is possibly
only surpassed in The Conquest of Bread and Fields, Factories and
Workshops. In many respects Kropotkin’s wider ideological concerns
are prefaced in his 1873 essay. It is not long, for example, before
Kropotkin warns his audience that assigning functions and power to
a government or state will lead nowhere. No matter how responsive
and dynamic that body proves to be, the danger is that ‘the group of
individuals to whom society cedes its rights would always be the
power, separate from society, trying to broaden its influence, its
interference in the business of each separate individual. And the wider
the circle of activity of this government, the greater the danger of
enslavement of society, the greater the likelihood that the government
would stop being the expression of the interests and desires of the
majority.”'”” The consistency of such statements with his conception
of human nature is plainly visible. Moreover, these dangers cannot
be prevented by way of checks and balances. Liberalism holds little
attraction for Kropotkin. The state cannot be rendered acceptable by
tinkering and fine tuning; it has to be abolished. Radical action is a
Prerequisite for remedying social injustices because the inconveniences
of the state ‘lie in the most basic conception of the institution, in its
Very essence, and so cannot be eliminated by any measures such as
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limitations, control, and so on as long as the very essence of thg

institution continues to exist’.'®

to promote equality in rights to work. Additionally, expropriati f
occurs within a federal framework, which was favoured by Kropo
as 4 means of organizing society. Kropotkin is seemingly under th
influence of Proudhon here, especially as he goes on to say tha
products will be exchanged between artels on the basis of labou
receipts.'” But Kropotkin suffers from the same types of problem
that beset the earlier anarchist. For instance, there is no mention
of who or what is to attempt to broker an agreement concer
‘necessary measures’. This is a little surprising in light of Kropotk
own admission that there are likely to be problems of exchange
that society. Anticipating the possible causes of such disput
Kropotkin reasons that the farmers of one commune might value t
ten hours of labour at ten measures of wheat, whereas the farmer:
another commune believe that their ten hours of work is equa
eleven measures of wheat. Obviously, other communes would prel
to exchange their products with the first set of farmers, and th
itself will probably lead to problems and ‘even quarrels’."

One possible solution ventured by Kropotkin is that of
committee, which is responsible for issuing labour notes. Commit
are an important tool in Kropotkin’s assessment of how to realize
goals elaborated in this document. They are involved in m
organizational tasks, including the division of land, the allocatio
housing and the economy. Their economic remit is quite br
covering the appraisal of cargo transportation and the respons
for purchasing provisions at the market."! Apparently, economi
trade disputes would be settled by committees, comprised of ele
representatives. As with Proudhon, the resolution of difficulti
accomplished by means of majoritarianism. The writing was on
wall, so to speak, when Kropotkin referred to ‘the interests and de
of the majority” when considering how government constantly stri
to extend the tentacles of its power and influence."> And when situa
within the context of the committee Kropotkin’s apparent solut
sounds increasingly like the foundations for authoritarian centr
operating through a planned economy, rather than the free prod
he talks of in other places. Suspicions of the imposition
majoritarian culture are corroborated upon recognition th
condition of equality in labour dictates ‘that everyone shoul
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compelled to earn his livelihood through his own labour’.!? A better,
or perhaps this should be worse, example of Kropotkin’s indebtedness
to Bakunin could not be found. If individuals wish to live in and
partake of the benefits offered by life in community then they have
to labour. Although free to choose an occupation, everyone must
comply with the assignment received from the artel. Whilst individuals
may wish to prosecute their own private ends, they are free to do so
only after they perform what is deemed to be socially useful as decreed
by the majority of society." In the tradition of Bakuninian collectivism,
Kropotkin constructs a labour proviso that is at odds with the declared
aims of a free society.

Perhaps this residue of collectivism is necessary to counteract the
free-rider problem, a not infrequent objection levelled at utopias.
Consider, Kropotkin asks, a person who does no work and is
compelled to steal in order to live. Once apprehended ‘an autonomous
communal court will deal with him — by itself or through elected
representatives’. There is no need of government, for ‘in all its own
internal affairs the obshchina [a Russian peasant commune], just as
now, is and will be able to be in command without creating a
government’.'” If, Kropotkin continues, one commune were to seize
the land of another commune on which to feed its own cattle then
there are mechanisms for settling the dispute. Both communes are
likely to belong to the same agricultural union or federation; hence it
is obvious to Kropotkin ‘that the offended obshchina has to appeal
with the complaint to its own union of agricultural obshchiny’." The
elected representatives of the obshchiny would resolve the altercation.
Once again the spirit of Proudhon radiates through Kropotkin’s vision
of future society, and just as equally through his rather vague
description of the remit of the representatives. Reticence compels a
conclusion in favour of majority voting, a judgment not out of line
with the remainder of the work. The question that has to be asked
now, is whether such a judgment casts a mould into which his later
pol_itical writings were confined? On the specific subject of
majoritarianism an unequivocal answer cannot be tendered. David
Mll_ler, for instance, accepts that Kropotkin depends on majority
decisions to determine socially useful work, but remarks that ‘this is
ot mentioned later, and one must take it that he is relying on a
Universal consensus’.'” But why assume that? There is no hard
¢vidence, to my mind, that can be cited in favour of that conclusion,
and what intimations Kropotkin does make in later works suggest
the opposite. The problem is real and relevant. For whilst it might
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present itself as little more than speculative semantics, anarchists, as
Woodcock and Avakumovic hold, do not accept majority decisions.!%

There are potentially more serious objections to be levelled at
Kropotkin’s work, one of which emanates from the adoption of
committees into his revolutionary society. Seen as part of his whole
ideology, the introduction of committees would constitute a major
difficulty for Kropotkin, creating a fundamental inconsistency betw:
his conception of human nature and his programme of revolutionary
action. The committee cannot be regarded in any way as a solution
to the problems of social organization, it can act only as an irritant
In this respect, the position Kropotkin held in 1873 was abandoneg
in his later works, notably The Conquest of Bread, in which
conception of human nature served as a warning that committees a
other organs of officialism breed egoism in individuals."” Evolut
of Kropotkin’s economic argument resulted in the development of hi
theory of anarchist-communism, a brand of anarchist theory disti
from both Proudhon and Bakunin. The employment of labour note
in his 1873 essay bears a striking resemblance to Proudhon’s economil
theory. But in formulating a mechanism of distribution according
deed rather than need Kropotkin placed himself quite squarely in thi
collectivist camp of Bakunin. This was to change, or so it is told, 8
Kropotkin worked out a new basis for the economic organization @
anarchist society. i

Cahm, for example, relates how Kropotkin began to explos
anarchist theory in depth in the late 1870s. The re-examination,
holds, was stimulated principally by Elisée Reclus and Paul Brous
in a debate at the Congress of the Jura Federation at Fribourg in 187
during which Brousse edged toward communism as opposed |
collectivism.'® By 1879 Kropotkin appears to have been partia
persuaded. At the Congress of the Jura Federation at La Chau:
Fonds in 1879 Kropotkin made a speech entitled The Anarchist
from the Viewpoint of Its Practical Realisation. In it he seen
adopted a compromise position, adhering to a collectivist stand
on property, but expressing that anarchist-communism was to b
final aim of the revolution.”! By the time of the 1880 congress, I
in the same location, Kropotkin had jettisoned collectivism in fav€
of communism. In a speech given at the congress and published ini
Révolté on 17 October 1880, Kropotkin remarks how the coll
stance on property can be nothing more than a transitory stagy
revolution rather than the pinnacle of the revolution itself. Thi
in position was to be the launching-pad from which Kropotkin®
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to expand his theory of anarchist-communism that was expressed
fully in The Conquest of Bread.

The principal objection against collectivism is that it inferred the
existence of collective property, which as a result might give rise to
the prospect of competition. ‘Collectivists,” argues Kropotkin, ‘begin
by proclaiming a revolutionary principle — the abolition of private
property — and then they deny it, no sooner than proclaimed, by
upholding an organisation of production and consumption which
originated in private property.’’ Fundamentally, this criticism
contained two separate but related points: the remuneration of labour
and distribution according to work done rather than need. Neither
Proudhon nor Bakunin foresaw the problems associated with
collectivism, whereas Kropotkin purports to surmount both of these
obstacles. The introduction of labour cheques will, for Kropo'tkin,
result in the peasants withholding their produce. “We must offer to
the peasant in exchange for his toil not worthless paper-money, but
the manufactured articles of which he stands in immediate need.”'?
An integral part of the problem is that the labour theory of value
subscribed to by the collectivists glosses over a number of potential
pitfalls. Principal among these are three areas of obvious concern to
any anarchist society. First, it is exceedingly difficult to rationalize
individual contributions in what is effectively a collective enterprise.
Thus Kropotkin attacks Proudhon for asserting that the value and
quantity of work necessary to produce an object are proportional.
Rejecting the labour theory of value, Kropotkin denies that the
exchange value of commodities necessarily corresponds to the labour
required to produce them.'” Secondly, maintenance of the wages
system and differential rewards corresponding to different types of
work will inevitably create social stratification. Thirdly, social division
will furnish the kind of environment in which egoism thrives."s

All three objections listed here reside under the broader umbrella
of Kropotkin’s belief that society’s wealth is a common inheritance.
“There is not even a thought, or an invention,” Kropotkin states, ‘which
1s not common property, born of the past and the present.”’ All
inventions of mind and labour depend on the discoveries of the past
and the assistance of others in the present. Accordingly, it is unjust of
anyone to appropriate part of the whole and claim it for themselves.
Thus, ‘the means of production being the collective work of humanity,
the product should be the collective property of the race. Individual
appropriation is neither just nor serviceable. All belongs to all. All
things are for all men, since all men have need of them, since all men
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have worked in the measure of their strength to produce them, an_'
since it is not possible to evaluate every one’s part in the productiol n
of the world’s wealth."?” In recognition of the interdependency of
industry and manufacturing one should, Kropotkin claims, aband
the collectivist position ‘that payment proportionate to the hours
labouf rendered by each would be an ideal arrangement, or even
step in the right direction’. As far as Kropotkin is concerned, ‘th
Collectivist ideal appears to us untenable in a society which considers
the instruments of labour as a common inheritance’.” The formula
for the distribution of social goods has undoubtedly been altered t€
that which is commensurate with human need rather than deed. €
has it? One would expect that it had, buta closer examination of ¢
texts reveals that Kropotkin may have retained a remnant
collectivism in his theory of anarchist-communism that was p
in his 1873 essay. That residue is the labour proviso.

If Kropotkin had entirely discarded any notion of compul
labour, then he would have stood apart from both Proudhon a
Bakunin. Initially, one is led to believe that the transformation of
collectivist formula is complete. Kropotkin himself attempts to buttr
the revision by declaring without hesitation that an anar¢
communist society is ‘a society that recognises the absolute libet!
the individual, that does not admit of any authority, and makes
of no compulsion to drive men to work’.? If by this Kropotkin 1
that people will not be compelled to engage in wage-labour then
is really nothing to worry about. But this does not seem:
Kropotkin’s meaning. Whilst he makes clear, in both The Con
for Bread and The Place of Anarchism in Socialistic Evolution
anarchist-communism entails the free consumption of goods, s¢
as they are abundant, because everyone has the right to live;
to these goods is conditional upon performing socially useful lab
In the very same two texts Kropotkin transgresses the essentia
between his putative anarchist-communism and the collect
previous writers. “All is for all” he declares in the chapter
‘Our Riches’ in The Congquest of Bread, immediately before deli
a collectivist left hook. ‘If the man and woman bear their fa
of work, they have a right to their fair share of all that is p.
by all, and that share is enough to secure them well-being.
‘Expropriation’, in the same text, Kropotkin confirms that the
of an anarchist society ‘knows that after a few hours of p
toil he will have a right to all the pleasures that civilisation pre
The Place of Anarchism in Socialistic Evolution contains an 16
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message. ‘All belongs to everyone! And provided each man and woman
contributes l‘lis and her fair share of labour for the production of
::::;;ng;ll:]]}ccts, they have a right to share in all that is produced by
Thefse are not documents only relevant to the contemporary Russian
populist struggle, as might be said about Kropotkin’s first political
essay of 1_873. The Conguest of Bread was first published in 1892
although it originated as a series of articles that first appeared in 1886,
when Kropotkin was at the apogee of his revolutionary joumaiisfn
fi\md The Place of Anarchism in Socialistic Evolution, first publisheci
in 1886, was originally delivered as a lecture in Paris on 28 Febr:
1886, shortly after Kropotkin’s release from Clairvaux prison.“‘u';hri
gap betfween these works and Kropotkin’s original essay is at the very
least thirteen years, but arguably more, given the publication date of
The Conquest of Bread. Sufficient time, one would think, to allow
for the exp.ression of an evolution of thought, and a clca’r three or
four years since Kropotkin last defended the vestiges of his collectivism
at the Jura Federation congresses in the early 1880s. ;
Any difference that existed between Kropotkin and the collectivists
was quashed by the restatement of the fundamental collectivist
demand,‘ that the enjoyment of social privileges requires wofk
Kropotkin may not be requesting remuneration proportionate tc;
labour, as the collectivists enjoin under a wages system, but it is
undoubtedly remuneration of social privileges for the contr;bution 6f
labour. 'll'he charge of collectivism is given further credence by
Kropotqu’s treatment of the land question. The subject was of
immense significance to the Russian populists, sim;ﬂy because of the
demographic imbalance between peasants and proletarians in favour
of the former. In light of that, Kropotkin drew up a series of measures

ey S )
ho be 1mpler'ne.nted after the revolution in Russia. The following steps
e thought it imperative to undertake:

The land should be declared the property of all, of the whole
Russian people.

Every village and countryside settlement should receive the use
of those lands which they now control.

All the lands taken by the whole countryside or by separate

PeasanFs of thc: village or countryside should become the
Possession of this village or countryside.
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All the landowner’s lands which are lying fallow should beg
the possession of the former peasants of this landowner.

All the lands bought by separate peasants for themselves sh
become the possession of the whole community of the vil
where such peasants are registered.”**

It Seems that whilst the land is to be the common property of |
to be held in collective possession of local villages or commu
essence this is a position not too far removed from Proudho
one that Kropotkin generally adheres to in his later writings, In
Science and Anarchism, Kropotkin again talks of the people
‘possession of the land and of all that is required for prod
sorts of necessaries of life’ in a future society."* Elaboration of
is rather thin in the aforesaid text, in what amounts to a rather
antecedent of a more concrete argument in Words of a Rebel.
sure, Kropotkin’s standpoint is not unambiguous. In the
‘Expropriation’, for example, Kropotkin consolidates the posi
initially took up in his first political essay of 1873, referring
‘collective possession’ of the land. A few pages later he enun
that whilst the individual holding of the land would remain, the
revolution ‘would expropriate all land that was not cultivated by
hands of those who at present possess the land’. Seemingly,
would exist a ‘communist cultivation’ alongside peasant proprie

The above reflects a similar argument advanced in a previous
‘Representative Government’, but contrasts somewhat wi
Kropotkin has to say in ‘The Paris Commune’."”* Here Krop
appears to return to the argument of Proudhon. The people, he 2
will take possession ‘of the whole of social wealth’,
simultaneously establishing ‘their rights of usufruct immediarel
Bafflement arises because of the nature of the usufructuary relatio
to the land. As Proudhon makes clear, rights of usufruct establish
rights of use and possession, not of proprietorship. Kropotkin, |
conflates notions of possession with ideas of proprietorship
it is not entirely clear what he intends to happen to the land. Ind
ownership by peasants stands firmly at odds with the idea of co
possession and use. Either one assumes that Kropotkin has re
from his earlier outlook and permits the existence of indiv
ownership, or that peasants retain individual possession o.
holdings whilst becoming subject to collective ownership by the v
or commune. The only other alternative available is that indiv
proprietors enjoy the privilege of proprietorship on condition
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chey pool their resources and produce 1.mder tht_: aegis of the free

rganization, production and consumption that is the hgllmark of
Onarchist-comrﬂunism. Either way, individual ownership seems a
2 uliar concession to grant. Not only does it ulndelrrpine the process
and standing of common or collective ownership, it is also bound to
Jead, like differential rewards for workers, to the recrudescence of

egoism-

The Politics of Anarchy

[t is at this juncture that an investigation of the finer details of
Kropotkin’s conception of anarchy is called for. It is important to do
this for two reasons. First, it allows an assessment of the extent to
which his vision of anarchist society corresponds to his conception
of human nature. And, secondly, it will provide a basis from which
to analyse the consistency of Kropotkin’s anarchist ideology. Much
of Kropotkin’s earlier and some of his later writings bear witness to
the vacillating influence of both Proudhon and Bakunin. However, it
is Rousseau who seems closest to equipping Kropotkin with a
foundation for his conception of anarchist society. Before illustrating
the margins of Rousseau’s influence, it is worth noting that Kropotkin
accepts the Marxist idea that the political regime ‘is always an
expression of the economic regime which exists at the bear_t of
society’.” Absorption of this mode of analysis has obvious
consequences for Kropotkin’s own theories; for if his own economic
arguments exude mechanisms of compulsion or coercion then th_at
might well be reflected in the political territory of his anarcl}nst
ideology. As means influence ends so the economic base of Kropotkin’s
ideology will influence his anarchist politics.

To determine whether that is true it is first necessary to sketch out
the details of the society Kropotkin upholds as his ideal. That society
is reached through a revolution, and the task of the revolution, as
Kropotkin sees it, is to establish an environment in which everyone
‘may live by working freely, without being forced to sell his work an.d
his liberty to others who accumulate wealth by the labour of their
serfs’."* Communism, then, embodies ‘the conquest of perfect liberty
by the individual, by free agreement, association, and absolute free
federation”.'2 Put differently, anarchist-communism is built upon a
commitment to abolish authority. At times Kropotkin approaches this
subject rather blithely, insisting on one occasion that anarchism ‘works
to destroy authority in all its aspects’.'** At other times Kropotkin’s
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attitude is more conservative. Thus in Modern Science and Anarchism
authority is only partially rejected. Here it is only centralized authority]
that Kropotkin objects to, not authority per se.' i

Authority bears a moral capacity, in that authority is a reflection’
of accepted moral norms within anarchy, that is fundamental in mos
of what Kropotkin says about revolutionary society. Kropotkin outlines’
how anarchism is impregnated with moral feeling in his Anarchist
Morality. In ‘proclaiming ourselves anarchists we proclaim beforehand
that we disavow any way of treating others in which we should ng
like them to treat us; that we will no longer tolerate the inequalit
that has allowed some among us to use their strength, their ¢
or their ability after a fashion in which it would annoy us to ha
such qualities used against ourselves. Equality in all things, th
synonym of equity, this is anarchism in very deed.”* Morality pl
a multi-faceted role in Kropotkin’s anarchism. First, it underpins
prescriptive element of his ideology. By fabricating an argument
links morality to human nature, Kropotkin establishes the neces
of revolution if individuals are to enjoy freedom. Morals improv
decline as the social environment improves or declines. The resur,
of mutual aid, for Kropotkin, will lead to a betterment of h
morality. Severing the sinews of authority, by ushering in a so
revolution, engenders a climate in which mutual aid and sociabili
can flourish. Because morality is essential to the well-being of sociél
and to freedom, anarchist society enshrines certain moral rulé
Absence of moral rules and obligations would, for Kropotkin, rel
the functioning of society impossible.'*¢ Morality, then, fulfil
important role in prescribing how individuals ought to behave t
one another, as well as providing a basis for the more fo
agreements that individuals might enter into. Kropotkin’s visio
anarchy, as expounded in Modern Science and Anarchism, eml
‘a society in which all the mutual relations of its members are reg
not by laws, not by authorities, whether self-imposed or electe:
by mutual agreements between the members of that society, @
sum of social customs and habits’.'” No actions are to be I
upon individuals as in bourgeois society. Individuals are free &
into contracts that are fair and self-imposed. "

Outside personal agreements and contracts, the freedom
commune is best maintained through a federal structur
communities and villages need to marry themselves together ©
federation in order to sustain relations with their neighbouri
centres and organize themselves around these centres. The pai

164

KROPOTKIN: MUTUAL AID AND ANARCHY

between _urban and rural is not balanced in favour of the former. As
Kropotkin notes in his essay ‘The Commune’, the

centre will not be able to establish an intrusive preponderance
f’f its own over the communes in its environment. Thanks to the
fnfmlg: variety of the needs of industry and commerce, all
inhabited places have already several centres [to] which they’ are
arfachcd, and as their needs develop, they will enter into relations
with further places that can satisfy new needs. Our needs are in
faclt so various, and they emerge with such rapidity, that soon
a single federation will not be sufficient to satisfy th::m all. The

Comn.mne will then feel the need to contract other alliances, to
enter into other federations.'*

Relations between and within communes are consistent and com-
mensurate with the principle of federalism. For if, as Kropotkin
ponders in ‘The Paris Commune’, ‘we concede to the free initiative
of the communes the task of coming to an understanding between
themselves on enterprises that concern several cities at once, how can
we refuse this same initiative to the groups of which a Cor’nmune is
co.mposed? A government within the Commune has no more right to
exist than a government over the Commune.’'¥ ;
After countenancing the desirability of revolution and having served
as the framework for personal and collective behaviour and action
it .“fould be surprising if morality did not permeate Kropotkin’;
critique of contemporary society. In this third role of morality in
Kr?pgtkin's anarchism, the influence of Rousseau is visibly obvious
This is not to say t!lat Kropotkin considers Rousseau to have beet;
:l.r: anarchist; it is simply to suggest thgt Kropotkin shares some of
e concerns of Rousseau and seems to invoke the spirit of Rousseau
}Vhen formulating his vision of anarchy. Rousseau’s First Discourse,
azrde};zr;f:;, ?:d;f:cgresfmpo;kin’s critique of the excesses of greed
- n dppea to the Young (188.5).‘-"J But the
i _duussFau oes not end there. I'n attempting to mitigate
b anarl;; f::; ‘imi( in humankind, Krop’cﬁll(m insi§ts, like Rousseau,
L chists ‘take men as they are’.'! And in an analogy of
Procses::suti 211.:32 t?li;‘ ii?;zgtanﬁ la;«:i 1;1 the genera‘l will, Kropotkin
bt y should be arranged ‘so that each man
[ oblzn ;p with the: interests of the others’;'? only
e e T S
v s governing in ‘w:c!uals whose morality
2 practical expression in mutual agreements
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and free contracts. To Kropotkin’s mind anarchism represents ‘the
ideal of a society where each governs himself according to his own
will (which is evidently a result of the social influences borne by
each)’.’ Human morality, as expressed through mutual aid and’
sociability, manifests itself in its most developed form in anarchist-|
communism. Anarchism’s strength is that it understands huma
natiire. Hence anarchist-communism, as explained by Kropotkin i
Anarchism: Its Philosophy and Ideal, transpires to be ‘the best bas
for individual development and freedom . . . that which represen
the full expansion of man’s faculties, the superior development
what is original in him, the greatest fruitfulness of intelligence, fecling
and will’.’** Anarchy is not a utopian ideology. Rather it is the
tendency of modern social development and the realization of human
nature.'®

An Assessment of Kropotkin’s Anarchism

Without doubt Kropotkin is a compassionate and persuasive writel
who is often held to be both systematic and clear. That may be a rath
charitable assessment, but it should be said that in comparison
Proudhon and Bakunin, Kropotkin stands proud as a paragon
clarity and coherence. He was, moreover, fully cognizant of the charge
that anarchists are little more than romantic dreamers, a charge level
recently by George Woodcock among others.'* Kropotkin respon:
to the criticism that anarchists are romantic dreamers by exhibi
a measure of realism that not only contradicts Woodco
concomitant allegation that the anarchist was the proprietor of 2
especially benign account of human nature, but is seldom foun
other anarchist writings.'” Thus Kropotkin’s reflection that peo
‘will not turn into anarchists by a sudden transformation; yet we ki
that on the one hand the insanity of governments, their ambiti
their bankruptcies, and on the other hand the incessant propaga
of ideas will result in great disturbances of equilibrium. At such a
we must act.’’® Even amidst his realism, then, Kropotkin exercis
cautious optimism that the revolutionary opportunity will pres
itself. .

But on what grounds does he base his optimism? Why will pe
revolt? And why, as David Miller has questioned, should we acc
that it is anarchism that will evolve out of capitalism rather than
other form of social organization?'” According to Miller there
two possible answers within Kropotkin’s writings. The first is t
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Kropotkin has a theory of moral progress; and the second, that he
has also a theory of technological progress. For Miller, Kropotkin’s
moral ideas flow from human characteristics, like sympathy, that are
‘unchanging’ but become refined with the passage of history. And as
‘anarchist principles are the fullest development of these moral ideas,
anarchy is the final outcome of history’.'* Likewise, technological
progress has steadily created a situation in which individuals are
increasingly dependent upon one another, rendering obsolete the view
that individuals can succeed on their own. Anarchist-communism is
the society best suited to enhance these technological developments.

Ultimately, Miller’s responses have to be discarded. Before doing
so, however, a few comments should be made. The first thing of note
is that what Miller says here about Kropotkin’s supposed theory of
moral progress elicits a tension with what he says later about egoism.
At one point Miller argues that Kropotkin regarded egotism as a
perversion of capitalist society to be corrected by altruism in the long
run.' The problem, for Miller, is that such a view invokes the
contextualist account of human nature inherent in Kropotkin’s
writings. As such, human nature may respond to the environment in
which it is situated, for humans are adaptable, but in itself human
nature is incapable of determining the course of historical events.
There is no assumption of an ‘unchanging’ human nature in
Kropotkin’s conception of human nature. Nor does he afford a notion
of human nature that is capable of self-improvement. Human nature
may recover from a prolonged bout of egoism, but the context within
which human nature finds itself is integral to the process of
convalescence. Altruism and sociability may resume their
predominance at the expense of egoism, but human nature cannot
accomplish this through some mystical self-ameliorating dynamic. If
altruism and mutual aid are to be the benchmarks of future society
that can only come about by way of a conscious, deliberate effort on
the part of the people themselves to change history. The progression
of human morality and human history is a matter of human will, ably
assisted by education.

Miller’s identification of a theory of technological progress is more
defensible, but again encounters the difficulty discharged by the
argument of non-determinism. Kropotkin’s enthusiastic predictions
of imminent revolution were, as noted above, inspired partly by the
revolutionary climate and partly, as Miller has indicated, by a
favourable assessment of technological progress. Whether this was
displayed in agriculture or science matters little; what is important is
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that Kropotkin, as Marshall observes, shared in the nineteenth’
century’s positivistic faith in science to bring about progress.'** In thal
sense, Miller’s notion of a theory of technological progress rings tru
Kropotkin did place great stock in the idea that the evidence of histo
illustrated the coming of anarchism. The vehicle of this progre
thoughy-is not so much the technological advancement that Kropo
sees around him, but the tendencies present in historical development
Improvements in science and agriculture, and an optimism anima
by the potential ability to change through education, amount to li
more than fuel in the tank of the vehicle of history in which anarc
is a passenger. Kropotkin’s objective, as Marshall informs us, was
demonstrate that anarchism represents existing tendencies in soci
towards political liberty and economic equality.’ Furthermore,
endeavoured to show that ‘the conclusions of anarchism could
scientifically verified’.'®®

None of the above, however, detracts from the fundamen
difficulty that envelops Kropotkin’s ideological narrative. In denyi
that anarchism is nothing but a utopian dream Kropotkin is fore
to rely on an argument that placed anarchy as the outcome of existi
social and historical tendencies. The state, he believed, had rea
its apogee; its future progress was downhill towards disintegrati
The social revolution loomed large on the horizon. History was 1
acting alone, however. Human nature was supporting its progress i
the direction of a brighter future. But none of this can be guarantei
History is not amenable to scientific laws of inevitability, itis a m
of human will. Thus, if Kropotkin’s analysis is wrong (and histo
date vindicates such a judgment), if it is simply an expression of
rather than fact, then perhaps Kropotkin’s anarchism should
considered utopian rather than scientific.

To complement his conception of human nature, as encapsu
in the concept of mutual aid, Kropotkin enunciates a vision of
good life characterized by voluntary agreements and free acces
long as one labours, to the produce of society. His brand of
politics and free communism, set out in The Congquest of Bre
consistent with his conception of human nature as expounde
work Mutual Aid. The relationship berween his conception of ht
nature and the philosophical basis of his conception of his
somewhat less satisfactory. The twin pillars of his conception of h
nature, sociability and egoism, are mirrored in the dominating
that he identifies in history: liberty and authority. But when vie¥
in conjunction with his philosophy of history, the contextualist elemn
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of his notion of human nature precludes any guarantee that history
will evolve in a given direction. As there is no certainty that a social
revolution will occur, so there is no certainty that the forces of liberty
will triumph over the forces of authority. The contextualist dimension
of his conception of human nature is a hurdle that history cannot
cross without the assistance of human will. Capitalism, ‘that bane of
present society” is a ‘stumbling-block in the path of intellectual and
moral progress’.’ History cannot be conceived as a unilinear
development for the better, for Kropotkin.'® Neither human morality
nor human nature are bound to develop in a given direction. Which
way they travel is a matter of human will. If history were perceived
to be on a unilinear path of progression, then Kropotkin would have
tremendous difficulty in explaining the rise of the modern state. It is
because of the collapse of the medieval guilds, because history may
proceed in a retrograde manner, that egoism vanquished sociability
and the capitalist state secured its predominance at the expense of the
medieval city-state. Kropotkin is no Hegelian idealist, but there is an
admixture of ideas and material circumstances that combine to explain
his philosophy of history. But, given the lack of historical determinism
in Kropotkin, it is surprising that one does not discover a heavier
emphasis on the role of the revolutionary in disseminating ideas.
Undoubtedly, Kropotkin did support such activity, but his vocal
backing of such measures is rather quiet at times. It would seem as if
Kropotkin is actually caught in two minds about this, a reflection
perhaps of his dualistic approach to the driving forces of history.
Traditionally, those who have relied on human will as the initiator
of social revolutions, such as Bakunin, have placed great stock in the
necessity of revolutionary groups and organizations in the promotion
of a revolutionary consciousness. Hence the importance, to Bakunin,
of secret societies and the International Brotherhood. One may argue
that such thinkers have to emphasize the importance of revolutionary
groups and organizations because they do not rest easy in the arms
of historical destiny. Kropotkin is in a similar position. His philosophy
of history disqualifies the leisurely inevitability of historical
de_terminism. Yet he offers only qualified support for revolutionary
minorities and revolutionary actions like ‘propaganda by the deed’.
!t i1s not that he deliberately underestimates the prominence of ideas
In the. making of revolutions; the acquisition of a revolutionary
consciousness in the masses reflects the fact that, for Kropotkin, a
Social revolution is a revolution in the minds of men as much as
anything else. Rather it is that his conception of human nature warns
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him against investing too much authority in such organizations. Just}
as the perpetuity of egoism dictates caution in trusting individuals:
with power, so the contextualist dimension of his conception of human
nature reinforces the necessity of prudence. The everlastingness of
egoism, combined with a milieu that might unleash that capacity for
self-assertion, shepherds Kropotkin away from the dangers of!
revolutionary minorities and their organizations as much as it
forewarns him of the potential pitfalls of the dictatorship of the
proletariat. Both the permanent and contextualist components of his
understanding of human nature counsel against unqualified support
for such institutions. Consequently, Kropotkin hovers in a state of
limbo. Precluded from the comforts of historical determinism by his
philosophy of history, his assumptions concerning human natutg
prevent him from bestowing too much optimism in revolutiona
organizations and activity. Even if a successful revolution were &
materialize, Kropotkin’s problems do not disappear. To be sure, the
new environment would favour the development of human moralit;
and the consolidation of mutual aid. However, together with th
contextualist conception of human nature there stands that which
permanent or given. Egoism and self-assertion survive in anarchy
sociability and mutual aid endures in capitalism. Neither can be truy
eradicated. Just as Kropotkin has to assume a will to revolution
he infers a will to power. It is because of this that the dangers of |
Marxist ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ are of constant concern i
the anarchist. B
In light of the fact that altruism or mutual aid is the glue that hold
Kropotkin’s anarchist society together, one has to ask whether itis
to the job? On its own it is patently not capable of this task. Supp
is required by way of social rules and moral coercion. Acknowleds
that conflict will arise both within and between communes, be
of the presence of egoism, Kropotkin was forced to concede
measures of social disapproval, ostracism and public opinion
have to be employed to curtail anti-social behaviour."* And t
itself raises the spectre of authoritarianism. As Marshall re
“Kropotkin thinks that it is right for public opinion to oblige all p
to do manual work and he believes it justifiable to use force aj
inveterate monopolisers. There are authoritarian elements here
cannot be dismissed.” The evidence is not hard to find. In dis
the problems of free riders in The Conquest of Bread, Krop
suggests that besides ostracism other workers could threa
withdraw contracts, and if the recipient of these threats finds £
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his dislike then he may leave. ‘This is,” writes Kropotkin, ‘what would
be done in a communal society in order to turn away sluggards if they
become too numerous.’'®® Evidently, as the collectivist prerequisite of
labour entails compulsion so too do the excesses of egoism and self-
assertion. Increasingly, the distinction between Kropotkin’s two
competing historical trends is beginning to look a bit thin.

Of course it could be asked why any form of compulsion or coercion
is necessary in the first place? Is it not that Kropotkin has latently
acknowledged that his concept of mutual aid may not be as strong as
he paints it? This at any rate is the line of reasoning prosecuted by
Avrich. In his Anarchist Portraits, Avrich accepts that Kropotkin’s
theory of mutual aid was ‘a valuable corrective’ to the arguments of
the neo-Malthusians and social Darwinists. ‘But,” he continues,
“Kropotkin erred in the opposite direction. He took insufficient account
of the naked violence that dominates the life of most animals, from
insects and fish to reptiles and mammals. He underestimated the
widespread brutality in nature, the persecution of the weak by the
strong, among humans as well as among animals.”'® Although Avrich
may have a point, it seems that his argument would be fairer if
construed in a slightly different manner. It is not correct to say that
Kropotkin underestimated the extent of the evolutionary struggle, nor
that ‘he underrated the urge to power in many and the willingness of
the mass of people to follow charismatic leaders’. Rather it is that the
concept of the struggle was considered less relevant in the formulation
of his ideological narrative. This is not to say that Kropotkin
completely disaccommodates the notions of struggle and egoism.
Indeed, a refusal to recognize the importance of these concepts would
have left his ideological programme of action open to the gate-crashing
tendencies of the revolutionary avant-garde party and the centralized
communist state. It is simply that mutual aid and sociability were
given preference over egoism and self-assertion, for mutual aid and
sociability are the bedrock of his anarchist society.

To understand why compulsion and coercion are a necessary feature
of Kropotkin’s anarchist society, a more subtle analysis of his concept
of mutual aid is called for. As part of an ideological armoury employed
by Kropotkin to defend his vision of how things are now and how
they could be in the future, mutual aid, as representative of his
conception of human nature, does a reasonably good job. But it may
not do all that Kropotkin would like it to do. For instance, citing
mutual aid as a relevant factor in the struggle for existence between
a species and its environment does much to justify the weight that
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Kropotkin attaches to the concept. However, that does not preclud .
a rival interpretation in which egoism or self-assertion is the chief
motivating factor in the existence of struggle within a speciess
Essentially, Kropotkin’s mutual-aid thesis is a concerted defence agai
the neo-Hobbesian view of competitive egoism. And that really
about_the limit of its explanatory powers. As Cahm has note
Kropotkin knew that his theory of mutual aid, considered as only or
factor in the process of evolution, could not in itself account for th
development of evolution.'” Moreover, as David Miller has remark
the evidence that Kropotkin cites in support of it ‘does nothing &
prove that species and groups are more likely to survive the more the
practise it; it would be equally compatible with the view that there
an optimum level of mutual aid, above which a species’ or group’s
chances of survival are lessened’.” Even in the example of mutual ai
that has the most bearing on the possibility of anarchist-communis
that of mutual aid in social institutions, Kropotkin’s argument
not be as comprehensive as first appears. Mutual aid, as represented
in the medieval guild and city-state, is an important element
Kropotkin’s ideological tale about how such institutions establis
precedents that predict the feasibility of an anarchist society. As s
Kropotkin is full of praise for what was achieved in these institutio:
at this time. Nevertheless he was honest enough to admit that th
were not without their own problems. Thus, there are ‘conflicts’
‘internal struggles’, ‘bloodshed’ and ‘reprisals’.'™ Precious little is sai
however, about their inherent inegalitarianism, and no mention
made of the fact that the medieval guilds were at the same t
religious brotherhoods. Their camaraderie and practices of mu
aid, then, could have been inspired by religion as much as h
nature. The upshot of this is that Kropotkin is requesting that mutu
aid play a role that it cannot fulfil. The obligations imposed
Kropotkin’s account of human nature by the remainder of |
ideological narrative are too heavy for it to bear. Mutual aid,
therefore human nature, cannot determine the course of histor
development because Kropotkin’s philosophy of history forbic
Furthermore, mutual aid is unable, in the final analysis, to gua
the smooth functioning and well-being of any future anarchist soc
because there is a parallel feature of Kropotkin’s conception of hums
nature, namely egoism, that constantly undermines its good intentiof
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Conclusion

Grappling with Ideology

All political ideologies are protean by nature, but anarchism more so
than its competitors. The range and diversity of anarchist thinkers
seems at times perplexing. Classification occurs at so many different
levels: from the American individualist Rothbard to the communism
of Malatesta; and from the violence of Bakunin to the pacifism of
Tolstoy. It comes as no surprise, then, to discover some commentators
proclaiming that anarchism lacks doctrinal continuity.! Criticism flows
freely when faced with a bewildering multiplicity of ideological
identities. But the endeavour to uncover the true nature or real core
of an ideology is a valuable exercise, even if it is a task both difficult
and fraught with dangers. Indeed, searching for the essential identity
of a political ideology may at times be analogous to the quest for the
Holy Grail. This is not to assert that, when it comes to investigating
political ideologies, a fundamental and unmistakable identity is some
form of exegetical mirage. On the contrary, some such association of
core values or beliefs is a necessary element of any ideology.? However,
the demands exacted in the process of identification vary from one
ideology to another.

One complicating factor, for instance, is that ideologies are not
static, moribund, monolithic monuments to a bygone golden age.
They are, conversely, living, dynamic and evolving bodies of political
ideas that are capable of changing both their fundamental principles
and, in consequence, their political outlook to a considerable degree.
Take, for example, the transformation of liberalism. Under the aegis
of the likes of John Locke and Adam Smith, classical liberalism extolled
the virtues of economic individualism and provided a convincing
Justification for the free market. By the close of the nineteenth century,
liberalism, under the influence of such thinkers as John Stuart Mill
and Thomas Hill Green, had acquired a social conscience. Recognizing
that some people were unable to help themselves in the savage arena
of capitalist market forces, liberals began to argue that the forces of
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capitalism be tempered and a safety net secured for the poorest in!
society. At the heart of this progression in political ideas is a division]
over the concept of human nature. Whereas the old school had seen
humans as selfish, acquisitive, competitive and pleasure-seeking, t
modern liberals viewed individuals as essentially social, co-operative!
and community-oriented. '

In a more contemporary setting, conservatism has undergone a
similar shift in character with the rise of the New Right or neos
conservatism. Both in America and, more recognizably, in the Unite
Kingdom, conservatism has changed direction quite sharply. In t
United Kingdom, in particular, the old familiar tradition-based
pragmatic, organic conservatism, with a distinctly limited style €
politics, has surrendered to a new breed of thinker and activist. If
place of the old ways of thinking enshrined in the likes of Benjamit
Disraeli’s ‘one-nation conservatism’, a radical, principled ani
conviction-based style of conservatism has emerged that has be
more radical than anything offered by democratic socialists for
last two decades. Once again a shift in the ideology’s understand
of human nature has accompanied the amended philosophy.
conception of human nature that owed much to the classical liber
underpinned the neo-conservative perspective, with a subsequ '
abandonment of the scepticism and belief in intellectual imperfect
that supported the more moderate benevolent paternalism of or
conservatives.

Despite the differences occasioned by each ideology’s evolu
both liberalism and conservatism have preserved some of their
important principles. Appreciation of liberty above all else re
central to liberalism, even if the conception of liberty may have
from a negative to a positive interpretation. Freedom is also che
by conservatives, but perhaps more so under the auspices of
conservatism and its classical liberal inheritance. However,
touchstone of both brands of conservative thinking is the mainte
of order in society.

The question that has to be addressed now is whether the sa
be said of anarchism? In other words, does anarchism possess cefl
principles too? Anarchism is a particularly slippery ideology.
when reduced to a simple category of social anarchism, diffe
persist and contrasts remain strong. From Proudhon’s mut
through Bakunin’s collectivism to Kropotkin’s supposed commit
the business of locating the ideology’s essential unity should 1
understated. As Graeme Duncan has counselled, the investiga
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ideology can prove to be a frustrating experience. The difficulties arise
he warns, because ideologies ‘may be incoherent in some respects o;
contain contradictory elements. . . . In addition, significant inter’nal
divisions may be sheltered beneath a large ideological umbrella

;’o pursue an ideology', even if we call it a political philosophy, may
wi tsu[::ﬁs:: i?- ’rinystenous, ever-retreating thing, which dissolves as

Thls_seerns especially true of anarchism. As expounded by Proudhon

Bakunm_ and Kropotkin, anarchism is often incoherent and sometimes:
contradictory. Yet whilst these writers are often separated from one
anothgr on the basis of economics, they do share a common
prescriptive outlook. They all desire a society without the state. In
t.h1s sense the ideology of anarchism is tangible. Its vision of the gc‘)od
life, commonly dependent upon a decentralized and federated structure
of autonomous communes in all three social anarchists under review
here, maintains its unity at this prescriptive level.

More importantly, the consistency of this vision of the good life is
pa‘ralleled by a uniformity in its conception of human nature. All three
thm!cers rely on the twin dimensions of egoism and sociabi.lity when
elucidating their respective conceptions of human nature. But the
consensus over declared goals and the common perception of human
nature belies the disparity of theories of economic organization
exhibited by social anarchists. Whilst all three subscribe to some form
of federal administrative structure, they differ in their observations
on ‘how the future society should be constructed on an economic basis
This should come as no surprise, since the role played by any conce t
of huma'n nature in an ideology is limited to marking out tll:e
boundaries of what is possible. One particular set of assumptions
about human nature does not necessarily lead to a specific conclusion

on matters of politics or economics. As Robert McShea has remarked
a theory of human nature ’

makes political philosophy possible, but so far as we can see, it
does not determine its content. Those who accept it do r:ot
commit themselves thereby to specific political conclusions or
norms. All existing programmes, from anarchism to communism
can l:?e stated and argued for in these terms. What the theor);
d_oes is to provide a common terminology within which opposing
Views and ideologies can find a way of coming to grips both
with their opponents and with themselves.*
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The manifestation of conflicting theories of economic o
does not necessarily reveal fundamental variations in conce
human nature. There may be shades of disagreement oy
matters, but the central foundation of a conception of hum
can be one and the same in different thinkers and therefore
miscellaneous political and economic arrangements. One u
of éxplaining this ideological tolerance is, as Duncan has s
by the idea of fit. ‘Accounts of human nature,” Duncan ar
critical and normative instruments, used to support one kind
or series of developmental stages, and to dismiss others as
or being incompatible with that nature. However, the fit ma
immaculate: on opening up a conception of human nature
discover that it has hidden possibilities or implications, which:
it to support different recommendations from those of the a
In a technical analogy the degree of tolerance between a con
of human nature and its surrounding ideological prescription
be wider than one first imagined.

The question that remains unanswered is, how far does the 3
of fit hold good? For it is one thing to say that a conception of h
nature may yield numerous political prescriptions, and quite a
to say that a conception of human nature need bear no resemb!
to the conclusions it is supposedly responsible for. As Andrew Vi
has argued, an

ordinary expectation of the term ‘ideology’ implies the existen
of a cluster of concepts, ideas and values which can be ration
articulated and which evince some moderate coherence.
ideology in this sense can be defined formally as a mesh |
interconnected concepts, values and principles providing a s
of relatively coherent beliefs about human nature, human ageng
action and social, political, moral and economic interaction.® &

A measure of coherence is obligatory in political ideologies.
so far as a concept of human nature helps to bind the various
and values of an ideology together, so it has to exhibit a degri
commensurability with an ideology’s political proscriptions.

Anarchism’s Fundamental Inconsistency

The problem for the social anarchists is that the mandatory meas
of commensurability evaporates upon close inspection of the ideolog
of anarchism. Whilst all three social anarchists subscribe
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approximately the same description of human nature, and derive
Jifferent economic conclusions from th_at, there is a major breakdow_n
in the coherence between their conception of human nature and their
recommendations for restructuring society. The sqcmi anzfrchmt?’
conception of human nature fails to mesh or knit tightly with th.?u'
vision of the good life. Indeed, it is more accurate to say that social
aparchism embodies a fundamental inconsistency between its
conception of human nature and the social and political prescriptions
that it writes.

The nature of the disparity may be revealed through a brief
comparison of anarchism with traditionalist conservatism.’ At first
sight it may seem that two ideologies so implacably opposed to one
another could not possibly have anything in common. Nevertheless,
there are certain parallels that exist between the anarchist and the
conservative conceptions of human nature. For example, both
ideologies recognize that humans have a potential for wrongdoing or
even wickedness, and as such an air of realism pervades each. Both
acknowledge that egoism has a role to play in human behaviour. This
may manifest itself as something like a lust for power which concerns
the social anarchists, or it may be a consequence of the Christian
doctrine of original sin in conservative thought.

Although the two ideologies diverge in their respective ideas of how
to contain the potential evil or wickedness that may afflict human
action, the question to be asked is whether the disparity of prescriptive
recommendations arises solely and simply from considerations of
human nature? To contain outbreaks of disorder and to ensure that
individuals refrain from committing wrongful acts, conservatives have
long been noted for their emphasis on law and order. As such they
work to reinforce social morality (n.b. the ‘Back to Basics’ campaign
of John Major’s government launched in the autumn of 1993), and
thereby the status quo, by accentuating the value of traditional social
institutions like the family and the church. In the event that these
measures fail, conservatism relies on law enforcement agencies to clear
up the mess.*

Beyond the prominence given to law and order, traditionalist con-
servatives depict themselves as reluctant to engage in the kind of
detailed political conversation that, they consider, characterizes other
ideologies. Indeed, conservatives deny that they are ideologists simply
because they claim not to have an elaborate political theory.” Politics,
for the conservative, is a limited activity. It is an element in one’s life
that is forced to compete for attention with other activities. Music,
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theatre, drama, literature, sports and many other pastimes are only
some of the ways in which the conservative perceives individua
enjoying life. Politics, conservatives say, is not an activity that preclude
almost every other activity, as it may, and often does in their eyes, fo
the Marxist and other ideologues.
Belying this denial of ideological attachment is the criti
importance conservatives place on the moral and intellectu;
imperfection of humankind. As Anthony Quinton has termed i
conservatism is, in many respects, a philosophy of imperfection. N
only is humankind’s moral standing challenged, its intellectual capa
is also questioned." Citing the doctrine of original sin as an indelib
mark of humankind’s depravity, conservatives place great store in t
belief that humans are inherently wicked. Religion, however, is
the only source of this line of reasoning. There are, as conservat
joyfully point out, tributaries to be found in Freud and Hobbes.
the former, the individual is subject to an ever eager id; the lascivio
level of the tripartite mind. Thus, conservatives may warm to §
image presented by Freud of the ego as an individual on horseb
endeavouring to keep the animal under control by substituting
reality principle for the pleasure principle which reigns unrestrictec
in the id”."! Whereas in Hobbes, conservatives find appeal in his b
that human nature is the key to understanding why life was ‘soli
poore, nasty, brutish and short’ in the state of nature."?
To the cynic, however, it would seem that moral and intelle
imperfection is not a universal malady. In particular, the ruling.
appear immune from its effects; for it is exactly this class that cons
themselves naturally fit to govern.” In rejecting the partiality of
conservative argument, anarchists contend that it is precisely beca
all human beings are susceptible to the inclinations of egoism t
one should be placed into positions of power or authority. Anarchis '
as Miller has observed, are cognizant ‘of the imperfections of hum
nature’.” As Bakunin remarked, with the best will in the world 01
simply has to recognize the corrupting effects of power on all hum
beings. ‘Take,” Bakunin suggests, ‘the most sincere democrat a1
him on the throne; if he does not step down promptly, he will s
become a scoundrel.’ Likewise, Proudhon contends: ‘give pow!
a Saint Vincent de Paul and he will be a Guizot or a Talleyr
Once incumbent, the occupier of power will simply abuse the pri
bestowed by that position. ?
To insure against the vulnerability of individuals in the face of
and privilege, anarchists suggest that the political environmen
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recast. The best way of avoiding an abuse of power or authority is to
bar the availability of such positions. If the state is abolished and all
remnants of political authority and power are thereby extirpated
anarchists believe, individuals will no longer abuse, oppress or cf()ploit
one another, because the very mechanisms that encourage and facilitate
such behaviour will have been dismantled in the process of social
reconstruction. If the state and its mechanisms of exploitation are
dissolved, power and political authority will evaporate, because their
medium of existence will cease to exist. :

Here, tl_len, is to be found the crucial difference between traditionalist
conservatism and anarchism. On the one hand, traditionalist conserva-
tives hfwe a firm perspective of human nature as a concept that
fembodles lfixed or given elements, such as the moral and intellectual
lmPC[fECtlon of humankind. Accordingly, they possess a vision of
society and social organization that reflects their conception of human
nature. One may dislike or disagree with their assumptions concerning
h‘ux'nan nature, but one cannot criticize them on the grounds that their
vision of how society ought to be is out of step with the features the
ascribe to human nature. The pessimism or scepticism tha{
accompanies conservative thought is directly related to their conception
of human nature. The philosophy of imperfection leads unerringly to
a moderate, pragmatic and limited style of politics, which is a conscious
and palpa_ble observation on their understanding of human nature
_ Ar'larc:_hlsts, on the other hand, are plainly guilty of ignoring tl:ne
1mp11cat19ns that arise from their own conception of human nature
In suggesting that human nature comprises both egoism and sociability'
and in confessing that neither of these two components can bt;
completely eradicated, regardless of external circumstances, anarchists
sybscribe to the view that human nature is both sometl':ing that is
given _and something that may vary depending on the context in which
it is situated. Thus the essential optimism of anarchism, that future
society will be free of the exploitation, violence and abus’cs of power
that characterize capitalism, cannot be borne entirely by its concepti
of human nature. s

Whﬂgt the anarchists may argue quite legitimately that human
E;t_ure I: 1}':1'1all¢=:abl.=.-El they cannot use that argument to justify their
; ion of the good life. That contention would only hold good if the

onception of hum.:m nature they employed was one in which there
:'lv_lzli': no flxefl or given elements present. By importing egoism into
” conception of hgman nature, the _soc:al anarchists are compelled
account for that fixed constituent in their vision of the good life.
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i |
As Andrew Heywood has remarked, to argue that human nature |
represents something fixed is to argue that society should mirror that
which is considered as given."” Because there is something permanent’
in human nature anarchists have to account for how society will®
embrace that. The fact that they seek to radically alter society is
therefors-rrelevant. Even after radical surgery, society will still have}
to deal with that which is enduring in human nature.
Consequently, the optimism that is inherent in the expression of a!
society without state cannot be based on the social anarchists’s
conception of human nature. Or, to put it more accurately, the!
anarchist vision of a future stateless society is an unwarranted optimis:
that finds little by way of vindication in its conception of huma
nature. If social anarchists held that human nature was somethi
that could be bent at will by a change in environment, then they wou
be justified in stressing the consistency of their ideological prescriptions
by appealing to their conception of human nature. But the soci
anarchists do not regard human nature as wholly malleable. Th
conception of human nature assumes that even in a post-revolutiona
or post-capitalist society egoism will remain a thorn in the side
their endeavours for peace and harmony.
This, then, is the central tension, the fundamental contradiction of
social anarchism. Anarchists share with liberals a concern for the
susceptibility of human nature to a lust for power, and both libe
and anarchists believe that the actions of human beings may be dire
by egoism as much as by sociability or an interest in the well-beinj
of others. Thus both ideologies recoil from the prospect of &l
unrestrained power or political authority established throu
centralized social or political institutions. However, whereas libe
proceed to circumscribe the power of egoism inherent in human nat
by instituting a series of checks and balances on government po
anarchists blithely jettison their worries in favour of the social
based vision of human beings as co-operative creatures perfec
capable of living harmoniously without the interference of laws @
government.

Sociability, it would seem, usurps the reign of caution that ¥
exercised in light of the dangers of egoism. Jumping from
assumption about human nature to another, anarchists may give:
impression that they are working with a conception of human na
that assumes human nature to be entirely malleable. But thisis s
untrue. Within social anarchism egoism is recognized as a giver
innate feature of human nature, and as such it will not dissolve
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noq-existence upon the transition from capitalist society to anarchist
society. Here is to be found the anarchists’ utopian optimism. It is an
optimism inspired by the inheritance of the socialist vision of human
nature. And it is utopian in that the goal of a stateless, non-coercive
non-hierarchical society must forever elude the grasp of anarchist;
because they either fail to see or choose to ignore the consequences
of their liberal inheritance.

Marshall on Human Nature

It was pointed out at the beginning of this book that anarchism is
something of a hybrid of liberalism and socialism. If it shares many
of the concerns of liberalism, then it was born from the same reaction
to capitalism as socialism. Both socialism and anarchist-communism
as Bertrand Russell has remarked, ‘have risen from the percepriori
that private capital is a source of tyranny by certain individuals over
others’.” Indeed, for Bakunin, one would be unthinkable without the
other. As the opening and famous epigraph of Dolgoff’s collection of
!3alkm_1m’s writings reminds us: ‘Liberty without socialism is privilege
injustice; socialism without liberty is slavery and brutality.’® :

Although it is commonly recognized that anarchism has its origins
in both liberalism and socialism, less thought has been given to the
consequences of this twin ideological inheritance. One scholar of
a.narchism who attempts to trace the debt of anarchism to both
liberalism and socialism is Peter Marshall.?! His recent history of
al?archism outlines this inheritance and in so doing provides a
stimulating and provocative account of the anarchist conception of
human nature.

His analysis of the anarchist conception of human nature is studious
but ﬂavtfed. For whilst Marshall provides an arresting and sometimes
persuasive argument, it is imperative that his description of anarchism
as ‘a creative synthesis’ of liberalism and socialism is rejected.
Ana_rrihism is not the ‘synthesis’ of these two outstanding political
traditions as Marshall suggests. Rather, its double inheritance forces
anarchism into an irresolvable stalemate over the question of human
nature. Indeed, it is because of the nature of its origins that anarchism
Is dl‘smissed as a tradition of political thought without shape or
continuity; because it hovers between liberalism and socialism, it emits

a sense _of incoherence and inconsistency that is seized upon by its
ldeological rivals. '
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Having said that the consequences of its double inheritance are less |
well appreciated, anarchism’s disagreement with socialism, or Marxist- |
Leninism to be more accurate, is well known. The two ideologies part §
company over the means and ends of the revolutionary struggle.” &
However, the roots of this discord lie deeper than the simple
manifgstation of varying revolutionary strategies would suggest. Th
rationale behind the anarchist objection is, to put it very simply, that!
Marxist-Leninists have misunderstood human nature. There is,3
anarchists caution, a lust for power in humankind that will jeopardi
the very outcome of the revolutionary process itself. As Bakunin
advised: ‘No one should be entrusted with power, inasmuch as anyones
invested with authority must, through the force of an immutable socia
law, become an oppressor and exploiter of society.” History see
to have vindicated the anarchists’ account. Aside from the dispu
with the Marxist-Leninists, anarchists, in general, have also frowned
upon the endeavours of those socialists who have invested their fai
in parliamentary mechanisms and procedures as a means to bri
about a new kind of society.

There is, however, an obvious common thread that runs thro
both socialism and anarchism. Most undergraduate students
political theory are broadly aware that there is little to differentia
between the goals or objectives of anarchism and communism.* )
ideology works towards a stateless, propertyless, moneyless soc
in which individual freedom is finally released from the alienati
and exploitation that have constituted the benchmarks of capi
society and its philosophy of free-market economics. The anal
may be crude and may gloss over one or two moot points
interpretation, but it is in essence correct.” '

Whereas anarchism’s sometimes stormy relationship with socia
has been well documented, the similarities and contrasts with liberz
are less likely to be appreciated. Perhaps this is because anare

has often been viewed as a cousin of socialism, rising in reaction
liberal democratic institutions and values which are comm
perceived to be the lifeblood upon which capitalism depends. But
Peter Marshall has noted there is much that might be regarde
common ground between liberalism and anarchism. Both liberals
anarchists have a healthy suspicion of the state. The fact that anarc
want to abolish it, whilst liberals would be satisfied with a forma
of restraints (and, in some cases, minimizing the extent of its acti
to bridle its power, does not detract from the underlying uni
distrust that marks the attitude of both ideologies toward this con
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Both are also highly sceptical of centralized bureaucratic institutions
and eschew concentrations of political authority. There are, of course,
many areas of contention, not least of which is the anarchists’ desire
to dissolve the state. Liberals may have some sympathy with this
position, but they exercise a more cautious and more consistent
approach than that which it is advanced by the social anarchists. This
is the crux of the differences between the ideologies. But why and how
can these differences be maintained?

Marshall believes that one way to appreciate the dissimilarities
between liberalism and anarchism over the state is to examine the
ideas of John Locke, the seventeenth-century physician and
philosopher, whose Two Treatises of Government has been regarded
as the finest statement of liberal political theory. Consequently, Locke
is often employed as a pivotal figure in providing a justification for a
minimal state.” But why does Locke suggest that individuals should
leave the state of nature in preference for civil society and place
themselves under the rule of government? The standard reply is that
in making this transition individuals secure the preservation of their
property, which when conceived in the wide sense of the term means
that individuals seek to protect their natural rights to life, liberty and
property.?

This in itself does not amount to a convincing explanation as to
why individuals should abandon the freedom and equality that
characterizes the state of nature.”? To understand why it is that
individuals are considered to be better off in a political society, Locke
draws attention to the inconveniences that beset the state of nature.
The first of these is the lack of an established and settled law upon
which controversies may be resolved. The second is the want of an
impartial and common judge with authority to determine differences
according to the law. The third and final inconvenience is the lack of
power to enforce a given sentence when right.” It is for these reasons
that Locke advises that civil society is better able to defend people’s
property. As Peter Marshall asserts, Locke ‘only differed from the
anarchists in thinking that life in a state of nature could be uncertain
and inconvenient without known laws and a limited government to
protect the natural rights to life, liberty and property. Anarchists agree
with Locke that humanity has always lived in society, but argue that
government simply exasperates potential social conflict rather than
offering a cure for it.’”®

In so far as Marshall wants to elicit the fundamental disagreement
between Locke, as a representative of liberalism, and anarchism he is
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right to point out this difference. But one has to ask whether Marshall
has fully understood the implications of his statement? In particular, |
Marshall seems unaware of the underlying reasons for Locke’s |
insistence on limited government. The inevitability of government,
for Locke, is a consequence of the conception of human nature that
he wogks with. As such, government amounts to a reflection of his |
thinking on human nature and how that can be best accommodatec
outside the state of nature. Of the three inconveniences noted b
Locke, it is the second which is crucial to his argument for individua
placing themselves under the authority of laws and government. I
the state of nature individuals may avail themselves of the power to:
execute the law of nature. In effect, this is a power to punish the'
offender who commits a crime against the law of nature. The difficulty,
for Locke, is that those offended against are hardly likely to remains
disinterested in the punishment that they mete out. As Locke describe
it, as everyone in the state of nature is ‘both Judge and Execution:
of the Law of Nature, Men being partial to themselves, Passion a
Revenge is very apt to carry them too far, and with too much heat, §
their own Cases; as well as negligence and unconcernedness, to mak
them too remiss, in other Mens’.*!

Possessing a power to execute the law of nature, individuals
Locke’s opinion, are too likely to be biased and judge in accordarn
with self-interest when the transgression affects them personally,
are unlikely to show any interest at all when they are not person
or directly involved. Quintessentially, this is an observation
judgment on human nature. Individuals are self-interested, and whi
given power are prone to abuse it. Within the state of nature the pow
to execute the law of nature is shared by all; hence the abuse of pow
is associated with individual disputes. From the analysis contained
Locke’s state of nature argument it is but one short step to ass
that the abuse of power in the hands of one in absolute authori
civil society can be many times greater than the abuse of power it
state of nature.” Government, then, must be limited, for human na
can and does lead to an abuse of power if individuals are proy
with that opportunity.

Locke’s anxiety about the inconveniences of the state of nat!
originates from his understanding of human nature. But this
seems to be lost on Marshall. Whilst there may be differences betw
Locke and the anarchists, the initial comparison with L
understood in terms of a commentary upon human nature, ré
that the social anarchists have more in common with Lock
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Mat:shall appears to be aware of or cares to admit. As Locke’s concern
to limit the powers of government, to minimize the dangers of an
abuse of power, derives from a particular set of assumptions about
human nature, so the social anarchists are cognizant of, and respond
to, the potential problems that are generated by the endurance of
egoism in human nature.

Whereas the mechanisms or practices for dealing with the problems
caused by human nature may vary between liberalism and anarchism
the two ideologies are responding to and reflecting a shareci
appreciation of the egoism that is present in human nature. One way
that Locke reacts to this, is to build into his theory of poliﬁcal
obligation a right to resistance. Alternatively, one could consider the
anxiety about human nature and a possible abuse of power that
underwrites the constitutional strategy of the Founding Fathers of the
American Revolution, very much influenced by Locke, in establishing
a formal separation of powers as a means to avoid an excessive
concentration of power in any one institution of state.” Responding
to the same concerns, social anarchists have cautioned Marxists about
the dangers inherent in their revolutionary strategy of the ‘dictatorship
of the proletariat’. More importantly, some social anarchists (notably
Pmudl.lon}, seem to attempt to obviate the dangers of egoism by
retreating to a position that corresponds so closely to a state that it
becomes increasingly difficult to justify this portrait of future society
as anarchy.

Given the shared concern or anxiety about the potential dangers
that egoism presents, the question that Marshall ought to be addressing
is not how Locke and the anarchists differ, but why it is that they do
not agree. What is it that separates liberalism from anarchism? Some
explanation is required to explain why it is that the social anarchists,
unlike Locke, appear, as Marshall thinks, to be ‘confident that the
natural solidarity of interests and the advantages of a free and
communal life will be enough to maintain social order, and with the
principal causes of strife — imposed authority and unequal property
- eradicated, social harmony will prevail’.*

The answer, for Marshall, resides in his belief that anarchists offer
a contextual conception of human nature. Whilst Marshall may not
always be aware of the latent assumptions about human nature that
underpin some of his observations on anarchism, he is conscious of
the overlap between anarchism and liberalism on the subject of power
and its possible abuse. He refers, for instance, to the fact that anarchism
shares with liberalism a recognition of Acton’s caveat ‘that power
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corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely’.* He concedes, |
further, that anarchists subscribe to the view of a will to power in}
humankind. This has been noted in his assessment of Kropotkin above, !
but it also underscores his comprehension of anarchism as a whole.”
Accordingly, he writes that anarchists ‘recognise with Hobbes and |
Adler that the will to power over others is 2 common tendency amongst |
human beings. They are aware that, given the opportunity, not only:
do ex-slaves often try to become masters, but oppressed men try to
find weaker beings to lord it over.” ‘But,” he continues, ‘anarchists
do not see that this tendency is intrinsic in human nature, but rather?
a product of our authoritarian and hierarchical society.™ v

In suggesting that anarchists concur with the liberals on the subject’
of power and its abuses, Marshall is claiming that the two ideologies'
arrive at a common conclusion from different directions. The liber.
insistence on minimal government reflects their assumption that egoism
is an ineradicable and therefore permanent feature of human nature
that has to be accounted for in any society. The anarchists, accordin
to Marshall, do not support such a view. In their opinion, the proble
of egoism are endemic to authoritarian and hierarchical societies alo
This, then, is the difference, for Marshall, between Locke and ¢
anarchists. The two ideologies are operating separate conceptions
human nature. For the anarchists, a change of environment will leag
to a change in human nature, or so Marshall informs us; whereas fi
the liberal, human nature will remain unaltered but will be kept
check after the transition from a state of nature to civil society.

To the extent that Marshall prosecutes this line of reasoning he h
formulated a relatively coherent and defensible argument. As such
would account for the manner in which the social anarchists transceng
the caution exhibited by liberals in their endeavours to establish
working basis for the good society. But Marshall’s analysis does n
stop here. He goes on to suggest that a complementary or additios
reason for the anarchists’ conviction in a future stateless society is
be found in their unbridled optimism. As he describes it, shortly aft
his passage on Locke, anarchism’s ‘confidence in the advantages
freedom, of letting alone, is thus grounded in a kind of cosn
optimism. Without the interference of human beings, natural lai
will ensure that spontaneous order will emerge.”* ;

The question that has to be raised here, though, is whether &
optimism bears any relation to the anarchists’ conception of h
nature. The quotation just cited would appear to indicate that t
optimism displayed by anarchists has little to do with human na
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Evidently, it descends from a rather metaphysical design that orders
society according to the laws of nature. Presumably these are not the
laws of nature that Locke refers to. So what are they? Marshall, not
surprisingly, is rather reticent on this issue, Further analysis reveals
that human nature may indeed have a part to play in the optimistic
outlook that identifies the anarchist approach. Later in his mammoth-
sized text Marshall reiterates his earlier point about optimism, but at
the same time acknowledges that human nature may be partly
responsible for the anarchists’ confidence in a future society without
a state. ‘Anarchists are,” he writes, ‘unashamedly optimistic. Many
base their optimism on the existence of self-regulation in nature, on
the spontaneous harmony of interests in society, and on the potential
goodwill of humanity.”

Apparently, human nature does contribute to the anarchists’
optimistic assessment about the possibility of a future stateless society,
but this position is difficult to reconcile with the judgment Marshall
makes earlier in his text that anarchists generally doubt the existence
of any natural goodness in humankind. Although Marshall
acknowledges that ‘Kropotkin came closest to a notion of “natural
goodness”’, he admits that few ‘anarchists believe in natural goodness’.
On the contrary, ‘it could be argued that the anarchists have not only
a realistic, but even a pessimistic view of human nature’.*

What, then, is one to make of Marshall’s argument? On the one
hand he seems to be suggesting that anarchists invest their faith in
future society because they believe that the transformation in
circumstances and environment brought about by the change from
capitalist society to anarchist society will release the potential for
goodwill or sociability in human nature. For this to happen, though,
human beings must already possess the ability for sociability or
goodwill in capitalist society. If goodwill is to be considered a
potentiality of human nature, then the capacity for goodwill cannot
have been eradicated by capitalist society, for surely that is the nature
of any phenomenon described as potential — it is there just waiting to
blossom in the right environment. Presumably, this is simply suppressed
by the environment that individuals find themselves in under capitalist
rule. If this analysis is right, and I can see no other obvious explanation,
then Marshall is not saying that anarchists assume that human nature
is entirely dependent on environmental circumstances, that it is
completely malleable; rather he is implying that the conception of
human nature that anarchists employ contains an assumption that
there is something given or intrinsic about human nature, notably
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goodwill. On the other hand, it appears that whatever it is that is]
innate in human nature, most anarchists do not think that it is natural’
goodness. The deeper one dives the murkier the water becomes. = &

Perhaps it would be fairer to Marshall to say that his confusion
arises from the difficulty he experiences in arranging his argument. It
seems that, whilst he is in possession of the necessary pieces of th
puzzle, the pattern or picture of the jigsaw eludes him. For examp
in pronouncing that the optimism displayed by the anarchists i
dependent, in part, on an assumption about human nature, Mars
seems to be saying, in something of a surreptitious whisper, that
sociability or goodwill is intrinsic in human nature and it is this whi
provides the grounds for anarchism’s optimism. At the same time, h
is forced to recognize that most anarchists refrain from affirming t
Moreover, the emphasis on innateness threatens the very success 0
the transition from capitalist society to anarchist society. This is w '
Marshall wants to argue that the anarchists consider egoism to
peculiar to capitalism alone. For in proposing that sociability
goodwill is inherent in human nature, Marshall will have to adva
very important and convincing reasons to explain why egoism is
innate. Obviously he cannot do this, and hence attempts to usher if
the sociability argument through the back door.

A better strategy would be to announce that anarchists do beli
that human nature has intrinsic properties and these include bo
egoism and sociability. Recognition of the former is something |
have in common with liberalism. Acknowledgement of the latte:
indicative of their shared heritage with socialism. It explains w
anarchists observe with a persuasive measure of accuracy
corrupting effects of power. It explains further why they counsel aga
the dictatorship of the proletariat or a workers’ state. Likewise
accounts for their belief in the ultimate attainability of a peace
harmonious society that is devoid of the oppressive structures t
demarcate capitalist society.” More importantly, it clarifies
inconsistency or ambivalence inherent in anarchist ideological the

It is this double inheritance that illuminates the anarchist philoso
of history; the conviction that there are two distinctly identifia
trends in human history: libertarianism and authoritarianism.
history may unfurl its consequences in either direction amounts
confirmation of the doctrine that human nature may at one time
subject to the influences of either egoism or sociability. By ascri
to human nature the capacities of both egoism and sociability.
social anarchists are able to explain why it is that the modern
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developed in the first place, and are forced to concede that any future
historical developments may either reinforce or reject the
predominating historical trend.®

Of course much of the optimism present in anarchist writings was
fuelled by the general ambience of the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. As April Carter remarks, the utopian dimension of
revolutionary political movements had its origins in ‘the historical
optimism of the nineteenth century’.*’ Science too was contributing
to this climate of optimism. As Kelly observes, Bakunin’s caveat about
the dangers of a scientific élite becoming a new ruling class was
significant, if only because his warnings were made at a time when
scientific advances instilled the hope that science would remedy
society’s ills.*

This is undoubtedly true, but it is only a partial explanation for the
anarchists’ faith in future society. Like all other ideologists, anarchists
have little reservation in selecting evidence that supports their
conclusions or political preferences; and, in keeping with the times,
anarchists were not reluctant about engaging in apocalyptical rhetoric,
or of announcing the imminence of revolution. Such activities were
an integral part of the broad socialist milieu, which included
revolutionary anarchists like Bakunin and Kropotkin, and were
representative of the climate of revolutionary fervour that swept across
much of Europe during the nineteenth century.* But a deeper analysis
of the relationship between human nature and history commands the
conclusion that anarchists have no good reason to suppose that history
will favour their preferred social outcome.

A Utopia Too Far?

A conception of human nature is a necessary condition of the
anarchists’ belief in the possibility of a future stateless society. It is a
tool for criticizing present social and economic relations, and, thereby,
also a means for providing a moral justification for future society;
and it serves as a foundation for constructing the edifice of a stateless
society. Without that basis anarchism would be devoid of one of its
major weapons in its attempt to prove the viability of an anarchist
society. However, anarchists have also to provide convincing historical
reasons to account for their belief that a future stateless society is
possible. By itself, human nature may be a necessary condition; but
it is not in itself a sufficient condition in attempting to argue the
possibility of a stateless society. In other words, anarchists cannot rely
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solely on human nature to explain why it is that a stateless society
will come about in the future. Something above and beyond a |
conception of human nature is required to explain the optimism o} '
the anarchists that a social revolution is imminent. .

To avoid the charge of utopianism, anarchism has to draw on &
historical.evidence to support its belief that an anarchist society will §
one day emerge from the mists of history. Traditionally, this optimism |
and the evidence for that has been drawn from the anarchists’ socialisg'
inheritance. As Kelly has noted, both ‘German left Hegelians and 3
French utopian socialists were united in the optimistic belief in the
inexorable movement of history from slavery to freedom’.* It is this!
kind of belief in the progress of history toward anarchy or freedom
that leads commentators like Daniel Guérin to argue that anarchism’
employs ‘the historical method in an attempt to prove that the society’
of the future is not an anarchist invention, but the actual product of
the hidden effects of past events’.”’

History, however, may not assume a unilinear direction toward
society that is blessed with an ever increasing degree of freedom. Thi
work has revealed that the social anarchists perceive history as a kind
of Manichean battle between the forces of liberty and the forces
authority. Later anarchists, such as Emma Goldman, support tk
view, believing that historical progress results in ‘an enlargement
the liberties of the individual with a corresponding decrease
authority wielded over him by external forces’.* The result of
philosophy of history is that anarchists have to abandon any preter
that anarchism is historically inevitable. Thus Avrich comments th
Bakunin ‘refused to recognize any preordained laws of history.
rejected the view that social change depends on the gradual unfol
of “objective” historical conditions. He believed, on the contrary,
individuals shape their own destinies, that their lives canno
squeezed into a Procrustean bed of abstract sociological formul

There is, then, no historical guarantee that anarchy will eve
reached, and in this sense anarchism should be regarded as a uto
political ideology. Anarchism’s philosophy of history reveals that ¢
revolutionary rhetoric that anarchists engaged in during the ninete:
century was essentially optimistic. Revolution, if it is not inevitab
is a matter of will; and the best means for assisting the revolutions
will of the masses is to inspire them with an insurrections
demagoguery that convinces them of the proximity of revoluti
Likewise, human nature can only offer hope. Creating a so@
environment that is designed to foster the principles of sociabili
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humanity is no guarantee that human nature will respond in this
direction (although it could — hence the hope.). Neither history nor
human nature can afford a bond that will deliver an anarchist society
at the time of asking.

Both history and human nature are involved in setting out what is
possible in politics. The nature of the relationship between history
and human nature in a political ideology is responsible for defining
the parameters of possibility. The real criticism of an ideology, then,
lies not in comparing its vision of the good life with existing reality,
but in determining the extent to which it differs ‘from how things
must be’.** The interplay between anarchism’s philosophy of history
and its conception of human nature results in the very possibility of
an anarchy being questioned on grounds of both history and human
nature. Accordingly, it is not in a position to meet its self-incurred
obligation of a stateless society. Anarchism should be classified as a
utopian ideology, because contrary to Kropotkin’s protestations it
does convey ‘the idea of something that cannot be realised’."” Marshall’s
point, then, about the ideology of anarchism as a creative synthesis
of liberalism and socialism is not entirely accurate. As Paul Thomas
recognized, the combination of liberalism and socialism ‘is bound to
be tense and unsteady’.”? If anything Thomas has understated the
strength of the tension. Rather than resulting in a creative synthesis,
as Marshall maintains, anarchism’s double inheritance has left it caught
between desiring a stateless society and realizing the unlikelihood of
its ever getting there. Consequently, it might be better to think of
liberalism and socialism as the thesis and antithesis of anarchism, an
ideology that is still searching for a successful synthesis of its ideological
progenitors.
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Epilogue

To Abandon Human Nature?

The difficulties associated with the concept of human nature have led
some to suggest that the concept should be jettisoned. ‘It is my view,’
Marshall writes, ‘that we should abandon the use of the term “human
nature” since it implies that there is a fixed essence within us which
requires certain conditions to express itself, or some inherent force
which directs us outside the influence of history or culture.” Initially,
this may seem like an apostasy of a conception of human nature in
favour of existentialism. However, Marshall stops short of adopting
a fully-fledged existentialism. Instead he opts for what he terms a ‘soft
determinism’. Whilst Marshall acknowledges that ‘there are causes
which influence us’, he qualifies this admission by suggesting that ‘all
causes [are] incomplete and open-ended. Such causes dispose but do
not determine.’? Furthermore, as for the search for an unmistakable
identity or essence of human nature, whether it be good or evil, we
should leave well alone. ‘We have,” he acknowledges, ‘innate tendencies
for both types of behaviour; it is our circumstances which encourage
or check them. While our present authoritarian and hierarchical society
encourages egoism, competition and aggression, there is good reason
to think that a free society without authority and coercion would
encourage our benevolent and sympathetic tendencies.”

By enunciating such arguments Marshall is placing himself very
firmly within the social anarchist framework of the nineteenth century,
For whatever reason though, Marshall is either unable or unwilling
to recognize the similarity of his own views and the assumptions that
underpin the social anarchists’ conception of human nature. However,
in following their paradigm of human nature he countenances the
accepted view of the social anarchists that there ‘is no pre-ordained
pattern to history, no iron law of capitalist development, no straight
railroad which we have to follow. Although it is always made on prior
circumstances, history is what we make it; and the future, as the past,
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can be either authoritarian or libertarian depending on our choices |
and actions.™ §

There are two very good reasons for not rejecting the notion of
human nature. First, because ideologies are in the business of §
proselytism it is human nature which serves as the linchpin when
endeavouring to persuade prospective converts to throw their lot in
with arfy political creed. A conception of human nature, then, is at |
the heart of justifications for this or that ideology. Accordingly, to
attempt to persuade a sceptic of the merits of one’s cause without |
recourse to a conception of human nature would render that task
exceptionally difficult. The absence of any understanding of whai
constitutes the well-being of humankind, or of how individuals are
to find fulfilment of their potentialities, leaves one in a position devoid
of meaningful criteria by which to arbitrate between alternative forms
of social, political and economic organization. Indeed, it is difficul
to imagine what an ideology without a conception of human natur
would look like.

* Secondly, there are sound philosophical reasons for maintaining
conception of human nature within the anarchist ideological narrativ
Social anarchism embodies a humanist perspective. It is not that
argues that human nature is truly inexplicable by reference to nat
alone, but that the value of any future anarchy is conceived in ter
that plainly benefit the human individual above all others. Soci
anarchism is unashamedly human-centred and anarchy promotes t
flourishing of human nature. It is as though we owe it to ourselves £

strive for anarchy. By releasing ourselves from the yoke of capitalis
and its dehumanizing practices, anarchy enables individuals to becoms
truly free, to fulfil their true nature by discarding the profit motive
the modus operandi of society.

Much of this is inspired by anarchism’s socialist inheritance. B
whatever its origins, such reasoning is becoming increasingly out
place in a world awakening to the tocsin of environmental degradat
Many people now believe that capitalism is not solely to blame fi
our current environmental problems, but that technology a
industrialization themselves are as equally if not more guilty.’ Peop
are nowadays not only conscious of the legacy of environmen! '
difficulties that arise from industrial production, but are becomi
increasingly aware that the old models of politics, the old divi
between capital and labour, between capitalism and socialism, can
longer properly explain or offer viable solutions to our pres
environmental predicament. But it is precisely at this juncture
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anarchism holds an advantage over its political rivals. Kropotkin was
clearly aware of the need to achieve balanced communities and
maintain a blend of industrial and agricultural production, and is
occasionally cited as a source of inspiration for green political thinkers.¢
And it is precisely this kind of attitude that contemporary anarchists
should preserve. Amidst a growing concern about the sustainability
of our contemporary lifestyles, anarchism can only hope to convince
people of the validity of its epistemology by building upon the
accomplishments of its most consistent and articulate theorist.

Calls to abandon human nature emasculate anarchism’s ability to
present a holistic ontology that encapsulates not only present-day eco-
logical consciousness but the basic building blocks of our
comprehension of what it means to be human and our relationship
with nature. Ever since the advent of evolutionary theory, elaborated
with notable success by Charles Darwin in his The Origin of Species
(1859), it has become increasingly difficult to divorce human beings
from nature. One of the obvious implications of Darwin’s text and
works like T.H. Huxley’s Evidence as to Man’s Place in Nature (1863)
is that nature is now conceived as a system, as an interconnected and
interrelated series of phenomena. As Huxley argued, all species are
linked by a web of life. Individualism and atomism are philosophical
concepts that are incommensurable with the portrait of nature, in its
widest sense, as provided by Darwin and as taken up by contemporary
green thinkers.

Very few now doubt the overall tenability of the evolutionary
hypothesis, which rapidly displaced the Creationist argument
elaborated by the Christian church. The important point, however, is
that the evidence of evolution leads us inexorably toward a holistic
paradigm from which to assess the nature and position of humankind.
Humanity is incontestably rooted in nature; and insofar as it is,
anarchism would do well to reconceptualize its conception of human
nature. Kropotkin, then, was right to emphasize the evolution of
humankind in his assessment of human nature. Any future attempts
to jettison this concept would make a mockery of our present
understanding of the nature and consequences of being part of
humanity.

None of this distracts from an equally obvious factor, and that is
that human beings are deeply social and cultural creatures. To assert
that humankind’s evolutionary inheritance is totally responsible for
the behaviour of humanity would be absurdly deterministic and
reductionist. Just as human beings are inextricably bound to a shared
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ontology with other species and nature itself, so society and culture
also permeate our being. The holistic paradigm does not begin and |
end with nature. A truly holistic paradigm embodies both nature and §
culture. Humans correspond with nature through the media of society |
and culture. Therefore, any model that attempts to explain who we |
are and what we are doing would not be worth much if it failed to |
recogriize the socio-cultural dimension of the relationship between =
humanity and nature. 3

Future Modes of Thinking

So where does this leave nineteenth-century anarchism? Insofar as it ¥
is humanist in its expression of humanity’s place in the world it i
intellectually unfashionable, if only because it bucks the trend of post-
modernist discourse away from metanarratives. But that might not
be a bad thing. Indeed, to the extent that anarchism recognizes egoism |
as a motivating factor in human behaviour then, arguably, it woule
be intellectually dishonest for it to pretend that it offers an ontolo
of humanity that is not humanist. Egoism dictates some form of self:
interest, even an enlightened self-interest, in the way humanity’
relationship with the environment is conceived. But the presence 0
humanism does not detract from anarchism’s ability to reconceptuali:
human nature within a new holistic paradigm. It is possible to arg
that humans reconsider their relationship with the environme
without sacrificing any semblance of concern over their own fate @
destiny. Indeed, ecological anti-humanism is beset by difficul
surrounding the concept of intrinsic value.” Intrinsic value is the noti
that other life-forms, and even nature itself, have a value which me
that we should regard nature as an end in itself and not merely as
means to satisfy the pursuit of our own ends. But in what or whi
do we invest intrinsic value? And as it is human beings that best
the value, how is it possible to escape a charge of humanism
anthropocentrism? Such philosophical questions remain unresol
and point to the problems of attempting to exclude humanity fre
any conception of nature and the environment.

However, anarchism does have to begin to qualify its conceptiol
of humanism. At the heart of much anarchist thinking on hum:
nature is the belief that humans need to labour. In itself this is a fa
innocuous assumption. But when it aligns itself with the Prometh
objective of humanizing the world and transcending nature, in mi
the same way that Marx conceptualizes the struggle between natt
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and humanity, then anarchism should think seriously about jettisoning
that conception of human nature and forging a new approach.? The
dangers with this way of thinking lie in the susceptibility to divorce
humanity from nature, a separation based on an assumption that
humanity is somehow superior to nature, that it betters itself morally
by dominating nature. In a sense this line of thought is to be found
in Rousseau as well as Marx. In contending that humankind only
achieves true or moral freedom when it leaves behind the state of
nature, Rousseau considers that we have come to gain something
superior to the mere independence that we cherished in our savage
state. And inasmuch as Rousseau has influenced nineteenth-century
anarchist thought, then that tradition of thought has to be re-examined
and cleansed of any remnants of crude humanism. Such thinking has
underpinned much political thought since, and still occupies many
conceptual schemes, anarchism included. But it is precisely this which
anarchism has to abandon. The tide of public opinion is turning against
such reasoning as people become conscious of their responsibility to
care for the planet. Contemporary anarchism will win few friends by
repeating old orthodoxies. The struggle to overturn this reasoning is
real and difficult. For it is not only political argument that contemporary
anarchists have to deal with but the teachings of the Judaeo-Christian
tradition itself. Central to this tradition is an understanding of the
world as created by God. Within God’s design humankind occupies
a special place in the Great Chain of Being. That humankind was
made in the image of God and that nature is there to serve the needs
of humanity renders humanity separate and superior to nature. Whilst
not without its critics and rival interpretations,’ the message of Genesis
imparts a powerful argument for the belief that humankind is lord of
all it surveys and represents a philosophy which is undoubtedly
responsible, if only in part, for nature’s chronic depletion and
degradation. It might be objected that in an increasingly secular society
the task of overturning such philosophy, insofar as it is grounded in
revealed religion, may not be as problematic as it at first seems. Perhaps
there is some truth in that.

However, the reference to religion reflects the nature of the task
ahead. Whether people’s attitude toward the environment is determined
by the Judaeo-Christian tradition or not, is of little significance. What
is of importance is that that tradition is just one of the contributing
factors to the present arrogance with which humankind perceives the
environment. For whatever reason, humanity through its various
practices has established an almost unbridgeable chasm between
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humanity and nature that has to be united if environmental problems
are to be solved successfully. i
For anarchism, this represents an immense problem but also

magnificent opportunity to help fashion the future direction of society.
The scale of the problem is equivalent to the task confronting the’
Enlightenment. The objective here was the removal of a whole world

view, 2 view perpetuated by the Church and indebted to myth, faith!
and superstitions. Similarly, the task now confronting ecologists and !
green anarchists is how to overcome the hegemony of an almo
universally accepted world view imposed by the success of the'
Enlightenment. That view is composed of the benefits bestowed b i
materialism and industrialism, of the advantages afforded by scien:
and technology, of an unparalleled belief in the power of reason an
the sanctity of the individual. To achieve any lasting and sustainab
change in the relationship between humanity and its environmen
is these concepts that have to be challenged. Various attempts ar
being made, and one instance of this from within an anarchis
perspective is the recent text by Todd May." If anarchists can contribu
to this challenge, then they may be presented with an unprecedente:
opportunity to mould the future. This is what is at stake, but
contest can only be entered by leaving behind some of the baggag
their nineteenth-century conception of human nature,
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