‘Anarchism

George Woodcock

To many young people the name 'anarchist’ has
a romantic ring: to many older people it
signifies beards and bombs.

In this history of libertarian ideas and
movements George Woodcock shows us the
true face of anarchism as a political philosophy.
He presents it as a system of social thought
which aims at fundamental changes in the
structure of society and particularly at the
replacement of authoritarian states by co-
operation between free individuals. ~As such
anarchism has a respectable pedigree.
Proudhon, with characteristic defiance,
adopted the label with pride. But before him
there had been William Godwin (and his
disciple, Shelley) and the German egotist,
Max Stirner: and after him there followed

the Russian aristocratic thinkers—Bakunin,
Kropotkin, and the great Tolstoy by whom
Gandhi was so much influenced.

It is the ideas of these six men which are
minutely examined in this study, along with the
anarchist movements which sprang from them.
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NICOLAS WALTER

GEORGE Wo00ODCOCK IS A CANADIAN SCHOLAR of 50 who was active in
the English anarchist movement, during and after the last war. His
field is English literature, but he has also written many articles, pamph-
lets and books on many aspects of anarchist thought and history. He
is the author of some of the English anarchist manifestoes published
by the Freedom Press, and of the standard biographies of Godwin,
Proudhon and Kropotkin. He is in fact one of the best-informed Anglo-
American authorities on the literary and biographical aspects of anar-
chism. |

His new book* is a fat paperback which sets out to describe the
whole anarchist movement from a sympathetic but by no means sycoph-
antic point of view. It begins with a Prologue to pose the problem,
and ends with an Epilogue to sum the problem up. In between it
contains a history of anarchism from the publication of Godwin’s
Political Justice in 1793 to the end of the Spanish Civil War in 1939.
This history is divided into two main parts, on the Idea of anarchism
and on the anarchist Movement.

The opening problem is simple enough. “What is anarchism?
And what is it not?” Anarchy, anarchist and anarchism are difficult
words with double meanings familiar to us all. Is anarchy just chaos,
or is it something more? If something more, then what? Is an
anarchist a person who is unruly, or unruled, or both? Unfortunately,
the word “anarchist” (like “Christian” or “Quaker” or “Tory” or
“Whig”) began as a term of abuse, thrown at the Levellers after the
English Revolution and at the Enragés after the French Revolution. It
was accepted by Proudhon in the 1840’s and by Bakunin in the 1870,
and by many of their followers in the Labour Movement. But it has
often been accepted by people outside the Labour Movement. Is

*ANARCHISM: a History of Libertarian Ideas and Movements,
by George Woodcock. (To be published on June 30th by Penguin
Books at 7s. 6d.).
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anarchism a movement, or an attitude, or what? Today it is generally
term of abuse again.
" \?Vsogdgock stresses tl%e unpredictable and protean nature of anar-
chism. He compares it to “water percolating through porous ground—
here forming for a time a strong underground current, there gathering
into a swirling pool, trickling through crevices, disappearing from
sight, and then re-emerging where the cracks in the social structure
may offer it a course to run.” He lists the main streams of anarchist
thought (individualism, mutualism, collectivism, and .commumsm) and
the best known tributaries (nihilism, anarcho-syndicalism, and anarcho-
pacifism), and he points out that the constant disagreements betwee’xf
anarchists have usually concerned revolutionary methods or economic

1sation. .
orgar{;\;oodcoc:k mentions the “family tree’ of anarchism, but he has
little time for it. “What has so often been represented as the prehistory
of anarchism is rather a mythology created to give authority to a move-
ment and its theories, in much the same way as a primitive clan or
tribe creates its totemic myths to give authority to tradition or taboo.
This is perhaps the truth, but it is surely not the whole truth. For
example, Woodcock dismisses the extreme Christian sects of the
Middle Ages and the Reformation in a few. sentences, b1_1t George
Huntston Williams’® new history of The Radical Reformation shows
how genuinely and significantly anarchist many of them were. Kropot-
kin’s idea of two currents—libertarian or anarchist, and authoritarian
or statist—running through human thought and behaviour is possibly
an over-simplification, but it has more relevance than Woodcock sug-
gests. But even if Woodcock is wrong to give so little qredlt to
anarchist prehistory, he %s right to spend so little time on it—it would

ily fill a book by itself. : T
eaSII}I’-Ifei finds the X‘e-arliest recognisably anarchist movement™ 1n the
English “Diggers” of 1649, and shows that their leader Gerrard Win-
stanley was indeed nothing more nor less than an anarchist. But
Winstanley and the Diggers disappeared in 1650, and were forgotten
until Eduard Bernstein, the German socialist, redlscqvered them in
1895. Woodcock jumps forward to the French Enragés of 1793, and
shows that their leader Jacques Roux was also nothing more nor less
than an anarchist. But Roux and the Enragés also disappeared, though
they were not forgotten. In the end, Woodcock begins with William
Godwin, the English radical writer. He takes Godwin as the first
of six big names who get a chapter eacl}. (They are the same as the
big names in Paul Eltzbacher’s Anarchism, minus Benjamin Tucker).
What is interesting about these six is that three of them had nothing
to do with the “formal” or “official” anarchist movement, three of
them rejected the use of violence, and three of them were Russian
aristocrats. Altogether they’re an odd lot. :

WiLLIAM GODWIN the Rationalist, the follower of Paine and teacher
of Shelley, the Calvinist minister turned journalist whose Engquiry con-
cerning the Principles of Political Justice (1793) was the first systematic
exposition of anarchist theory. =~ MAX STIRNER the Egoist, the follower
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of Hegel and forerunner of Nietzsche, the unsuccessful and pseudony-
mous girls’ teacher whose Ego on His Own (1845) was a passionate
argument for amoral individualism rather than moral altruism for private
rebellion rather than public revolution. PIERRE-JOSEPH PROUDHON the
Mutualist, the follower of the French Revolutionaries and founder of
the French anarchist movement, the self-taught printer turned journalist
whose What is Property? (1840) was the first anarchist text to acknow-
ledge the anarchist name. MICHAEL BAKUNIN the Collectivist, the fol-
lower of Proudhon and forerunner of Kropotkin, the anarchist noble
who fought on barricades, suffered prison and exile, quarrelled with
Marx, and was the leader of the anarchist movement in Europe from
1867 to 1876. PETER KROPOTKIN the Communist, the follower of
Bakunin and inspirer of thousands, the anarchist prince who wrote
scientific books, suffered prison and exile, quarrelled with Lenin, and
was the leader of the anarchist movement in Europe from 1878 to
1914. LEo ToLstOy the Pacifist, the follower of Christ and teacher of
Gandhi, the anarchist count who wrote magnificent novels, suffered
conversion and excommunication, and was the founder of the anarcho-
pacifist movement.

Woodcock describes the life and thought of each of the six in some
detail, and does it very well. But it seems rather odd to concentrate
on so few important anarchists when there have been so many. Anar-
chists are after all notoriously disloyal to their leaders. Nevertheless,
the idea of anarchism comes over convincingly enough.

Woodcock gives another six chapters to the anarchist movement.
There is a general account of “international endeavours”, detailed
accounts of anarchism in France, Italy, Spain and Russia, and rapid
surveys of anarchism in North and South America and in northern
Europe, including Britain.

The “largely unsuccessful search for an effective international
organisation” is a depressing story. First the followers of Proudhon
tried to work with other socialists; then the followers of Bakunin
quarelled with the followers of Marx, were driven out of the First
International, and tried to form an international of their own: then
the anarchists tried once more to work with other socialists: then they
were driven out of the Second International as well, and again tried to
form an international of their own: and then in 1923 the anarcho-
syndicalists formed an international which took the name of the First
International—the International Working Mens’ Association, which is
still based on Stockholm and is represented in Britain by the Syndicalist
Workers’ Federation.

But there is still no vigorous anarchist international organisation
and no prospect of seeing one. The best hope is for informal rather
than formal co-operation between the various “national” movements.
Every country’s anarchist movement seems to have seen better days.
There have been great men, and great events.

Among the great men (and women) outside the big six are the
Réclus brothers, Sebastien Faure, Louise Michel, Voltairine de Cleyre
(wWho is not mentioned), Fernand Pelloutier, Emile Armand, Errico

















































