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I PIERRE.JOSEPTI FROI,JDHON: A MAN AND HIS GARDEN

One of the most significernt Peri-
<.rds in French history is the hundred
years from 1780-1880. One of the most
significant f igures in this pericrd, inf lu-
encing French v.'riters as well as men
like I'iarx and Tolstoy, is F'ierre-Joseph
Proudhon. r He is called trone of the
early leaders of French socialismrr2 as'
well as the father of modern Anar-
chism.3 Proudhon is thus either un-
knorvn or dismissed by most Christians
a.s a radical (nsocialistn) or a terrorist
(t'anarchisttr).

But if a |tsocialisttr ls one who
denies individual liberties anci affirms
State ovrnership of property' then
Proudhon was one of the most vigorous
opponents of socialisnr in his century or
ours. 

q And if Itanarchist'r means a

bearded, bomb-throwing assassinr 5 then
Proudhon'ivas no anarchist.fi It is un-
fortunate that Proudhon used the word
ttanarchist,ttT because his no'n-violent,
'rphilosophical anarchism'r is nothing like
the concept of I'anarchismf' held by
rnost people, and this renci*rs the term
more corirting than useful.s

Proudhonrs Political PhilosoPhY
might best be called rrFarniliill Agrari-
aniim.r' Y/hat rnattered in life for P-J
Proudhon was being close ro his Family
and close to the land. We vrould expect
to find true Proudhonians nclt in the
Paris riots of l968,e but in such poets
as I iertrert P.eadl 0 ancl the Agrarian
movement that followed him.r't To un-
derstand this brand of pastoral non-
politics we must understand Proudhonrs
bachground.

Biographical Data: IramilY and
ProPertY

ttSelclom are the cit'cumstances of
a vrriterrs early life lrcre closely r€:-

flected than,, in the confused but ulti-
mately consistent develoPment of
Proudhonrs mind. His outlook . . . is
rooted in the land.trl2 Proudtron Srew
up in the rural J ura mountains of
Fiance. As he would later recall, I'till
twelve my life was passed alimost en-
tirely in ttre countryr. - in small rural
taski or herding cows.ttl3 ttsince then, I
have had to beconre civilized. But
dare I admit it? the small amount
of civilizatirrn I have acquired disgusts
me.n I 4

His strong f amilY life was deter-
minative of his theory of property. It:

is quite evident that Proudhon wantecl
all f amilies to have their owrr plot of
land rvhich they' could workl 'rthat he:

rvanted the disapJrearance of property
on the over-la:lge' over-ex:tensive and

improper scale; and that he wanted tht:
reteniion ol' snrall property' -the gar<len,

the vine arrd the fig-tree.rrr 5 The in-
volvement of the State in econontics
favored the rich and brought about in-
equities; life in an indr-lstrialized
Stater s could ne'ver compare to tht:
simple life of a self- sufficient family'
As he put it, rrWhat are possessions in
cash, stock in an agricultural or indus-
trial enterprise, a National Debt Certi-
ficate, beside the infinite charm of
being master of oners own house and

fieldi, under oners vine and fig-tree?"r7
Proudhonrs brand of non-politics "thus
became a protest against the T.ass cil'-
ilization oi the induitrial age."rB

Proudhonrs liource of Knowledge

I-brv did lrroudhon arrive at this
nosition. and hon' did he justify it ?

i'roudhon v.,orkerl in his early years as

a typesetter and proofreader . 
I'r Ie cor-

r".#a proofs of ecclesiasticirl tt'riters'



the Fathers of the Church. - 
e As they

v/ere printing a Bible, a Vulgate, he
lvas led to cornpare the Latin with the
original Flebrerv. tln this tvity,r says
Saint Beuve, rhe learned Ilebrerv by
himself . .trr2 o FIe was self-
taught2r and read many rvriters, but to
most of them he acknowledges no debt.
He told one of his assor:iates, ttNi1, t"ut
masters, th<lse u,ho have caused fertile
idea.s to spring up in rny mind, are
three in number; fit'st, the Bible; next,
Adam smith; and last, I-legel.rr22 Proud-
hon would $eem to be something of an
ecclectic. \:/hat is so fascinating is his
actual dependence upon the Bible, rath-
er than the secular philosophers of his
day"

tlegel His detrt to llegel lvas
mostly rhetorical. Proudhon called him-
self tia man of paradoxes.t'2 3 He de-
lighted in countering the status quo
s,ith a bold and unrestrained denial of
it, or by setting in opposition to the
present system an equall',' indefenslble
(but perhaps popular) alternative. I-le
rvould then call for or propose a syn-
thesis of these opposing viervs or poli-
cies.2a There is some resemblence here
to Hegelrs |tDialecticaltt method of rea-
soning. As a matter of fact, horvever,
Proudhon never even reird [-legel!2s

Adam Smith Although Proudhon
agrees u'ith much of the individualisrn
oi the liberal2 6 econont istri like llicar-
do, S"y, and Adam Smitlt, author of
The Wealth of Nations, he also has
many disagreements. t-le quotes thent
frequently, but usually builds on dicta*
to reach r:onclusions opposed to the
point made b1' the economists. In the
enct, Proudhon sets the ttfree marketrl
agzrinst the trgovernment marketrtr the
liberals Smith and Say ag:rihst, the com-
munists Serint-Simon and Fourier, and
rejects both parties.2T

The il'ible but lvhat of Prouc!-
hoi:rs reliance on the Bible? It is of a

dif f erent character than tris rr:liance on
Smith or llegel. I-lis inspiration from
Adam Smith often carne by n'ay of ob-

*rtDictarr
rectly relared to
by the author.

stateme,nts not di-
the conclusion . drau'n

jecting to or going beyond Smith. In
his first lv{emoir on Property Proudhon
never disagreed rvith the Bible. The
Rible is userj a,s a basis for criticism
of the Institutional Church.2 I

We should not hastily label Proud-
hon an evangelical Christian (!) but his
use of the Bible to construct a socio-
political perspective forces those in and
out of the institutional church to re-
evaluate their view of the Biblefs role
in Jurisprudence.

How to Use the Bible

Ivlodern-day' Christian conservatives
will be the first to react negatively to
Proudhonrs use of the Scriptures. Proud-
hon accepts as authoritative those as-
pects of Iliblical Law that are virtually
universally rejected as rrculturally deter-
mined,tr i."., ttrelevant to more lprimi-

tive cultures,r but inapplicable to more
rmodern culturesrr suctr as our oln.tf2s

We must agree rvlth Proudhon,
however, and assert that Scripture is
culturally determinative, and not cultur-
ally determined. To assert others'ise is
to make man the standard rather than
God.3 o

Secularists, of course, do m.odern

Christians one better. They explicitll'
reject the Sicriptures as foundational to
Lavr, Politics, and Economics. \iie must
insist, horvever, that the Bible is not
jusl; appropriate as a itblueprintil for a

Lealthy 
- 
strciety, but is the only basis

for law, order, and Peace. Let us con-
sidr:r each of those three fields.

Agrarian JurisPrudence

Can the Bible be used as a

source of legal reasoning? Past centur-
ies of Jurisprudence vrould seem to in-
dicate so. Great Jurists of thg past
harre rvorked to base the larv on tivine
principles.3 I Some have shovrn that '
accepted legal principles^ are in harmo-
ny rvith ttre Scriptures, s' and thus a

rejection of the Scriptures as authorita-
tive I'rould necessitate a rejection also
of legal reasoning!3 0 Of course' there.
is no such thi.ng as t'legal reasoning"t
This is merely goda reasoning applied
in the f ield of lal'''. But \'/e all knot'"

Page 2



ttrat the foundation of all reason is
Godrs order in the creation; no one can
escape the ethical rvorks pf Ciodrs Lalt'
on his conscience.3 3 Discard F rov'idence
(Codrs supernatural maintenance of or-
de'r in the universe) and you have rela-
tivity (the evolutionary vierv ,:f cosmic
meaninglessness and random chance);
discard Godrs Law and you have a
moral free-for-all. V/e must insist that
jurists .abqndon their futile efforts to
suppress the facts of Godrs creation.
The alternative is clearly Godrs Law or
chaos.

Politics:
The State vellsus the Famlly'

P.J. Proudhonrs use of the, Bible
to critique modern political systems is
both Scriptural and (therefore!) unique.
In our day most Christians $'ho try to
be trrelevantrr to the current political
ideas, naively accept those ideas and
ttren try to find Bible verses that ttsup-

portfr them: ISee horv smarl Ciocl is?
Ilis Scriptures sometimes say things
that agree with non-Christian politi-
cianslrr These verses are wrenched out
of their context, and the rlessage of
the Bible as a rvhole is ignored.

Proudhon begins, as does the Bi-
ble, in a garden. lVe have alrea,Cy seen
his reference to the Edenic imagery
used throughout the Bible, and ln parti-
cular, the references to every ntan sit-
ting peacefully rrunder his vine and un-
der tris fig tree.tr \'/e shall see more of
rhis.

In the Carden of Eden, God cre-
ated man male and female (Genesis
lz27l. God thus established the Family
as the basic unit of social organization.
T'he Family was and is, for Proudho^n,
central t; the prospering society.3{
t'Anything that touched the sanr:tity of
the f amily aroused his instinctive
f ury.tt3 s ttl-{e was scandalised by the
attacks of some of the Saint-Simonians
on the institutions of marriage and

familylife....rr36
As Proudhon rehearses tliblical his-

tory, he does not see the establishment
of the State as a requirement c,f Goclrs
[.aw, but rather an attacll on it and
the Farnily. Proudhon sees the litate as

arising out of . greed and a desire to
plunder productive families. I'Ie refers
to Biblical characters in whom 1\/e find
the origin of ttre modern State and
calls them robbers.3T Thus, Nimrr:d left
the Family and began nhuntingrr for
rnen.3 8 The ttstatet' (in the case of
Nimrod, Babylon3 e) arises as an effort
to organize force to protect the sel-
fishneJs of the feu'.q 0 Land is appro-
priated frclm rnarginally-successful fami-
lies, and instead of the conquerors
working the land< (agriculturally) they
govern it (politicalll'). *' This entails
the legbl righi ,to levy taxes on land,
charge rent and interest for it, and to
exercise the power of usufruct or es-
cheat. These acts constitute rrviolencetr

and the violence is directed against
farming families.{2 Inheritance taxes
are the best example of such an attack
on Family Prc,perty.a 3 Certainly not in
Nimrod, nor even in David do we have
a Justification for the existence of po-
litical power (the trstatefr), nor does
Christ sanction those rvho woukl usurp
family authority to provide political
nbenef its.rt f 

q

iProperty ls Theftli
Econornics as StewardshiP

Understanding Proudhonrs view of
the Family (ilnd not the State) as the
source of a iust and well-governed so-
ceity helps us to understand Proudhonrs
doctrine of property. His most famous
book on the subject, What is Properry?'
provided a paradoxical answer to the
question: t'Property is Theft ![r s If
Proudhon is known for nothing else, he
is known for this slogan, and in that
Proudhon is completelY unknorvn.

Conservative theologians, with a

narcissistic interest in demonstrating
their powers of rrcultural critiqup[ (that
is, their abillty to be politicalll' nrele-

vantrr), have had a field day rvith
Proudhonrs rhetoric in general and this
phrase in particular. Thus Hoar finds in
i'roudhon ltun enemy of religiclnna6and
an advocate of tri-l.evolutionary Nihil-
ism.trq 7 Chilton, in his vitriolic attack
on Ronald Sider, picks up lloarrs lead
and imputes to Proudhon an 'renvious,
<lestructionist mentality.ttq I All such
attacl<s and misrepresentations are thor-
oughly unChrist-like, and are violations

. of the Ninth Commandment.
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hoperty under Roman Law

Proudhon did not neglect to define
his terms, and his use of the term
'rproperty'r is not hidden: tr[P]roperty is
abused in many harmful lvays; I call
property the sum of these abuses ex-
tluiively."q e Specif ically, his c!efinitioh
of property is that of the Rornan law,
which ttdefined property as the right to
use and atluse onets ov/n rvithin the
linrits of the law.tt50 Roman L,arv gave
complete polver to disPose even of
family memtrers in any way the father
chose, as his; ilproperty.tt Only those in
certain classes were allowed to possess
land, to use or abuse as serrred their
evil desires; those in lorver classes rvho
might come to possess land I'rould have
that land confiscated, and it would
become the rrpropertyrr of the powerful.
Of course, the ability of one man to
destroy the lives of his family, his ser-
vants, or of the lovrer classe$, is de-
pendent upon an organized bodlr of men
\','l"to have adequate power to coerce
others into docile acquiescence in the
face of this brutality. That body was
the Roman Empire, the civil state.

lrioral Prop:rty
Ilut vrhat is legal r:nder Roman

larv may not necessarily be moral under
trl'Jatureis L.au's.trs l F'roudhon simply
advocates a doctrine of rrstewardshiprt

rvhich emphasizes not thr: rights but
the duties of property holderr; towards
those rvho work for them ancl towards
those who have no Property of their
o*n.52 This is certainl)' the Biblical
picture of property: it is a gif t from
above to be used according to His
Larv, not merely according to the rvish-
es of selfish men. Instead of land being
held as legal itpropertytr by .,only a few,
Proudhon (and the Bible) looks for a

time when every Fami.ly,, possesses the
means of serving others (il4icah 4:4).

Family and ProPertY

If Rur;hdoonY is correct in seeing
the Bible as defending property and the
Farnily as a unit, s 3 Prcludhon held a

Biblical vierv of propert)I. Ilushdoony
ernphasizes that property is not jult 

3,1
incliviclual right, but a Family right."'
Unlike marly ttfree marketft econbnists'
Itln Proudhonrs thought the key position

was held, not by (individual) tassocia-

tion,r but bY the FamilY. The FamilY
and the individual were never separated
in his mind: he thought of them as one
and the same. s 5 His attack on State-
sanctioned abuse of property- is ahvays
a trvindication oI the familY.""

Property as FamllY Strength

ln his Thectrie NouveTle de 7a Pro-
pri6t6 he returrls at the end of his life
to his earlier icleas, and regards proper-
ty as trthe Breatest revolutionary effort
in existence that can put up an opposi-
tion to pow€:r.tt rfThe Statern he writes,
ttis . . . capable of wiping out every-
thirrg around it lf it is not given some
counterweight. V/hat is this counter-
rveight to be? \Yhere shall lve find a

powlr capatrte of counterbalancing this
iormidable rnight of the State? There
is no other e*lePt ProPertY.ttsT

The Future of the FamilY

t{ow r;hall we assess Proudhonrs
vierv of society? Is the Family a suffi-
cient source of order to prevent law-
lessness? Can we do av/ay with the
State altogether? Is the State a sine
qua non of a lliblical Jurisprudence?

l. AnarchY vsi AutarchY

By distinguishing tranarchy" front
ttautarchy,tr LeFevre has attempted to
show that not all franarchistsrt are law-
less, but rather strive for moral trself-

government.frs I Accepting this distinc-
iion, we maY Place Proudhon ln the
latter cate8or)/ (even though he called
hirnself an Itanarchistfr). Proudhr:n re-
jectecl the prevailing rrgospel of indul-
gence:rt

ffHis prersonal life rvas oneo of aus-
terity and'purity of motives and action'
Under no '"oniitiont would he'{ allovi
sensuality or prersonal laxity of any sort
to have their way rvith hinr in the
guise of social emancipation' His moral
ind social philosophy is perrneated b1'

his reverence for the spiritual lvorth of
ITtert . . . 'll 

59

Proudhon lvas an eloquent defender
of a strortg,' 'agribdltural tfwork etl-tic'rl
ItProucthonrs dr:testation of the Church
came from his conviction that the
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Christians blasphemed life b1' what
he regarcied as their . Parasitic
regard for rvork as a {qnrsq'. ..when in
falt it is a blessing.ttso Hisirvas tta

world of spontaneous self-governing pro-
tlttcers.tt6 r

2. Law, Order, and the FarnilY
" If men behaved as Proudhon

thought tlrey ought, would u/e need a

State? Pr6udhon said no. Notable Chris-
tian theologians have said t,he same
thing ui least in theorY.62 Some
have- hinted that the origin of the
State is rooted in rebellion.6'l But no

ttreologian, to my knowledge, has con-
cluded with Proudhon that v/e should
n,ork for tlre elimination of the litate'
Vi hy not? One reason is certainlY 

-a
prevailing interpretation of Romans l3'
)'et a growing body of expositors are
concluding that while Romans l3 sees

the Stat6 as an instrument of Godrs

providential judgment against , 
lawless,

indulgent Christiarl. fanrilies (to use

fr*uit onts thoughtsq), it does not le-

65itinrate the actions of the State; we

,iru 
"o**andecl 

to pay the taxers levied
bv the State, but this command gives

,',o on" the right to become a politician
and tax otheri.s u By focusirig our at'
r:ention on Christian fanrilies and not
the State, the importance rcf personal

obedience ancl Godliness is stressed'
'f aking the concept of a State-less so-

"Grv 
" rt at leasi a trlimiting conceptrl

has much to recommend itl we cannot
depend uPon the State to tnake men
moral or 'to heal the wounds of life.

3. The FamllY and the SPirit

But realisticallY, vrhat are the
chances that men in great numbers will
obey divine law? Vrthat are the chances

thai men in their Families will become
moral, productive, and charitable torvard
those without means?

\Ve believe this question is an-

svrered optimistically by the Sr:riptures'
ancl rve will conclude on that note' But
let the reader note that it is the
Scriptures that serve as a basisi for larv

and f or our optirn ism concerning the
future. The mere opinions of men can-
not help us ground our ideas on Truth'

In contrast to the socialists of his
duy, Prout1hon lvas no optirnist vlhen it

came to assessing the nature of man.
Thusr- he distrusted all forms of human
authdrity, and ridiculed the masses for
their ignorance.g 7 Nevertheless, Proud-
hon feit that ttJustice must be realized
on earth t . . .t'5I As one reviewer
put it, rrThe state of things to be

achieved is that where nobody com-
mands and all obeY.tt6e

We apPreciate Proudhonrs desire
for such self-empowerment, but he nev-
er speaks in Bibliial terms of the need
for regeneration and for the work of
the t-loly Spirit " in the heart of man.
His suggested ttstate of things to be

achievedn (trwhere rrobody commands and
all obeytt) raises a critical question
rvhich can be ansrvered by none save
the Bible-believer: r'ObeY Whom?rl

!i'e knorv from reading Proudhon
that he wanted men to obeY a code of
ethics surprisingly like that of the Bi-
ble. But he never urged men to be-
come wholeheartedly commltted to the
Bible as the infallible Word of God'
Proudhon himself never expllcitly said
he had surrenclered his life and thought
to the Savior Who speaks in the Bible.
Yes, he quoted the Bible frequentlY,
and even accurately. But this trsmorgas-

bordrt approach to the Blble is not a

Christian approach; you cannot serve
two masters"(Viatthew 6:24; l2:30)' lr'lan

either surrenclers hinrself entirely to the
Word of God, orr bY merelY Picking
and choosing from the Bible, declares
that he himself is god, and decides for
himself what is right and what is

wrong. He has suciumbed to Satanrs
tempiation to be as 89d' the ultimate
jude'e of goorl and evil (Genesis 3:5)'

If there is no God to Whom we
must unreservedly submit, and if every
patriarch is his own god, by what stan-
dard shall we condemn, for examPle,
his choice to kill weak offspring to
strengthen his family line?70 Proudhon
criticises the rrsovereignty of the human
willrt in Sovernmerlt' but then turns
around and says rt[Wle must ascertairt
under rvhat conditir:ns, judging by uni-
versal opinion and the progress of the
human min4 government is just
.rr7 r But Proudhon has already killed
this goose; shall it now lay a golden
egg? For all his superb critique of sec-
ular economics and a non-Christian
state, Proudhon really has no anslver to
the problem of property as theft, be-
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cause in tris system ntan's lvord, not
Godrs, is tlecisive.

With'.rut the Polver r:f the Nerv
Covenant, and the standard of Godrs

Lavt, in the Bible, hov is Proudhonrs
just society possible? Wtrar makes a

society a NerT Jerusalern and not a

pagan Rome, with - humanity tttlying in
btorrtt and lux.urytt?7 2

Arbitrary ethics, State-defined jus-
I ice, and every man his orvn god: these
are the onll' alternatives to a Blble-
centered rvorld-and-life view.

Behold, the daYs come' salth the
LORD, rvhen I will make a new cove-
nant rvith the house of Israel, and rvith
the house of Judah: Not according tc)

the covenant that I made wlth their
fathers in the day that I took them by

the hand to bring them out of the land
of Egypt; vrhich mY covenant theY
bral:e, although I rvas an husband unto
thern, saith the LOI?'D: But this shall
be the covenant that I rvill make rvlth
the house of Israel; Af'ter those days,

saith the LoRD, I wlll put my law ln
their inri'ard partsr and write it in
their hearts; and v'ill bra ttreir God and

they shall be my peoprle. (Jeremiah
3l: ll I -33)

And I vrill Put mY SPirit rvithin
you, and cause You to vralk in mY sta-
iut.s, and Ye shall keeP mY iqag-
ment;, and dir them. (Ezel<iel 362271

But in the last daYs it shall come
to pass, that the mountain of the
house of the LORD shall be established
in the toP of the mountains, and it
shall be exaltecl above the hills; and

people shall f low unto it. And many

nations shall con:le, and say, Come, and

let us go uP to the mountain of the
LORD, inO til the house of the God of

Jacob;' and He will teach us of flis
i,rry*, and we rvill walk in I'lis Paths:
foi itre Law shall go forth of Zlon and

the lYord of the LORD from Jerusalem'
And lle shatl jurJge among many people,

and rebuke strong nations afar off; and

they shall beat their srvords into plorv-
shaies and their spears into pruning-
hooks: nation shall not lif t up srvord

against nation, neither shall they learn
lrar any more. But they shall sit ever)'
man ,nd"r his vine and under his fig
tree; and none shall make them afraid:
for ihe LORD of hosts hath spol<en it'
Though all people rvalk every one in
the -na*e of his god, we will lvalk in
the Name of the LORD our Cod for
ever and ever. (t','iicatr 4:l-5)
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