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Mutual Aid
and
Social Evolution
JOHN; HEWETSON

WHEN KROPOTKIN RETURNED TO FRANCE after his ýrst visit to England in:
1883, he was immediately charged with belonging to the Internationalf
Working Menôs Association (the First International), and with being
concerned in the revolutionary demonstrations at Lyons. While he was
imprisoned at Clairvaux, a large number of the most eminent scientists
and men of letters in England signed a memorandum to the French
Government in an endeavour to secure for him better prison conditions
and the right to see his wife. But by no means all Kropotkinôs col-A
leagues in the world of science exhibited this sympathy. The most.
eminent of Darwinôs followers, Thomas Henry Huxley, for example,
positively refused to sign this memorandum, and stated that in his
opinion, Kropotkin was too well off as he was. It is an open question
whether Kropotkin knew of Hux1eyôs attitude to him in this personal
matter; but in later years, when the two men crossed swords on the
question of mutual aid, he never showed the slightest trace of bitterness.
On the contrary, he always praised Huxleyôs scientiýc eminence, and
especially as a defender of Darwinism against clerical attacks} This
differing attitude in the two men has a certain signiýcance when con-
sidered in the light of their social conceptions. for Huxleyôs view of
the mechanism of evolution as being continuous mutual strife, was
quickly seized upon by the philosophers of capitalism.

At the outset, Darwinôs work dealt such a deadly blow to the:
theological view of creation, and elicited such bitter hostility in Church
circles, that its more fundamental social implications were over-
shadowed. For the controversy which raged during the latter half of
the nineteenth century between the theory of evolution and the Church

JOHN HEWETSONôs essay was ýrst published as a Freedom Press
pamphlet in 1946 when it immediately sold out. In the middle nineteen-
fifties a new edition was prepared, but ýrst the sheets were destroyed in as
ýre and later the type-metal was stolen by lead-thieves. In order to
put the essay back into circulation at last we are reprinting it complete."
in ANARCHY.
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ended many years ago in such a decisive victory for the scientists that
the ñDarwinian questionò is often regarded as entirely settled. Yet the
conþict over the exact manner in which Darwinôs theory of Natural
Selection is to be interpreted is still fought over, though with rather less
heat, despite its ultimately more fundamental character. Darwinôs
theory of the mechanism of evolution has an important bearing on
sociological questions, and its social implications were immediately
recognised at the time.

Karl Marx, for example, when he published his Critique of Political
Economy in 1859, considered it an extremely lucky chance that The
Origin of Species should have appeared in the same year. ñThis wonder-
ful work,ò he wrote, ñmakes my own absolutely impregnable. Darwin
may not know it, but he belongs to the Social Revolution.ò At the
same time, however, the liberal capitalists and their political philo-
sophers, the Manchester school of lafsse:;:-faire economists, acclaimed
it in sup-port of their theories also. According to them, unlimited free
-competition of each against all was the best method of securing
economic progress and prosperity, and it was this apparently ceaseless
èCO1Tip6llilO11 which they stressed in Darwinôs work. As Kropotkin
pointed out later, Darwin himself took no such narrow view of the
ñstruggle for existenceò, although it became the basis of his follower
ll-Iuxleyôs interpretation of natural selection.
ò'*The struggle of Religion versus Science threw the controversy

regarding the social implications of Darwinôs work into background.
But it also seems to have cast the mantle of ecclesiastical obscurantism
-over the discussion, for we usually ýnd that investigation of the facts
-of the matter is neglected in favour of dogmatic assertion and blind
"assumption. Capitalist and governmental prejudice have usurped the
place of clerical mythology in obscuring the problem. Kropotkinôs
great work Mutual Aid goes far towards settling the question once and
for all, and more recent investigations have only conýrmed the position
he put forward. But before considering it. it will be of interest to con-
sider the historical background io the question at issue. We shall then
see that it is one that has been debated by sociologists since the time of
8-the French Revolution.

By a remarkable coincidence, both Darwin and Alfred Russell
óWallace, who reached the idea of evolution taking place through natural
selection almost simultaneously, started on this train of thought from
the same initial stimulus. In his Naturalisfs Voyage Round the World,
Darwin relates how the ideas of Malthus set him on the track of
Natural Selection.

ñ. . . In October 1838, that is, ýfteen months after I had begun
my systematic enquiry, I happened to read for amusement óMalthus
on Populationô, and being well prepared to appreciate the struggle for
-existence which everywhere goes on, from long continued observation
of the habits of plants and animals, it at once struck me that under
"these circumstances favourable variations would tend to be preserved,
and unfavourable ones destroyed. The result of this would be the
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formation of new species.ò

Similarly, Wallace describes how, when he was lying ill with fever
February 1858, twenty years later than Darwin, he was thinking

about the ñpositive checksò-ðlwar, famine and CllS63S6ðð(lú-SClóll)6Cl by
Malthus in his Essay on Population. Wallace felt that these ñpositive
checksò must act even more powerfully on animals than upon men
because of their greater rate of multiplication. Thus both men began
to speculate about natural selection after reading Malthusô book.

The Essay on Population became almost a textbook of capitalist
ideology. It was very convenient to think that poverty was due to an
ñinevitableò tendency for the population always to be greater than the
available food supply, so that the poor were merely those on whom the
ñpositive checksò were acting. Such a belief happily relieved the
economic and social system of any blame for the prevalent human
misery. But even in the latter halló of the nineteenth century it was
becoming apparent that the possibilities of production far outstripped
the actual consumption of the working class who formed the vast
majority of the human population. it was not the limits of world
resources that made poverty inevitable. but the limitation of purchasing
power which the wages system imposed on the mass of mankind. The
history of the last twenty years have even more decisively cast Malthusô
ideas on the scrap heap, for we have been compelled to witness the
spectacle of the vast majority of human beings eking out a life of
miserable poverty in the midst of a world of plenty. For years, while
there has been widespread starvation, huge masses of foodstuffs have
been dumped in the sea, burned in locomotives, and spread as manure
on the ýelds. Food which is sorely needed to relieve famine has been
fed instead to animals because it has been cheaper, more ñeconomicalò
to do so. Such a spectacle makes nonsense of Malthusô idea that the
world is always slightly overpopulated, with a resulting scarcity which
makes poverty and starvation inevitable, and at the same time limits
the growth of population. Yet apologists for the present system of
society still put forward his exploded views.

Now Malthus himself wrote his book in an attempt to refute the
ideas put forward by the anarchist, William Godwin, in 1793 in his
great book An Enquiry into the Nature of Political Justice. Thus the
whole controversy may be said to have originated in the work of the
ñfather of anarchismò.

Huxley developed Darwinôs views to the extreme point of repre-
senting ñthe war of each against allò as a natural law, and thus carried
Malthusô views to a logical conclusion. lt was this conception which
Kropotkin attacked in Mutual Aid. He entered the lists as a powerful
supporter of the ideas advanced by Godwin almost a century before,
and the evidence he adduced is so convincing in its cumulative effect
that, for those who have read Mutual A id and grasped its social impli-
cations, the controversy will appear settled.

We saw that Darwiifs theory was acclaimed by the political
economists of the Manchester School, and that these bourgeois econo-
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mists had advanced Malthusô ideas in support of their theories. The
characteristic feature of capitalist economyðmass poverty in the midst
of potential, and even actual, plentyðhas destroyed Malthusô case. In
addition, work in anthropology has conýrmed Kropotkinôs refutation
of Huxleyôs conceptions, and shown that the idea of individual com-
petition as a ñlaw of natureò is unsupported by facts. Yet in spite of
all this, Kropotkinôs ideas do not by any means hold the ýeld today,
although the bankruptcy of the ideology which he demolished is becom-
ing ever more apparent.

The reason is not far to seek. Although competition between
individual members of society is not a ñlaw of natureò, it is certainly
a law of capitalism, and indeed of any class-divided society. However
much they are at variance with the facts of nature, Huxleyôs and Mal-
thusô views are very well suited to the cut-throat society which exists
in all developed countries today. It is not surprising therefore that
they are widely held. Under apparently inevitable conditions of adver-
sity it is natural to make a virtue of necessity, and the oppressed
worker, no less than his capitalist exploiter, tends to console himself
with the reþection that the evils of society are part of the natural order
of things. ñThere always has been poverty and oppression, and there
always will be. It is the law of human nature.ò How often has one
heard it said! The great value of Kropotkinôs work for the present age
lies in his demonstration that such a philosophy is very far from being
a true reþection of the actual phenomena as observed in nature, and
ýnds no conýrmation in the facts. The ñlawò of each against all, so
far from being the rule, is very much the exception in the long history
of human society. On the contrary, it is the special characteristic
of class-divided societiesðthat form of social organisation in which
the many are ruled by the few. Poverty and struggle, wars and
scarcity are universally found in governmental society; they are con-
spicuously absent from those societies which observe freedom and
equality. In such societies, as in evolution generally, the law of Mutual
Aid inherent in all social groups is allowed free development, and is
the prerequisite of progress.

The question must now be considered in more detail. Thomas
Henry Huxley had represented Darwinism as an unbridled competition
of each against all which tended to weed out all individuals save those
ñbest ýtted to surviveò.

ñ. . . from the point of view of the moralist, the animal world is
on about the same level as a gladiatorôs show. The creatures are fairly
well treated, and set to ýght; whereby the strongest, the swiftest, and
the cunningest live to ýght again another day. The spectator has no
need to turn his thumb down, as no quarter is given . . .ò And further
on in the same paper he declares that what obtains among animals, is
also true of primitive men. Signiýcantly enough, in this connexion,
he refers to the English philosopher Hobbes, whose book Leviathan,
in defence of the highly centralised state, was written in the middle of
the seventeenth century, in the years during which the English capitalist
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class fought for the political supremacy which they wrested from the
landowning aristocracy and the monarchy in the Revolution of 1642.

"". . . The weakest and stupidest went to the wall, while the
toughest and shrewdest, those who were best ýtted to cope with their
circumstances, but not the best in another" way, survived. Life was a
continuous free ýght, and beyond the limited and temporary relations
of the family, the Hobbesian war of each against all was the normal
state of existence.ò

it was to show that this conception was very far from corresponding
with the facts of nature, in what we know of both animal and human
life. that Kropotkin wrote the articles for The Nineteenth Century
which he later collected together into his book Mutual A id.

The Huxleyan views which the capitalists took to themselves were
obviously at variance with the teachings of anarchism; yet Kropotkin
did not write Mutual Aid simply in order to vindicate anarchist ideas
in a merely controversial way. He never allowed his anarchism to lead
him into making a partial selection from the facts for the sake of
making out a ñcaseò. In his introduction to Mutual Aid, he describes
the observations which he made during his explorations in Siberia
with Poliakoý:

ñWe were both under the fresh impression of the Origin of Species,
but we vainly looked for the keen competition between animals of the
same species which the reading of Darwinôs works had led us to expect,
even after taking into account the remarks of the third chapter.ò

Kropotkin pointed out that it is by no means always the longest
teeth and the sharpest claws that ensure survival of a species among
animals. On the contrary, the most successful are those in which the
individuals, so far from competing with each other, eliminate this
competition altogether, and instead combine among themselves for the
purpose of securing food, for defence against their enemies, or for
safeguarding the young during the breeding season. He showed that
many species even of predatory animals, such as certain eagles, com-
bined for the purpose of hunting for food. Other animals, on the
other hand, whose members are individually poorly equipped for attack
or defence, defeat their more powerful enemies by combining together
in groups. This tendency to form groups for social purposes he called
Mutual Aid, and he demonstrated that the operation of this principle
was a much more potent inþuence in securing survival than mutual
struggle. Kropotkinôs book is really a development a.nd ampliýcation
of the view put forward by the Russian biologist, Kessler, whom he
quotes in his ýrst section:

"ó óI obviously do not deny the struggle for existence, but I main-
tain that the progressive development of the animal kingdom, and
especially of mankind, is favoured much more by mutual support than
by mutual struggle. . . . All organic beings have two essential needs:
that of nutrition, and that of propagating the species. The former
brings them to a struggle and to mutual extermination, while the needs
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