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Introduction

This book was strongly recommended to the commissioning editor of one of Britain’s
best-known firms by a reputable historian whose latest work he was publishing. The
editor replied that personally he would be extremely interested but he would never
dare to take it to his editorial board. The problem presumably lay in my subject, for
anarchism continues to engender at the beginning of the twenty-first century the
passionate opposition it aroused at the end of the nineteenth and early-twentieth
centuries when it became irretrievably associated with bomb-throwing and violence,
a violence that has re-erupted in recent years with the widely publicized activities of
self-professed anarchists in the anti-globalization and similar movements.

Yet anarchism — or left libertarianism, if one requires a less emotive term —is a
long-established political position and ideology, associated with a substantial body
of necessary, radical thought. In other countries this is taken for granted and intel-
lectual respect is paid to anarchism, even if very much a minority tradition, but it has
never been in Britain and the other Anglo-Saxon nations. Here anarchism continues
to be shunned in polite circles, whether social or academic. Herbert Read tells of
finding himself at a dinner sitting next to ‘a lady well known in the political world,
a member of the Conservative party’, who ‘at once asked me what my politics were,
and on my replying “I am an anarchist”... cried, “How absurd!”, and did not address
another word to me during the whole meal’." Similarly a close friend has delighted
for many years in introducing me as ‘an anarchist historian’, a description unfail-
ingly met with at best bemusement, and otherwise appalled silence. Things have
been no better on the left and in the working-class movement, for, as Read explained
elsewhere: ‘In calling [my] principles Anarchism I have forfeited any claim to be
taken seriously as a politician, and have cut myself off from the main current of
socialist activity in England.”* And whereas the manifestations, especially British
but also internationally, of Marxism, Communism, democratic socialism, liberalism,
conservatism, nationalism and even fascism, in terms of movements as well as theory,

1 Herbert Read, Anarchy and Order: Essays in Politics (London: Faber & Faber, 1954), p. 13.
2 Herbert Read, Annals of Innocence and Experience (London: Faber & Faber, 2nd edn, 1946), p.

134.
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havebeen relentlessly discussed, analyzed and researched, leftlibertarianism is almost
entirely neglected in this country.

The anarchist tradition is characterized by such concepts and practices as auto-
nomy, both individual and communal; mutual aid, or co-operation; organization
from the bottom up; opposition to hierarchy; direct democracy or, at the very
least, participatory democracy; federation; self-management; decentralization; anti-
statism; anti-parliamentarianism; spontaneity; resistance to war; and increasingly,
although with deep roots in the tradition, sustainability and ecology.? It should there-
fore be immediately apparent that the current is of central contemporary pertinence,
not only because of its engagement with the most pressing human and non-human
problems but also since it is a politics which infuses what used to be called the ‘new
social movements’: the peace and women’s movements and now, increasingly, the
environmental and anti-globalization (or anti-capitalism) movements, many of
whose participants tend to be animated by anarchism, consciously or unconsciously.
As a correspondent from Oakland, California, wrote in March 2004, ‘the libertarian
sentiment in broader movements ... almost seems normalized these days’.

In addition, the mounting global crisis occasioned by the despoilation of the
planet by irresponsible States, unrestrained capitalism and triumphant consumerism,
has coincided catastrophically with the collapse of Communism and the political
and intellectual bankruptcy of social democracy which have left social and political
radicals in substantial disarray. In Britain the consequences of a decade of New Labour
in general and the repercussions of the inept, disastrous war on Iraq in particular are
still very much in the course of working themselves out.

Until recently I was reluctant to express my longstanding anarchist sympathies
since they attracted such scorn, while in contrast my almost equal engagement
with Marxism was modishly acceptable. I am increasingly convinced of the urgent
relevance of the anarchist position and that it is not anarchism which is utopian but
rather that it is the belief that voting for a political party — any party — can bring
about significant social change that is utopian in the sense of being completely unreal-
istic. Anarchists have amused themselves by maintaining that ‘if voting changed
anything, it would be abolished’; but there is demonstrable truth in the slogan. As
William Morris observed, whereas ‘the socialists hoped to see society transformed
into something fundamentally different ... The object of parliamentary institutions,
on the contrary, was the preservation of society in its present form...’* Engagement
in the electoral process helps to disengage activists from the social movements and
direct action through which radical change might be achieved. It also legitimates the
role of the elected politician and rule by government. Gaetano Mosca’s contention

3 For an able summary of the principal tenets of anarchism, also emphasizing the historically central
repudiation of capitalism and the market economy, see Brian Morris, ‘Dichotomies?’, Freedom, 13
September 2003.

4 Quoted by J.T. Murphy, Preparing for Power: A Critical Study of the History of the British Working-
Class Movement (London: Jonathan Cape, 1934), pp. 75—6.
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that ‘the representative is not elected by the voters but, as a rule, has himself elected
by them... or ... his friends have him elected’ is not a fantasy of Italian scepticism
and elite theory but a penetrating summary of the elected’s real relationship to the
electors.’

Anarchism is notorious for its diversity. Its accepted varieties range from the
egoism of Max Stirner, through the individualism of such Americans as Benjamin
Tucker and the mutualism of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, both of whom accepted the
institution of private property, to the collectivism of Mikhail Bakunin, communism
of Peter Kropotkin and revolutionary trade unionism of the syndicalists. What
connects almost all of these into a coherent political stance is unremitting hostility
to the State and parliamentarianism, employment of direct action as the means of
attaining desired goals, and organization through co-operative associations, built and
federated from the bottom upwards. Of these it is the first that is entirely distinctive to
anarchism. The State is rejected not just as integral to the current order but crucially
as the means to any desirable transformation; and whereas Marxists and other social-
ists have had ingenuous faith in its eventual ‘withering away’, the anarchists’ pessi-
mism that the survival of the state in any post-revolutionary society will lead to
the exact opposite has been historically confirmed with the amassment of tyrannic
power by Communist states. Stirner concurs with this but is set apart from all other
anarchists by his rejection of organization, despite the attempt by admirers to build
on his passing, uncharacteristic mention of a “‘Union of Egoists’. All the same most,
although not all, anarchists have been content to include the powerful, iconoclastic
analysis of The Ego and Its Own within their unsystematic ideology. Organization,
it must be insisted against popular misconceptions, is not necessarily rejected by
anarchists, whose concern is for their organizations to be fully democratic and built
so as to withstand to the maximum the inevitable tendency to bureaucratization, the
process in which, as Christopher Pallis (writing as Maurice Brinton) explains it, a
group seeks ‘to manage from the outside the activities of others’.’

For a century and a half anarchists have been overwhelmingly socialist, despite
the concurrent existence of small numbers of individualists in Europe and the USA. A
fruitful approach to understanding anarchism is to recognize its thoroughly socialist
critique of capitalism, while emphasizing that this has been combined with a liberal
critique of socialism, anarchists being united with liberals in their advocacy of autono-
mous associations and the freedom of the individual and even exceeding them in their
opposition to statism. The apparent paradox, perhaps particularly for the English, is
therefore that anarchism has historically been a type of socialism but simultaneously

5 Cited by T.B. Bottomore, Elites and Society (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1966), p. 10.
Maurice Brinton, ‘Factory Committees and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat’, Critigue (Glasgow),
no. 4 (Spring 1975), p. 85 [reprinted in David Goodway (ed.), For Workers’ Power: The Selected
Writings of Maurice Brinton (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2004), p. 174] (Pallis’s emphasis).
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closely related to liberal thought.” In the description of Gerald Brenan, who had lived
among the anarchists of Andalusia, it is ‘a wildly expansive and liberty-loving form
of socialism’.® This bipolar nature of anarchism helps, in fact, to explain anarchism’s
failure to flourish in Britain with its deeply entrenched liberal traditions and a strong
radical liberalism. John Stuart Mill, the great and generous theorist of liberalism, and
Herbert Spencer, a major exponent of laissez-faire individualism, whose writings
appealed immensely to the Spanish anarchists, can be — and have been — rightly
designated as ‘libertarians’.? In consequence of Victorian liberalism, the dominant
ideology of the second half of the nineteenth century, shading into libertarianism,
varieties of state socialism were here intrinsically more attractive to those hostile to
the existing order.

‘Libertarian’ and ‘libertarianism’ are frequently employed by anarchists as
synonyms for ‘anarchist’ and ‘anarchism’, largely as an attempt to distance them-
selves from the negative connotations of ‘anarchy’ and its derivatives. The situation
has been vastly complicated in recent decades with the rise of anarcho-capitalism,
‘minimal statism’ and an extreme right-wing laissez-faire philosophy advocated by
such theorists as Murray Rothbard and Robert Nozick and their adoption of the
words ‘libertarian’ and ‘libertarianism’. It has therefore now become necessary
to distinguish between their right libertarianism and the left libertarianism of the
anarchist tradition. But ‘libertarian’ and ‘libertarianism’ also tend to be used as softer,
less extreme terms than ‘anarchist’ and ‘anarchism’ and that is the manner in which
I propose to employ them in this book. Hence I describe, entirely conventionally,
William Morris and E.P. Thompson as ‘libertarian communists’ (Thompson’s self-
description, in fact) and George Orwell as a ‘libertarian socialist’, meaning that they
exhibited some or even many anarchist characteristics without signing up for the full
anarchist programme.

That programme, as already stated, I take to consist of three elements — the
rejection of the State and parliamentarianism, the utilization of direct action, and
the advocacy of co-operative and federal organization — of which the first is entirely
distinctive, the second typifies revolutionary ideologies and the last is shared with
most other forms of socialism as well as trade unionism and co-operation. On the
other hand, I regard as ‘anarchistic’ and ‘libertarian’, but not necessarily ‘anarchist’,

7 Cf. Rudolf Rocker, Anarcho-Syndicalism (London: Secker & Warburg, 1938), pp. 21—31; Noam
Chomsky, ‘Notes on Anarchism’, 4narchy, no. 116 (October 1970), pp. 312—14; David E. Apter,
‘The Old Anarchism and the New — Some Comments’, in David E. Apter and James Joll (eds.),
Anarchism Today (London: Macmillan, 1971), pp. 1—2; Nicolas Walter, 4bout Anarchism (London:
Freedom Press, 2nd edn, 2002), pp. 29—32.

8 Gerald Brenan, The Spanish Labyrinth: An Account of the Social and Political Background of the Civil
War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960 edn), p. xi.

9 Peter Marshall, Demanding the Impossible: A History of Anarchism (London: HarperCollins, 1992),
pp- 163-8. Stan Clark, ‘Herbert Spencer and Anarchism’, is an excellent, regrettably unpublished,
paper (delivered to the Anarchist Research Group, January 1994), on Spencer’s influence on anar-
chism.
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such features as autonomy, direct democracy, self-management and workers’ control,
decentralization, opposition to war, sustainability and environmentalism. So in 1960,
at the height of the British New Left, Edward Thompson stressed the need ‘to break
through our present political conventions, and help people to think of socialism as
something done &y people and not for or o people, by pressing in new ways on the
ground’, believing:

One socialist youth club of quite a new kind ... one determined municipal council,
probing the possibility of new kinds of municipal ownership in the face of Government
opposition; one tenants’ association with a new dynamic, pioneering on its own
account new patterns of social welfare — play-centres, nursery facilities, community
services for and by the women — involving people in the discussion and solution of
problems of town planning, racial intercourse, leisure facilities; one pit, factory, or
sector of nationalized industry where new forms of workers’ control can actually
be forced upon management ... would immediately help in precipitating a diffuse
aspiration into a positive movement...

This was a thoroughly libertarian programme, but since Thompson never advocated
the abolition of the State and parliamentary institutions it fell significantly short of
being anarchist."

The historic anarchist movement was a workers’ movement which flourished
from the 1860s down to the close of the 1930s. On the other hand, there has been
a consensus that anarchist precursors can be traced back to Chinese Taoism and
Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu as well as to Classical Greece and Zeno of Citium. Most
recently, it has been argued convincingly that the Mu’tazilite and Najdite Muslims of
ninth-century Basra were anarchists." Examples begin to multiply in Europe from the
Reformation of the sixteenth century and its forebears (for example, the Bohemian
Taborites and German Anabaptists), and the Renaissance (Rabelais and Etienne de
la Boétie) and English Revolution (not only the Diggers and Gerrard Winstanley
but also the Ranters) in the sixteenth and mid-seventeenth centuries respectively.™
Some eighteenth-century figures are even more obviously anarchist: the Rousseau of
A Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1755), William Blake (1757—1827) throughout
his oeuvre and William Godwin in his great Enquiry concerning Political Justice (1793)
and the essays of The Enguirer (1797). Unlike Blake, whose ideas made no impact
on his contemporaries, Godwin exerted considerable influence, most markedly

10 E.P. Thompson, ‘Revolution Again! Or Shut Your Ears and Run’, New Lefi Review, no. 6
(November-December 1960), p. 31 (Thompson’s emphasis).

11 Patricia Crone, ‘Ninth-Century Muslim Anarchists’, Past and Present, no. 167 (May 2000); and also
Patricia Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004),
esp. chaps. 4—6.

12 Marshall, Demanding the Impossible, Part 2, provides the most thorough modern discussion of
anarchist genealogy. See also George Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and
Movements (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2nd edn, 1986), chap. 2. There is also a discussion of anar-
chist antecedents in traditional Chinese thought in Peter Zarrow, Anarchism and Chinese Political
Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), chap. 1.
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on his future son-in-law, Percy Bysshe Shelley, who went on to become, in Peter
Marshall’s words, ‘the greatest anarchist poet by putting Godwin’s philosophy to
verse’. Marshall goes far beyond this fairly conventional wisdom by claiming both
Blake and Godwin as ‘founding fathers’ of British anarchism.” It is, however, very
significant that Godwin was not recognized as an anarchist thinker until the very
end of the nineteenth century (and Blake not for another hundred years). It was the
Austrian anarchist scholar, Max Nettlau, who described Political Justice in 1897 as
‘the first strictly anarchist book’, leading Kropotkin to call Godwin ‘the first theorist
of stateless socialism, that is, anarchism’, four years later in the Russian edition of
Modern Science and Anarchism.™

Godwin could not be identified as an anarchist until after anarchism had come into
being as a social movement, which it only did from the third quarter of the nineteenth
century. Moreover it also needed to be named as such, as it first was by Proudhon in
1840 in What Is Property? where he not only calls himself an ‘anarchist’ — ‘I am (in
the full force of the term) an anarchist’ — but also attempts to appropriate ‘anarchy’
as a positive concept. While he appreciates that ‘the meaning ordinarily attached to
the word “anarchy” is absence of principle, absence of rule; consequently, it has been
regarded as synonymous with “disorder™, he asserts that ‘Anarchy, — the absence
of a master, of a sovereign ... is the form of government to which we are everyday
approximating’, emphasizing that he is ‘a firm friend of order’. Like many anarchists
to come, he considered anarchy to be the highest form of order, contrasting it with
the disorder and chaos of the present.”

Karl Marx took the initiative in conjunction with British liberal trade unionists in
establishing the First International in 1864, but within a year or two they began to be
challenged by the co-founding Proudhonist mutualists from France, reinforced by
other libertarians as anarchist movements began to form also in Switzerland, Spain
and Italy. A titanic clash of personalities and political philosophies ensued between
Marx and Bakunin; and by the late 1870s both the International Working Men’s
Association and a rival anti-authoritarian International had collapsed. Further conflict
ensued within the Second International of 1889, leading to the permanent exclu-
sion of the anarchists by the state socialists from 1896."® Despite the prominence of
Bakunin and Kropotkin in Western Europe, anarchism only emerged as a significant

13 Peter Marshall (ed.), The Anarchist Writings of William Godwin (London: Freedom Press, 1986), p.
10; Peter Marshall, William Blake: Visionary Anarchist (London: Freedom Press, 1988), p. 11. See
also Peter H. Marshall, William Godwin (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1984),
€sp. pp- 303—4, 332—5.

14 Nlicolas] W(alter], ‘Sacred Text?’, Freedom, 20 November 1976; idem, ‘Godwin and Anarchism’,
Freedom, March 1986; idem, ‘Correction’, Freedom, February 1987.

15 P.J. Proudhon, What Is Property? An Inquiry into the Principle of Right and of Government (London:
William Reeves, 2 vols., n.d.), II, pp. 259—60, 264 (Proudhon’s emphasis).

16 James Joll told me that he had been so intrigued by the anarchists’ conduct while writing Te Second
International, 1889—1914 (1955) that he decided to try to understand them in his next but one book,
The Anarchists (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1964).
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movement in their native Russia as late as the Revolution of 1905. Here then we have
the four major nations — France, Spain, Italy, Russia — and their attendant cultural
systems that contributed to anarchism as a mass force in the labour movements of
Europe and the Americas from the 1860s until the First World War. For anarchism
was also strong in the United States — not among native-born Americans, but within
the immigrant communities, above all the Germans, Russians, Russian Jews and
Italians — and in Latin America, whence it was in part carried by Spanish and Italian
militants and immigrants, notably in Mexico — where it was an influential current in
the Revolution of 1910—20 — Cuba, Brazil and Argentina.”” Significant movements
and traditions also existed in the Netherlands, Germany and Portugal, as well as East
Asia, in Japan and China."® Other important anarchist thinkers, in addition to those
already named, were the Italian Errico Malatesta, in exile for most of his adult life,
and the excitingly original German, Gustav Landauer, murdered in 1919 during the
suppression of the Bavarian Republic.

Anarchist communism was partially displaced as the dominant tendency within
anarchism with the formation of the CGT (Confédération Générale du Travail) in
1895 and the rapid radiating out of syndicalism from France. According to Sorel,
‘Historians will one day see in this entry of the anarchists into the [unions] one of
the greatest events that has been produced in our time...”” In the USA revolu-
tionary syndicalism took the form of the industrial unionism of the IW W (Industrial
Workers of the World); elsewhere syndicalism attained mass followings in France,
Italy, Argentina and Spain, where the mighty CNT (Confederacién Nacional del
Trabajo) was set up in 1910. It was the CN'T which was responsible for the amalgam
of ‘anarcho-syndicalism’, combining syndicalist preoccupation with the workplace,
daily industrial conflict and the revolutionary general strike with the traditional
anarchist belief in the need for an ultimate armed insurrection.*

These decades of the heyday of international anarchism —already weakened by the
war itself — came substantially to an end as a consequence of the Russian Revolution.

17 See especially: John M. Hart, Anarchism and the Mexican Working Class, 1860—193: (Austin,
TX: University of Texas Press, 1987 edn); Frank Fernandez, Cuban Anarchism: The History of
a Movement (Tucson, AZ: Sharp Press, 2001); John W.F. Dulles, Anarchists and Communists in
Brazil, 19001935 (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1973); Eduardo Colombo, ‘Anarchism
in Argentina and Uruguay’, in Apter and Joll. A good continental overview may be obtained from
Victor Alba, Politics and the Labour Movement in Latin America (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1968), chap. 4.

18 For China, Zarrow and Arif Dirlik, Anarchism and the Chinese Revolution (Berkeley and Los
Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1991), are recommended.

19 Georges Sorel, Reflections on Violence (New York: Collier Books, 1961), p. 56.

20 An excellent survey is provided by Marcel van der Linden and Wayne Thorpe (eds.), /nzernational
Syndicalism: An International Perspective (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1990). See also Marcel van der
Linden, ‘Second Thoughts on Revolutionary Syndicalism’, Labour History Review, LXII (1998),
Pp- 182—96. For anarcho—syndicalism there is the very important article by J. Romero Maura, ‘“The
Spanish Case’, in Apter and Joll, pp. 71—2.



8 Anarchist Seeds beneath the Snow

Many anarchists and, perhaps especially, syndicalists were deeply impressed by the
Bolsheviks’ seizure of power in October 1917, their anti-parliamentarianism and their
determination to move forthwith, without waiting for the maturation of capitalism,
to the building of a socialist society, and they defected in large numbers to the
national Communist Parties as they began to be formed. In contrast, the Insurgent
Army of the Ukraine, under the inspired leadership of the peasant anarchist, Nestor
Makhno, fought against first the Germans and the Whites and then the Red Army.
We now know that French anarchism remained strong until the mid-1920s, and
then bounced back again ten years later with the Popular Front and particularly the
Spanish Revolution and Civil War.*" Elsewhere anarchism withered away, save in
the Hispanic world where in 1936 the CNT and FAI (Federacién Anarquista Ibérica)
spearheaded a major anarchist revolution in Spain, only for it to be put into reverse
the following year by Stalinist counter-revolution. With the defeat of the Spanish
Republic early in 1939, proletarian anarchism entered terminal decline globally, with
only isolated pockets, as in Cuba it would appear, retaining significant strength.
After remarking that in coming out for anarchism he had ‘forfeited any claim
to be taken seriously as a politician’ and excluded himself from ‘the main current
of socialist activity in England’, Herbert Read continued: ‘But I have often found
sympathy and agreement in unexpected places, and there are many intellectuals who
are fundamentally anarchist in their political outlook, but who do not dare to invite
ridicule by confessing it.”** There is truth in this, yet the argument should not be
pressed too far (for it needs to be refined). While intellectuals frequently played very
significant roles in the socialist and other radical movements of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, they were not particularly attracted to anarchism: certainly notin
the way they undoubtedly were to Marxism and democratic socialism. At least three
factors need to be considered in attempting to account for this. Anarchism did not
offer intellectuals the social and political rewards which the other forms of socialism
did. No positions of power or influence were awarded by anarchism either in struggle
for or after the attainment of a free society. Secondly, anarchist movements have
tended to be exceptionally hostile not only towards the middle classes in general, but
also bourgeois intellectuals. Finally, anarchism does not afford the theoretical and
mental satisfactions that Marxism especially, but also reformist socialism, have done.
It does not fetishize theory or cleverness or intellectual ability. Its appeal has been
as much, if not more, emotional than rational. Anarchism definitely did not recruit
—perhaps in Italy, for example, but not overall — the lawyers, economists, historians
and academics which the other socialist movements did. It can be argued, as Paul
Goodman does, on the other hand, that anarchism — or, at least, anarchist theory
— has received disproportionate contributions from intellectuals trained or active in
the life sciences, geography, progressive education and the like. The geographers

21 SeeDavid Berry, 4 History of the French Anarchist Movement, 1917—1945 (Westport, CT: Greenwood
Press, 2002).
22 Read, Annals, p. 134.
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Kropotkin and Elisée Reclus, anthropologist Elie Reclus, and educationalists Louise
Michel, Sébastien Faure and Francisco Ferrer come readily to mind.*

There can be no doubt that one type of intellectual has been consistently drawn
to anarchism, placing a premium on absolute freedom and non-interference in their
personal and social lives, and belonging, like Read himself, to the artistic and literary
avant-gardes. Significant clusters of anarchist painters and writers existed in pre-1914
Italy, New York before and during the First World War and, most impressive of
all, the France of the 1880s and 1890s, where the Neo-Impressionists — Camille and
Lucien Pissarro, Paul Signac, most probably the enigmatic Georges Seurat —and the
Symbolist writers, including one of the greatest poets, Stéphane Mallarmé, all consisted
of militant anarchists or sympathizers. In Bohemia the fact that Jaroslav Hasek had
been a member of anarchist groups and worked on anarchist journals helps to explain
the subversive genius of The Adventures of the Good Soldier Svejk; and Franz Kafka
had attended anarchist meetings in Prague, gaining considerable familiarity with anar-
chist writers and personalities, and actually mentioning Bakunin and Kropotkin in his
diary.** The German actor, Ret Marut, fleeing from Munich in 1919, recreated himself
in Mexico as the still insufficiently appreciated novelist, B. Traven.”

In Britain anarchism as a social movement never amounted to much, exceptamong
the Yiddish-speaking Jews of East London and — for reasons still to be explained
— on Clydeside where a tenacious libertarian tradition existed in the twentieth
century among Glaswegian workers.”® It was in countries with despotic or central-
izing States that anarchism flourished: France after the bloody suppression in 1871
of the Commune and the criminalizing of anarchist activity with Jes lois scélérates of
1893—4; the ramshackle, semi-feudal empires of Russia, where political parties and
trade unions were completely illegal before 1906 and unions only a little less so until
the February Revolution, and Spain, where the CN'T was banned between 1923 and
1930; Italy with a heavy-handed new State, attempting to assert itself in the aftermath

23 See ‘Interview’ with Noam Chomsky, in James Peck (ed.), The Chomsky Reader (London:
Serpent’s Tail, 1987), pp. 19—21; Colin Ward and David Goodway, Talking Anarchy (Nottingham:
Five Leaves, 2003), pp. 147—8. Michel’s remarkable school in Fitzroy Square is described by John
Shotton, No Master High or Low: Libertarian Education and Schooling in Britain, 1890—1990 (Bristol:
Libertarian Education, 1993), pp. 33—5-

24 Cecil Parrott, The Bad Bohemian: The Life of Jaroslay Hasek, Creator of the Good Soldier Svejk (London:
Bodley Head, 1978), chaps. 4—6; Michael Léwy, Redemption and Utopia: Jewish Libertarian Thought
in Central Europe: A Study in Elective Affinity (London: Athlone Press, 1992), pp. 82—3 et seq.

25 Karl S. Guthke, B. Traven: The Life behind the Legends (New York: Lawrence Hill Books, 1991),
is much the best study. Roy Pateman, The Man Nobody Knows: The Life and Legacy of B. Traven
(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2005), uncomfortably reopens the issue of Traven’s
identity. See also Hakim Bey, ‘Storm Demon: Who Was B. Traven?’, Drunken Boat (New York),
no. 2 (1994), for the argument that Traven was a ‘great writer’.

26 For the Jewish anarchism of the Arbeter Fraint group, see William ]. Fishman, East End Jewish
Radicals, 1875—1914 (London: Duckworth, 1975). The attempted revisionism of Matthew Thomas,
Anarchist Ideas and Counter-Cultures in Britain, 1880—1914: Revolutions in Everyday Life (Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2005), serially plagiarized though the book is, is unpersuasive.
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of the unification of 1870 and periodically subjecting anarchist militants to domicilio
coatto — confinement in prison or banishment to penal islands — especially from 1894
to 1900. The liberal, minimal statism of Britain, even though the powers of the State,
both nation and local, were increasing after 1867, principally for reasons of social
reform, was situated in a world apart from these turbulent and sanguinary histories.
The other common characteristic of the anarchist cultures is that they were embedded
in the artisan response to industrialization, first in France, followed by Italy and
finally, in the early-twentieth century, by Russia and Spain. The equivalent period
in Britain ran from the Jacobinism of the 1790s through Luddism to Chartism, but
had terminated with the latter’s disappearance after 1848. Had anarchist, or indeed
Marxist, ideology been available in those decades British history might have been
very different, but it would have still have had to contend with the constitution-
alism of the ‘free-born Englishman’ (or true-born Briton), to be depicted with typical
brilliance by E.P. Thompson.*”

Although for these reasons mass, proletarian anarchism failed to erupt in the British
Isles, there was all the same a distinguished minority intellectual, overwhelmingly
literary, anarchist —and rather broader and still more distinguished libertarian — tradi-
tion. And that is what this book is about. Substantial parts of chapters are devoted to
three libertarian communists or socialists who were definitely not anarchists: the great
William Morris, poet, designer and craftsman; George Orwell, novelist and essayist;
and Edward Thompson, a major historian, but who at the outset of his career aspired
to being a poet and taught literature. An anonymous publisher’s reader commented
— in the travails that the proposal for the current work experienced — that Aldous
Huxley, novelist and essayist, was ‘certainly not’ an anarchist ‘in a formal sense’,
while conceding the justice of stitching into my argument ‘people who sometimes
sit lightly to it in order to demonstrate the width of anarchist suggestion’. Huxley
undoubtedly did not adhere to my principal anarchist criterion — the absolute rejec-
tion of the State — yet he has been allocated a full chapter, if only for the importance
of his neglected utopia, /s/land, the triumphant culmination of a quarter of a century’s
concern with working out ‘a satisfactory technique for giving practical realization to
the ideal of philosophic anarchism’.*® In addition the neurologist Christopher Pallis,
who had first qualified in medicine, always denied being an anarchist, but this I will
argue has much to do with his scorn for much of anarchism, including its individu-
alism, frequent opposition to organization and theoretical shortcomings, and that his
politics are fully anarchist, with a warm appreciation of the Russian anarcho-syndi-
calists and Platformists. Nor did Edward Carpenter, poet and sexual reformer, ever
name himself an anarchist, in spite of his advocacy of ‘non-governmental society’
and support for syndicalism.

27 E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 3rd
edn, 1980), chap. 4.

28 Goldman Archive, International Institute of Social History, Amsterdam, VI, copy of letter from
Huxley to Emma Goldman, 15 March 1938.
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Oscar Wilde, dramatist and man of letters, stated in an interview that he believed
he was ‘something of an Anarchist’, but previously said, ‘In the past I was a poet and
a tyrant. Now I am an anarchist and artist.”* John Cowper Powys, a marvellously
original novelist, is the only one of my subjects to be discussed in two full chapters.
In the first I will show that his very important life-philosophy is best understood as
a form of individualist anarchism, while in the second I trace the way in which he
came to adopt also a social anarchism and — while confused on theoretical matters
concerning government, authority and law — from the late 1930s was consistent in
describing himselfas anarchist, and that at a time when he was writing two outstanding
novels, one of which, Porius, is his masterpiece. No such terminological difficulties
apply to the three remaining writers. Both Herbert Read (poet, literary and art critic,
and educational theorist) and Alex Comfort (another doctor and medical scientist,
but concurrently a poet and novelist) were, and Colin Ward (who had worked in
architect’s offices before becoming a writer on housing, planning and the environ-
ment) happily still is, forthright and influential proponents of anarchism.

My concern is to show that these eleven writers constitute a submerged but
creative and increasingly relevant current of social and political theory and practice,
an alternative, left-libertarian tradition. How much of a tradition it was in the sense of
a shared continuity of thought is more debatable. But Carpenter was acknowledged
by Read as a major influence and Wilde and Huxley read him with approbation. Read
became the admiring publisher and friend of the younger Comfort, who was, like
Huxley and Orwell, very much an independent thinker and unobligated to others.
Ward names Morris, Orwell and Comfort as significant influences. Thompson and
Pallis are distinctive in being decisively shaped by Marxism, but Thompson was as
indebted also to Blake and Morris. Morris’s impact is pervasive, with Wilde an early
admirer, but with Read, as an advocate of industrialism and the machine, having an
uneasy, though increasingly close, relationship to his outlook. Wilde and Powys
shared a common debt to Taoism and Chuang Tzu (as well as to Walter Pater) and
Powys in turn was much influenced by Wilde. Morris and Carpenter were on excel-
lent terms, Morris staying at Millthorpe, and Carpenter expressing ‘great admiration
and friendship’ for the other man.>* Comfort was to regard Orwell as a friend. Lastly,
Read was to write movingly of Orwell: ‘I suppose I have felt nearer to him than to
any other English writer of our time...who was, in general, nearer in ideals & even
in eccentricities?”?’

29 Percival W.H. Almy, ‘New Views of Mr Oscar Wilde’, The Theatre, XXIII (March 1894), in E.H.
Mikhail (ed.), Oscar Wilde: Interviews and Recollections (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2
vols., 1979), I, p. 232; Oscar Wilde, ‘Référendum artistique et social’, L Ermitage, July 1893, cited
by Paul Gibbard, ‘Anarchism in English and French Literature, 1885—1914: Zola, the Symbolists,
Conrad and Chesterton’ (Oxford D.Phil. thesis, 2001), p. 168.

30 Cited by H.W. Lee and E. Archbold, Social-Democracy in Britain: Fifty Years of the Socialist
Movement (London: Social-Democratic Federation, 1935), p. 71.

31 Read Archive, University of Victoria, Victoria, BC: letter from Read to George Woodcock, 3
August 1966.
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Other anarchist and libertarian writers are mentioned in the course of the book,
generally in the five other general chapters and usually with extreme brevity,
although in one or cases there is a more substantial profiling, even some discussion.
They include John Barlas (1860—1914), S.G. Hobson (1870—1940), Bertrand Russell
(1872—1970), A.R. Orage (1873-1934), Eric Gill (1882—1940), A.S. Neill (1883—
1973), G.D.H. Cole (1889—1959), George Woodcock (1912—95), John Hewetson
(1913—90), Tony Gibson (1914—2001), Vernon Richards (1915—2001), D.S. Savage
(b. 1917), Marie Louise Berneri (1918—49), Ronald Sampson (1918—99), Albert
Meltzer (1920—-96), Louis Adeane (1921—79), Norman Potter (1923—95), Geoffrey
Ostergaard (1926—90), Ivan Avakumovié (b. 1926), Nicolas Walter (1934—2000),
April Carter (b. 1937), Carole Pateman (b. 1940), Stuart Christie (b. 1946), James
Kelman (b. 1946), Peter Marshall (b. 1946) and Alan Carter (b. 1952). (Among others
perhaps deserving of consideration, but only named here or in passing, are the poet
L.S. Bevington (1845—95), W.C. Owen (1854—1929), H.W. Nevinson (1856—1941),
G.K. Chesterton (1874-1936) and the anthropologist Brian Morris (b. 1936).)

The eleven figures accorded extended treatment have been selected for their
merit, for the importance or interest of their work and careers. Fortunately, however,
they represent the full spectrum of anarchist diversity: from the individualism of
Powys to the near syndicalism of Pallis. Read adhered and Ward is still committed
to anarchist communism, although Read for a time regarded himself as a syndicalist
as well. Powys and the highly individualist Wilde were also, like Carpenter, social-
ists. Morris, Orwell and Thompson were, as has already been stressed, libertarian
communists or socialists. Neither Huxley nor Comfort, however, was a socialist.
To complicate the picture further, Read, Huxley and Comfort were pacifists. Read,
who had been awarded the DSO and MC during the First World War and seriously
considered remaining in the Army, thereafter became an absolute, Gandhian pacifist.
Huxley was to make a spectacular conversion to pacifism, into which Comfort grew
as a schoolboy; and both were to be activists in the Peace Pledge Union. Huxley
emigrated to the USA in the late thirties, and from the fifties it was Comfort and
notably Thompson who were to become prominent in the movement for nuclear
disarmament.

I have indicated how, while all anarchists reject the State and parliamentarianism
and advocate direct action, they differ when it comes to organization and private
property. There is also disagreement over the means to be used to attain their ends,
ranging from extreme violence to non-resistance and taking in all points between
— other than legal, constitutional action. In the industrializing societies of Europe and
the Americas in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries it was inevitable
that trade unionists and revolutionaries would counter the brutal intimidation and
suppression with which their strikes and insurrections were met with unrestrained
retaliation. From the late 1870s the anarchists added to the traditional ‘propaganda by
the word” ‘propaganda by the deed’, such acts of revolt as violent strikes, riots, assas-
sinations and bombings intended to ignite popular uprisings. This phase degenerated
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in France at the beginning of the 189os into terrorism and the cult of dynamite,
although care was normally taken to ensure that the victims would be class enemies,
not members of the labouring masses. Anarchist terrorism was snuffed out by
vigorous use of the les Jois scélérates, but there were to be many assassinations — and
even more numerous unsuccessful azzentazs on the lives — of monarchs and statesmen
down to 1914, and anarchists became unfaitly (but why not the Narodniks whose
methods they consciously adopted or the Fenians?), though permanently, associ-
ated in the popular mind with bomb attacks, which did actually remain a continual
feature of international, working-class anarchism down to its demise — and beyond,
as a tactic of tiny, otherwise powerless, groups of romantic rebels, such as the Angry
Brigade of the 1970s.

The deaths to be attributed to anarchist terrorists are insignificant when compared
to the slaughter inflicted by the combatant states during the First World War, in
the aftermath of which mass pacifist sentiment began to manifest itself. There had
already been a major libertarian thinker and great creative writer, whose philosophy
of non-resistance repudiated equally all violence and all government. This was, of
course, Leo Tolstoy, who has commonly been treated as a mainstream anarchist
theorist, although this, as a fine article has argued recently, is problematic in that his
philosophy (like Blake’s) replaced all human authority with one absolute authority:
God’s authority.>* One of the major political strengths of anarchist thought has been
the insistence that means determine ends and that the institutions built to engage in
current social conflict will prefigure the institutions that will exist in a post-revolu-
tionary order. As the Preamble of the IWW put it, “we are forming the structure of
the new society within the shell of the old’.33 A libertarian, free society will only be
brought into being through the creation of libertarian, free organizations in the here-
and-now that break decisively with the authoritarian order. But what, pacifists ask,
can be more authoritarian and repressive than violence and killing? How can a non-
violent society be achieved using such means? ‘The more violence, the less revolu-
tion,” Bart de Ligt, one of the most impressive anarchist thinkers of the interwar years,
proclaimed — in Huxley’s translation from the French.>* Anarcho-pacifism became in
the 1930s an important, although still minority tendency, within anarchism; but after
the Second War World, with the use and deployment of nuclear weapons followed by
mobilization of mass agitation for nuclear disarmament in Britain, anarchism grew in
strength and close to pacifism. The success of Gandhian satyagraka in the attainment
of Indian national independence and of other movements of civil disobedience, such
as the Civil Rights Movement in the American South, provided conclusive testimony

32 Terry Hopton, ‘Tolstoy, God and Anarchism’, Anarchist Studies, VIII (2000), pp. 46—7.

33 JoyceL.Kornbluh (ed.), Rebel Voices: An IW W Anthology (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan
Press, 1964), pp. 12—13.

34 Bart.deLigt, The Conguest of Violence: An Essay on War and Revolution (London: George Routledge,
1937), p- X. Ruth Kinna, Anarchism: A Beginner’s Guide (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2005),
chap. 4, discusses usefully anarchism and violence as well as propaganda by the deed.
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to the effectiveness of a new form of direct action: non-violent direct action. Both
Gandhi, deeply influenced by Tolstoy and also indebted to Kropotkin, and even
more his major successor, Vinoba Bhave, displayed striking anarchist characteristics,
coupled with a disconcerting inconsistency and seeming lack of principle. ‘Indian
anarchism is not western anarchism in India,” as Geoffrey Ostergaard explained: ‘It
zs different from western anarchism. ..’

Readers of this book should have no doubt that its author believes that the most
original, creative anarchist thinking over the last seventy years has been within
anarcho-pacifism. In an increasingly violent world, but one in which Communist
States have been overthrown largely by non-violent revolution, non-violent tactics
have the most to commend them, to offer to present and future movements seeking
radical social reconstruction, and to allow the anarchist seeds beneath the snow to

germinate.

35 Geoffrey Ostergaard, ‘Indian Anarchism: The Curious Case of Vinoba Bhave, Anarchist “Saint

)

of the Government™, in David Goodway (ed.), For Anarchism: History, Theory, and Practice
(London: Routledge, 1989), p. 210. See also Robert Graham’s review of Ostergaard’s Nonviolent

Revolution in India, in Our Generation, XIX, no. 2 (Spring/Summer 1988), pp. 120B—122B.
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Anarchism and libertarian socialism
in Britain: William Morris and
the background, 1880—1920

The first indigenous anarchist groups and journals in Britain only date from the
1880s and the belated revival of socialism — ‘revival’ because Owenite socialism had
flourished in the 1830s and 1840s. London, in particular, afforded sanctuary in the
late-Victorian and Edwardian decades for militants from continental Europe fleeing
repression by their governments and there was much interaction between them and
the tiny numbers of local anarchists, whom initially they often converted. Henry
Seymour, a Proudhonist and admirer of Tucker, brought out the Anarchist in 1885—6.
Kropotkin, who from 1877 had lived in Switzerland and France — including three
years in a French prison — moved to England in 1886, when he founded Freedom with
Charlotte Wilson and others. Albert Tarn, an individualist, published the Herald
of Anarchy between 1890 and 1892. The Labour Emancipation League had been
founded in the East End in 1882 and, while never calling itself anarchist, was always
libertarian socialist and became anti-parliamentarian, as expressed in Joseph Lane’s
notable An Anti-Statist, Communist Manifesto of 1887. Meanwhile the Democratic
Federation had been inaugurated by H.M. Hyndman in 1881, became committed to
socialism in 1883 and modified its name to the Social Democratic Federation (SDF)
the following year, when the Labour Emancipation League began working with it.
The SDF was to be Marxist, whereas the Fabian Society, dating from 1884 and of
which Wilson was also a prominent member, rapidly developed its peculiarly British
form of evolutionary socialism, rejecting Marxist economics — accepting instead the
neo-classical marginalist criticism of the labour theory of value — and appealing to
the equally home-grown political and philosophical example of the utilitarians of the
first half of the century.’

1 For the anarchists, see John Quail, The Slow Burning Fuse (London: Paladin Books, 1978), chaps.
1—4; H. Oliver, The International Anarchist Movement in Late-Victorian London (London: Croom
Helm, 1983), chaps. 1—3; Mark Bevir, “The Rise of Ethical Anarchism in Britain, 1885—1900’,
Historical Research, LXIX (1996), pp. 143—65. The standard works on the SDF are Chushichi
Tsuzuki, H.M. Hyndman and British Socialism (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), and
Martin Crick, The History of the Social-Democratic Federation (Keele: Ryburn Publishing, 1994).
For the Labour Emancipation League and Charlotte Wilson, see Joseph Lane, An Anti-Statist
Communist Manifesto, ed. Nicolas Walter (Sanday, Orkney: Cienfuegos Press, 1978), and Charlotte
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Early in 1883 William Morris had joined the Democratic Federation, as it still
was, and was almost immediately elected treasurer, just before the June conference
at which a socialist programme was adopted. Morris was already a famous and
admired individual; as he was two years later to state, by no means immodestly,
to the magistrate after his arrest in a free-speech campaign: ‘I am an artist, and a
literary man, pretty well known, I think, throughout Europe’.” He had born in 1834
in Walthamstow, the son of a discount broker whose investment in Devon Great
Consols was to make Morris an exceptionally wealthy man. He was educated at
Marlborough College, a newly established public school, which he loathed, and
the centuries-old Exeter College, Oxford, after which he was expected to become a
clergyman. His career turned out to be very different indeed, shaped as he was by
English Romanticism, the Gothic Revival, Pre-Raphaelitism and, rather later, Old
Norse literature. E.P. Thompson was to highlight the first in his remarkable William
Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (1955), but then he was equally influenced by the
Romantic writers, although in his case the formative poet was Blake rather than
Morris’s Keats. Morris steeped himself in mediaevalism while at Oxford and, on
graduating, was articled in 1856 to the High Victorian Gothic architect, G.E. Street,
who had temporarily opened an Oxford office in which Morris met his lifelong friend
and collaborator, Philip Webb. He lasted only nine months with Street and turned to
painting, following Edward Burne-Jones, the great friend he had made as an under-
graduate, by becoming a pupil of Dante Gabriel Rossetti in London: ‘Rossetti says
I ought to paint, he says I shall be able: now as he is a very great man, and speaks
with authority and as the scribes, I must try. I don’t hope much, I must say, yet will
try my best...”? It was in this way that Burne-Jones and Morris constituted a second
phase, a second generation, of the Pre-Raphaelite artists.

The nearest Morris ever came to autobiography was in a letter he wrote in 1883
to the Austrian socialist, Andreas Scheu, giving a summary of his life down to joining
the Democratic Federation. He explained of the 1850s:

At this time the revival of Gothic architecture was making great progress in England
and naturally touched the Preraphaelite movement also; I threw myself into these

M. Wilson, Anarchist Essays, ed. Nicolas Walter (London: Freedom Press, 2000). Royden Harrison,
‘Sidney and Beatrice Webb’, in Carl Levy (ed.), Socialism and the Intelligentsia, :880—1924 (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987), is a particularly stimulating discussion of the Fabians.

2 E.P. Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (London: Merlin Press, 2nd edn, 1977),
p- 397. This continues to be the outstanding political biography, but the most authoritative general
biography is now Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A Life for Our Time (London: Faber & Faber,
1994). ].W. Mackail, The Life of William Morris (1899; London: Oxford University Press, 1950),
written by the son-in-law of Edward and Georgiana Burne-Jones, remains a classic, though weak
on the politics. Paul Thompson, The Work of William Morris (London: Quartet Books, 1977 edn),
provides an excellent survey of all Morris’s activities, while Nicholas Salmon with Derek Baker,
The William Morris Chronology (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1996), is an indispensable handbook for
all writers on Morris.

3 The Collected Letters of William Morris, ed. Norman Kelvin (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 4 vols., 1984—96) [hereafter CLWM], 1, p. 28 (Morris’s emphasis).
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movements with all my heart: got a friend [Webb] to build me a house [Red House]
very mediaeval in spirit in which I lived for § years, and set myself to decorating it;
we found, I and my friend the architect especially, that all the minor arts were in a
state of complete degradation especially in England, and accordingly in 1861 with
the conceited courage of a young man I set myself to reforming all that: and started
a sort of firm for producing decorative articles.*

The ‘sort of firm’ was Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co., in which the principal
participants were Morris himself, Burne-Jones, Webb, Rossetti and Ford Madox
Brown. In 1875 it was reconstituted, amid considerable acrimony, as simply Morris
& Co., with Morris as ‘the only partner’.’ By this time the business, subsidized in
the early years by Morris’s personal wealth and producing stained glass, furniture,
wallpapers, printed chintzes, woven fabrics and tapestries, was a great success, both
financial and artistic. Morris was revealed as a designer and craftsman of genius:

Almost all the designs we use for surface decoration, wallpapers, textiles, and the
like, I design myself. I have had to learn the theory and to some extent the practice
of weaving, dyeing, & textile printing: all of which I must admit has given me and
still gives me a great deal of pleasure.®

Concurrently Morris was an acclaimed poet. His first, exceptional collection, T%e
Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems, had been published at his own expense in 1858,
and was followed by The Life and Death of Jason (1867) and the poetic work for which
he was best known and admired in his lifetime, the massive The Earthly Paradise
(1868—70), sprawling over four of the twenty-four volumes of the Collected Works.
On Tennyson’s death in 1892 the two most serious contenders for his successor as
Poet Laureate were Swinburne, who was immediately eliminated for his republi-
canism and atheism, and Morris, who even though by then a revolutionary socialist
was sounded out by a member of Gladstone’s Cabinet, James Bryce.” Morris was to
become a major socialist thinker. Perry Anderson has shrewdly related the quality
of his utopian vision to the fact that he was

a practising artist of the highest gifts, for whom ordinary work was daily creation....
Moreover, the major fields of Morris’s practice were plastic arts, which are them-
selves distinctive within the forms of aesthetic composition for eluding the division
between mental and manual labour. Yet at the same time, he was also a poet and a
writer. Thus one might say that in his figurations of the future, Morris was able to
draw on unique resources in his presenz, which brought him tangibly nearer to the
conditions he imagined than any of his communist contemporaries: secure wealth,
creative work, polymathic skills.

4 Ibid., 11: 1881—1884, p. 228.

5 Jbid., p. 229.

6 Ibid., pp. 229—30. Charles Harvey and Jon Press, William Morris: Design and Enterprise in Victorian
Britain (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), is an exceptional study of Morris as a
businessman.

7 MacCarthy, William Morris, pp. 631—3.
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For unlike almost all other significant socialist thinkers Morris had no personal expe-
rience of what it was to be in need: ‘Few major socialists have been more exempt
from the deforming pressures of scarcity in their own lives and imaginations’.* Morris
himself was to observe:

... I daresay that you will find some of my visions strange enough.

One reason which will make some of you think them strange is a sad and shameful
one. I have always belonged to the well-to-do classes, and was born into luxury, so
that necessarily I ask much more of the future than many of you do...°

The fourth general influence on Morris was Old Norse literature. He had Eirikr
Magnisson tutor him in Icelandic from 1868, visited Iceland in 1871 and 1873,
and translated in conjunction with Magnusson several of the sagas, of which he
said that ‘the delightful freshness and independence of thought of them, the air of
freedom which breathes through them, their worship of courage (the great virtue of
the human race), their utter unconventionality took my heart by storm’.” He was
thereby rescued from being merely a Pre-Raphaelite poet and, in Bernard Shaw’s
words, ‘the facile troubadour of love and beauty’, as he had become after the vigour
of The Defence of Guenevere, and was infused with the endurance, courage and hope
of ‘the literature of the North’, values not to be found in Victorian Britain. And while
his translations from the Icelandic have been much criticized for their archaic wood-
enness, the spareness, directness and vividness of the Old Norse seem responsible
for the same qualities in his expository prose.”

This is the forceful, unadorned language of the speeches and lectures which
Morris began to deliver in 1877 on art, art and society, and finally socialism. He gave
the last in the year of his death, 1896, bringing the total to 197, some of which were
given on several occasions, in the case of ‘Monopoly; or, How Labour is Robbed’
perhaps as many as 22." To understand the content of the lectures and Morris’s
thought generally, a final, specific influence needs to be named. This is John Ruskin,
coming from within the Gothic Revival and also, to an extent, Pre-Raphaelitism, of
which he had become the spokesman and an associate. The chapter, ‘The Nature
of Gothic’, in The Stones of Venice, which he had first read while at Oxford, Morris

8 Perry Anderson, Arguments within English Marxism (London: Verso, 1980), pp. 163—4 (Anderson’s
emphasis).

9 May Morris, William Morris: Artist, Writer, Socialist (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 2 vols., 1936) [here-
after WMAWS), 11, p. 455 (“The Society of the Future”).

10 CLWM, 11: 18811884, p. 229.

11 Bernard Shaw, ‘Morris as I Knew Him’, in WMAWS, 11, p. xxxvii. For the impact of Iceland
on Morris, see “The Early Literature of the North — Iceland’, in Eugene D. LeMire (ed.), The
Unpublished Lectures of William Morris (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 1969); E.P.
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considered so important that he printed it separately in 1892 as a Kelmscott Press
book. In his discussion of the worker’s place in the productive process Ruskin rivals
for radical profundity Marx’s analysis of alienation:

You must either make a tool of the creature, or a man of him. You cannot make
both. Men were not intended to work with the accuracy of tools, to be precise and
perfect in all their actions. If you will have that precision out of them, and make their
fingers measure degrees like cog-wheels, and their arms strike curves like compasses,
you must unhumanize them.... On the other hand, if you will make a man of the
working creature, you cannot make a tool. Let him but begin to imagine, to think,
to try to do something worth doing; and the engine-turned precision is lost at once.
Out come all his roughness, all his dulness, all his incapability...but out comes the
whole majesty of him also..."

In his 1892 preface Morris comments that Ruskin’s teaching is ‘that art is the
expression of man’s pleasure in labour; that it is possible for man to rejoice in his
work...and lastly, that unless man’s work once again becomes a pleasure to him...all
but the worthless must toil in pain, and therefore live in pain’. Morris concludes
that ‘the hallowing of labour by art is the one aim for us at the present day’ and ‘if
Politics are to be anything less than an empty game...it is towards this goal of the
happiness of labour that they must make’." Ruskin had very misleadingly announced
in 1871 that he was ‘a Communist of the old school — reddest also of the red’; rather,
as he was to write only two months later and repeat in his autobiography, ‘I am,
and my father was before me, a violent Tory of the old school...” His biographer,
Tim Hilton, grappling to denominate his politics, comes up with ‘utopian Toryism’
and ‘High Tory utopianism’." It was therefore left for Morris to go beyond Ruskin,
using the latter’s thought as a foundation for the highly original socialism he was to
develop himself.

Morris entered public life in 1876 when he became treasurer of the Eastern
Question Association, set up when it seemed that Disraeli’s government might
intervene on Turkey’s side in yet another war with Russia, which was entirely unac-
ceptable after the recent Turkish massacres of Bulgarian Christians and had led
Gladstone to write his famous pamphlet, The Bulgarian Horrors and the Question
of the East. It was during this agitation that Morris met some of the leading trade
unionists, including Henry Broadhurst, secretary of the Parliamentary Committee
of the Trades Union Congress, yet he found no hope in them for ‘they were quite

13 John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice (1851—3; New York: Merrill & Baker, 3 vols., n.d.), II, pp.
161—2.
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under the influence of the Capitalist politicians, and ... the General Election once
gained, they would take no forward step whatever’.’ Also Morris played the leading
role in forming the first conservation organization, the Society for the Protection
of Ancient Buildings, stimulated by the need to defend mediaeval cathedrals and
churches from over-enthusiastic restoration by neo-Gothic architects. He became
its honorary secretary, and it was at the foundation meeting, which he chaired, that
in 1877 he gave his first speech.

As he was to tell Scheu: ‘It must be understood that I always intended to join
any body who distinctly called themselves socialists, so when ... I was invited to
join the Democratic Federation by Mr Hyndman, I accepted the invitation hoping
that it would declare for Socialism, in spite of certain drawbacks that I expected to
find in it...”"7 The principal drawback was Hyndman’s autocratic personality; and
so it was that, as early as 1884, the minute SDF was split, with Morris leading a
breakaway including Eleanor Marx, her lover Edward Aveling, Walter Crane and
Joseph Lane, complaining of ‘arbitrary rule’, to form on the last day of the year the
Socialist League."® Marx had died in 1883, but Engels supported the dissidents from
the outside. The weekly Commonweal was launched as the organ of the Socialist
League, with Morris both editing and financing it.

In the early years of the revival of socialism boundaries between the various
societies were blurred and there was much overlapping. An example is Charlotte
Wilson, the first editor of Freedom, also being a member of the Fabian Society. From
the mid-188os this fluidity began to change considerably as, for instance, Fabian
doctrine was elaborated. Similarly, Morris between 1885 and 1890, the years he was
in the Socialist League, thought through his socialism. This he did in his lectures and
the prolific journalism he contributed to Commonweal, preceded by a year’s worth to
the SDF’s paper, Justice, all now collected in two fat volumes." He had already read
Marx’s Capital in the French translation, he continued to study it and E.P. Thompson
was convincingly to claim him for Marxism. That is, Morris’s mature socialism fits
both within and extends Marx’s thought, and Shaw, who came to know him well from
1884, had no doubt that he was ‘on the side of Karl Marx contra mundum’.*°

During 1890 Morris serialized in Commonweal his great utopian novel, News
from Nowhere; or, An Epoch of Rest, in reaction to the state socialist and highly regi-
mented society depicted in Looking Backward by the American Edward Bellamy. It
was written not as work to convert people to socialism, but to sustain socialists by

16 CLWM, 11: 18811884, p. 230.
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giving them a glimpse of the socialist future, Morris’s closing words being ‘if others
can see it as I have seen it, then it may be called a vision rather than a dream’.*" It is
unique as a utopia written by a major socialist theorist and exceptionally unusual as
a utopia in which it would actually be pleasurable to live. Anarchists moreover have
been consistent in hailing News from Nowhere as an anarchist utopia. Kropotkin, for
example, considered that it was ‘perhaps the most thorough, and deeply anarchistic
conception of future society that has ever been written’; George Woodcock that it
portrays ‘nothing less than that paradisaical anarchy dreamed of by libertarians for
three centuries’ and that as ‘a society without government [it] is the nearest thing to
an anarchist utopia’; and Peter Marshall that it is ‘entirely anarchistic’.** ‘Nowhere’
is indeed a stateless society without government and representative institutions. The
chapter ‘Concerning Politics’ makes its point partly through its very brevity and
may quoted in full:

Said I: ‘How do you manage with politics?’

Said Hammond, smiling: ‘T am glad that it is of me that you ask that question; I do
believe that anybody else would make you explain yourself, or try to do so, till you
were sickened of asking questions. Indeed, I believe I am the only man in England
who would know what you mean; and since I know, I will answer your question
briefly by saying that we are very well off as politics, — because we have none. If you
ever make a book out of this conversation, put this in a chapter by itself, after the
model of old Horrebow’s Snakes in Iceland’.

T will’, said 1.”3

In the London of the twenty-second century the former Houses of Parliament
have become literally, instead of metaphorically, a dung-market. Civil and criminal
law have disappeared, since ‘private property being abolished, all the laws and all
the legal “crimes” which it had manufactured of course came to an end’. Decision-
making is consensual and by means of direct democracy. If there is disagreement at
the ‘meeting of neighbours, or Mote’, a decision is postponed until the next Mote:

when the Mote comes together again there is a regular discussion and at last a vote by
show of hands. If the division is a close one, the question is again put off for further
discussion; if the division is a wide one, the minority are asked if they will yield to

21 May Morris (ed.), The Collected Works of William Morris (London: Longmans, Green, 24 vols.,
1910—-15) [hereafter CWWM), XVI, p. 211. Cf. John Goode, “William Morris and the Dream of
Revolution’, in John Lucas (ed.), Literature and Politics in the Nineteenth Century (London: Methuen,
1975 edn), pp. 246, 273. See Morris’s review of Looking Backward, reprinted in Morris, Political
Writings, pp. 419—25, and also CWWM, X VI, p. xxviii.

22 Raimund Schiffner, 4narchismus und Literatur in England: Von der Franzésischen Revolution bis jum
Ersten Weltkrieg (Heidelberg: Universititverlag C. Winter, 1997), p. 278; Woodcock, Anarchism,
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the more general opinion, which they often, nay, most commonly do. If they refuse,
the question is debated a third time, when, if the minority has not perceptibly grown,
they always give way...*

A particularly interesting and impressive chapter, ‘How the Change Came’, unfolds
a complex transition from capitalism to socialism, spread over half a century and
including a two-year civil war, in marked contrast to the belief of most contemporary
anarchists that the change could and would occur virtually overnight.

There can be no doubt, though, that News from Nowhere depicts an anarchist
society; but equally that William Morris was not an anarchist. The novel opens with
William Guest returning from a meeting of ‘the League’ at which ‘there were six
persons present, and consequently six sections of the party were represented, four of
which had strong but divergent Anarchist opinions’.*> Morris knew about anarchism,
for anarchists became preponderant in the Socialist League in the late 1880s and such
was his disagreement with them that he withdrew in 1890. Thereafter his political
activity was restricted to a local body, the Hammersmith Socialist Society (formerly
the Hammersmith branch of the Socialist League), which met in the coach-house
attached to hishome at Kelmscott House. He frequently, consistently and vehemently
denied that he was an anarchist. He described himselfas a ‘Communist’ and, although
he maintained that ‘Communist-Anarchists’ often could not ‘differentiate themselves
from Communists’, according to Bruce Glasier he had declared that ‘Anarchism and
Communism, notwithstanding our friend Kropotkin, are incompatible in principle.’
He also stated, with some bitterness: ‘Such finish to what of education in practical
Socialism that I am capable of I received...from some of my Anarchist friends, from
whom 1 learned, quite against their intention, that Anarchism was impossible...."*

Morris gave two sets of reasons for his rejection of anarchism: its violence and its
individualism. Although he appreciated that not every anarchist advocated extreme
violence, he had no sympathy with the terrorism that engulfed anarchism interna-
tionally in the 1880s and 1890s, nor with the obsessive emphasis on violent revolution
as opposed to propaganda by the word: ‘For I cannot for the life of me see how
[the principles of anarchy], which propose the abolition of compulsion, can admit
of promiscuous slaughter as a means of converting people...”*” Both the Socialist
League and eventually Commonweal were to be extinguished, as early as the mid-
nineties, through their association with and support for terrorism. And while Morris
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celebrated individuality — for its self-restraint, fearlessness, tolerance and pride — he
abhorred the selfishness and egotism that he considered individualism entailed. Yet
all the same he found it difficult, as has been seen, to differentiate his position from
that of anarchist communists like Kropotkin. ‘In the end, Morris seemed to know that
he was not an anarchist, without realizing why,” as Ruth Kinna observes;*® but it is
Kinna who has managed to expose the root cause of Morris’s opposition to anarchism
by comparing his thought with Kropotkin’s. The two men knew, visited and admired
each other, but very significantly Kropotkin never claimed Morris for anarchism.*
Kinna is able to highlight the differences between them in their analyses of the medi-
aeval commune, which they both revered. Kropotkin believed that mediaeval archi-
tecture, for example, was fostered, but not created, by the commune, whereas Morris
considered all the commune’s achievements were the products of its system of organ-
ization. Kropotkin’s conclusion entailed that it was the later development of the state
which had perverted an innate capacity for freedom and co-operation and that society
could therefore dispense with the state. Morris, although also anti-statist, did not
believe that the state could be abolished immediately, but that a new form of social
organization would need to be built and it was that which might ultimately be able
to displace it. Unlike Kropotkin’s anarchist community, which is natural, Morris’s
communist society is artificial and would need to be painstakingly constructed.>”
Morriswasthenananti-statist who advocated, as Kinnaputsit, ‘decentralized feder-
ation’, and Rodney Barker emphasizes in an able discussion of his libertarianism: ‘Like
anarchists and ... many conservatives, Morris placed the state and politics in a wholly
secondary and instrumental position, for his view of the proper character of human
living left little place for them.”" During the 1880s he eschewed parliamentarianism,
and his lecture of 1887, ‘“The Policy of Abstention’, although only delivered twice and
never published in his lifetime, was to be commended by Herbert Read as ‘the best
statement of the case against parliamentary action ever made in English’.>* Although
he moderated his opposition to parliamentary participation from 1890 with the
thwarting of his revolutionary hopes and his abandonment of the Socialist League,
he did so reluctantly and retained his extreme distaste for conventional politics.”
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In total, William Morris was a libertarian and a communist, indeed a libertarian
communist just as E.P. Thompson was eventually to call himself.

Despite the early disappearance of the Socialist League, Morris’s influence was
considerable within the British working-class movement. As the secretary of a
Lancashire branch of the SDF movingly wrote on his death in 1896: ‘Comrade Morris
is not dead there is not a Socialist living whould believe him dead for he Lives in the
heart of all true men and women still and will do so till the end of the time.” Harold
Laski was to report that in the north-east during the depression of the 1930s, copies of
News from Nowhere and A Dream of John Ball were to be found ‘in house after house
of the miners’, even when most of their furniture had been sold off.>* Tom Mann,
indefatigable socialist and trade-unionist militant over half a century, had never been
a member of the Socialist League, but he was deeply indebted to Morris, who, he
was to recall, enabled him to ‘get a really healthy contempt for Parliamentary insti-
tutions and scheming politicians’. Although he was appointed national secretary of
the newly formed Independent Labour Party (ILP), he never believed in political
action as the exclusive means of attaining socialism — and concluded his pamphlet,
What the ILP Is Driving At, in 1894 with the ‘grand words of William Morris, “Come
hither, lads and hearten / for a tale there is to tell / of the wonderful days a-coming
/ when all shall be better than well...””? The historian of British syndicalism — the
tendency that had, along with the related and succeeding movements of the second
decade of the twentieth century, the greatest potential for effecting radical change
in British society since Chartism — considers that the principal indigenous influence
on emergent syndicalism, 190o—10, came from ‘the anti—state traditions of William
Morris and the Socialist League’.* And Mann, who was to become the leading syndi-
calist in Britain, was to write in 1914: ‘Grand old William Morris taught the true
doctrine, and slow though we are, there are multitudes not far from salvation. To be
free from state dictatorship to function as joint co-operative controllers of industry
through our industrial organizations — this is the conception needed...””

Syndicalism proper, although never a coherent, organized movement, erupted
in Britain from 1910 and was terminated by the outbreak of war in 1914. It was prin-
cipally an import from France, where from the late 1890s trade unionists, through
the CGT, were overwhelmingly syndicalist. The word ‘syndicalism’ indeed is

34 Mackail, II, p. 364; Paul Thompson, p. 239.

35 Chushichi Tsuzuki, Zom Mann, 1856—1941: The Challenges of Labour (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1991), p. 74; Joseph White, Tom Mann (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), pp. 72, 88.

36 Bob Holton, British Syndicalism, 1900—1914: Myths and Realities (London: Pluto Press, 1976),
Pp- 37-8; Robert J. Holton, ‘Revolutionary Syndicalism and the British Labour Movement’, in
Wolfgang J. Mommsen and Hans-Gerhard Husung (eds.), The Development of Trade Unionism
in Great Britain and Germany, 1880—1914 (George Allen & Unwin, 1985), p. 269. See also Joseph
White, ‘Syndicalism in a Mature Industrial Setting: The Case of Britain’, in Marcel van der Linden
and Wayne Thorpe (eds.), International Syndicalism: An International Perspective (Aldershot: Scolar
Press, 1990), p. 101.

37 Holton, British Syndicalism, p. 139. See also White, ‘Syndicalism’, pp. 101, 110.



Anarchism and libertarian socialism in Britain 25

derived from syndicalisme, which simply means ‘trade unionism’, the French equiv-
alent for the English ‘syndicalism’ being syndicalisme révolutionnaire: revolutionary
trade unionism. When Mann returned to England in May 1910 after eight years in
Australasia, Guy Bowman was one of the group who met him at the Royal Victoria
Dock, London. Virtually the first thing Mann said to Bowman was ‘Let’s go and see
the men of Direct Action’, and within three weeks the two men were in Paris talking
to leading members of the CGT.?* British syndicalism was also strongly influenced
by American industrial unionism: of the IWW, founded in 1905, and of Daniel De
Leon’s semi-parliamentarian, semi-syndicalist Socialist Labour Party. A Socialist
Labour Party (SLP) had been launched in Britain in 1903 as a breakaway from the
SDF’s Scottish section, was to be centred on Clydeside and, in its advocacy of ‘dual
unionism’, only during the war relaxed its prohibition of members accepting union
office. William Paul, a leading theoretician of the SLP, was in 1917 to subject the
Fabian and ILP programme of municipal and state enterprise to a cogent critique,
maintaining that the extension of state control would merely reinforce capitalism
and ‘bring with it armies of official bureaucrats, who will only be able to maintain
their posts by tyrannizing and limiting the freedom of the workers’, the proletariat
becoming little better than serfs, and in contrast advocating industry being ‘demo-
cratically owned and controlled by the workers electing directly from their own ranks
industrial administrative committees’, leading to the replacement of ‘the capitalist
political or geographical State’ by a ‘central industrial administrative committee’.>
Syndicalism combined a Marxist analysis of capitalism with, roughly, an anarchist
strategy, the means being the work-to-rule, the go-slow (ca’canny), the irritation
strike, sabotage. This wasn’t a negative, anti-social conception for, as Emile Pouget
stressed in Le Sabotage, the militancy was directed ‘only against capital; against
the bank-account’: “The consumer must not suffer in this war waged against the
42 All disputes between capital and labour were seen as contributing to the
class consciousness of the workers and preparatory to the final struggle, envisaged as

exploiter.

a revolutionary general strike that would enable the syndicalist unions to take over
the running of all major social arrangements and establish a stateless co-operative
commonwealth.

Britain experienced a series of massive strikes during ‘the labour unrest’ of
1910—14. The first dispute with a syndicalist dimension was a lockout at a colliery
in Tonypandy, in the Rhondda, from September 1910. In November miners
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employed in the five other pits controlled by the Cambrian Combine went on strike
in sympathy, 13,000 men staying out until August, when they returned to work on
terms they could have had before the strike began. They were as contemptuous of the
official union leaders as they were of the employers. During 1911 the (South Wales
Miners) Unofficial Reform Committee formed, drafting its notable and libertarian
programme, The Miners’ Next Step, in which the objective was stated as ‘to build up
an organization, that will ultimately take over the mining industry, and carry it on
in the interests of the workers’.*" Disputes followed in the docks, on the railways
— leading to the first national rail strike — and in the mines. One of the final outbreaks
occurred in Dublin where for six months there was a bitter, violent lockout of the
Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union, which was under the inspirational
leadership of James Larkin, a quasi-syndicalist, and James Connolly, a major theorist
of industrial unionism and who had been an organizer for the SLP and IWW in
Scotland and the USA respectively.**

Immediately after the declaration of war the trade-union leadership declared an
‘industrial truce’ in August 1914, and this was supplemented the following year by
the Munitions of War Act which made compulsory arbitration and suspended union
customs in all industries supplying vital war needs. In the face of the growing labour
shortage and the need to change over to the production of weapons, employers were
obliged to reorganize their workshops and — in the process known as ‘dilution’ — to
employ less skilled men as well as women in jobs previously reserved for male skilled
workers. In these conditions power in the factories and mines fell into the hands of
unofficial movements. The heirs of prewar syndicalism were to be the amalgamation
committee movement, seeking the creation of an industrial union in engineering as
the first step in the attainment of workers’ control, and especially the shop stewards’
movement, shop stewards leading many unofficial strikes in opposition to both the
government and the trade-union officials.

Clydeside had the largest concentration of the production of munitions in the
British Isles and has been viewed as the cockpit for a struggle over dilution, a
considerable mythology being generated around the self-appointed Clyde Workers’
Committee as the spearhead of the shop stewards’ movement, a narrative for which
the intellectually impressive J.T. Murphy, of the Sheffield Workers’ Committee,
bears much responsibility. The Clyde Workers’ Committee, which was domi-
nated by the sectarians of the SLP, appreciated that resistance to dilution per se was
socially regressive, and developed the policy not only to accept dilution but to assist
in its implementation, in exchange for ‘an ever-increasing control over workshop

41 Unofficial Reform Committee, The Miners’ Next Step: Being a Suggested Scheme for the Reorganization
of the Federation (1912; London: Pluto Press, 1973), p. 30.

42 The best accounts of British syndicalism are: Holton, British Syndicalism; Holton, ‘Revolutionary
Syndicalism’; Geoff Brown, Sabotage: A Study in Industrial Conflict (Nottingham: Spokesman
Books, 1977), chap. 2; Hugh Armstrong Clegg, 4 History of British Trade Unions since 1889, vol. 2:
1912—1933 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), pp. 22—74; White, ‘Syndicalism’.
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conditions’, that is a share in the control of the industry.* Its struggle over dilution
was lost when a strike of March 1916 was broken with the fining of strikers, the
deportation of ten of the leaders and the imprisonment of five others. Leadership of
the movement then shifted towards Sheffield. In August 1917 the Shop Stewards’
and Workers’ Committee Movement was inaugurated at a national conference in
Manchester; and five more conferences were held before the end of the war, at which
at least 33 towns were represented. There was a weekly paper, the Worker, published
in Glasgow, and a monthly, So/idarity, in London. The movement was to disintegrate
rapidly with the coming of peace, as war production ended and former militants
found themselves unemployed. Its remnants were to form a constituent — part of the
SLP, with which it overlapped, was another — when the Communist Party of Great
Britain was founded in 1920.#

Another variety of libertarian socialism, Guild Socialism, had also been influ-
ential during the second decade of the twentieth century. An anonymous article in
the Syndicalist, written presumably by the editor Guy Bowman, complained:

Middle-class of the middle-class, with all the shortcomings ... of the middle-classes
writ large across it, ‘Guild Socialism’ stands forth as the latest lucubration of the
middle-class mind. It is a ‘cool steal’ of the leading ideas of Syndicalism and a delib-
erate perversion of them.

We do not so much object to the term ‘guild’ as applied to the various autonomous
industries, linked together for the service of the common weal, such as advocated by
Syndicalism. But we do protest against the ‘State’ idea which is associated with it in
Guild Socialism.

Middle-class people, even when they become Socialists, cannot get rid of the
idea that the working class is their ‘inferior’; that the workers need to be ‘educated’,
drilled, disciplined, and generally nursed for a very long time before they well able
to walk by themselves. The reverse is actually the truth.®

There is considerable justice in these much quoted criticisms of what was undeniably
a very middle-class form of socialism, yet Guild Socialism was theoretically more
important than they could allow, becoming more original and also non-statist.

The origins of Guild Socialism are customarily traced to 1906 and the publication
by the former York architect, Arthur J. Penty, of The Restoration of the Gild System.

43 Quoted by Branko Pribicevié, The Shop Stewards’ Movement and Workers’ Control, 1910—1922
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1959), p. 124.

44 J.T. Murphy, Preparing for Power: A Critical Study of the History of the British Working-Class
Movement (London: Jonathan Cape, 1934), chaps. 5—10, and Hinton, Shop Stewards’ Movement,
need to be read alongside Iain McLean, The Legend of Red Clydeside (Edinburgh: John Donald,
1983), Part 1, and Alastair Reid, ‘Dilution, Trade Unionism and the State during the First World
War’, in Steven Tolliday and Jonathan Zeitlin (eds.), Shop Floor Bargaining and the State: Historical
and Comparative Perspectives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). But see also James
Hinton, Labour and Socialism: A History of the British Labour Movement, 1867—1974 (Brighton:
Wheatsheaf Books, 1983), pp. 96—108; Clegg, chaps, 4, §; and Pribicevié,

45 Syndicalist, February 1914. For Bowman, see Brown, ‘Introduction’, pp. 12—13, 26 n12.
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Penty’s advocacy of a return to a handicraft economy and the control of production
by trade gilds looks back, beyond Morris, to — as he cheerfully indicates — Ruskin,
although he also noted (but did not proceed to elaborate) that ‘to understand the full
significance of the present proposals they should be considered in conjunction with
the theory put forward’ by Edward Carpenter in Civilization: Its Cause and Cure.*s
He had been a member of the West Yorkshire avant-garde responsible for the foun-
dation of Leeds Arts Club, in which the dominant personality was A.R. Orage, who
himself moved to London, taking over (with Holbrook Jackson, another Leeds man)
the weekly New Age in 1907. Orage had a very considerable input in the emergence
in the New Age’s columns of Guild Socialism. He published a series of articles in
1912—13 by S.G. Hobson, an Ulsterman then managing a banana plantation in British
Honduras, and when Orage collected these as National Guilds he located the kernel
of Hobson’s ideas in Penty’s work and also an article of his own (Orage had certainly
collaborated with Penty in the development of The Restoration of the Gild System),
yet these attributions were to be forcefully denied by Hobson himself.#” In contrast
to Penty, Hobson envisaged the trade unions converting themselves into enormous
National Guilds which would take over the running of modern productive industry
as well as distribution and exchange. This was, as the Syndicalist observed, entirely
compatible with syndicalism; but alongside and independent of the ‘Guild Congress’
the State would remain ‘with its Government, its Parliament, and its civil and military
machinery....Certainly independent; probably even supreme.’**

While Hobson seems to have been responsible for initiating the primary features
of Guild Socialism, its principal thinker was to be G.D.H. Cole, a very young
Oxford don before the war and unpaid research officer to the Amalgamated Society
of Engineers during it. Cole, a prolific author throughout his life, was particularly
fecund between 1917 and 1920 when he published four books on Guild Socialism —
Self-Government in Industry, Social Theory, Chaos and Order in Industry and, the most
systematic exposition, Guild Socialism Re-stated — another four with major Guild

46 Stanley Pierson, British Socialists: The Journey from Fantasy to Politics (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1979), pp. 203—4, is sufficiently bold to offer an explication.

47 Arthur J. Penty, The Restoration of the Gild System (London: Swan Sonnenschein, 1906), pp. vi—
viii; A.R. Orage (ed.), National Guilds: An Inquiry into the Wage System and the Way Out (London:
G. Bell, 1914), p. v; S.G. Hobson, Pilgrim to the Left: Memoirs of a Modern Revolutionist (London:
Edward Arnold, 1938), pp. 176—7; Frank Matthews, “The Ladder of Becoming: A.R. Orage, A.].
Penty and the Origins of Guild Socialism in England’, in David E. Martin and David Rubenstein
(eds.), /deology and the Labour Movement: Essays Presented to John Saville (London: Croom Helm,
1979), pp- 152—4. The article was A.R. Orage, ‘Politics for Craftsmen’, Contemporary Review,
XCI (January-June 1907). For Orage’s role in the elaboration of Hobson’s ideas, see Rowland
Kenney, Westering: An Autobiography (London: ].M. Dent, 1939), p. 198; Wallace Martin, The New
Age’ under Orage: Chapters in English Cultural History (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1967), p. 208. See also Gary Taylor’s useful Orage and ‘The New Age’ (Sheffield: Sheffield Hallam
University Press, 2000), esp. pp. 19—24, §7—63, as well as Pierson, British Socialists, pp. 192—226.

48 Orage, National Guilds, p. 263.
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Socialist bearings, several pamphlets, and many articles.* He developed a theory of
functional democracy, rejecting democratic representative government in favour of a
pluralistic society in which representation would be functional — that is, derived from
all the functional groups of which the individual is a member (the most important
are named as political, vocational, appetitive, religious, provident, philanthropic,
sociable and theoretic), final decisions having to emerge as a consensus between the
different groups, not as the fiats of a sovereign authority:

... there must be ... as many separately elected groups of representatives as there
are distinct essential groups of functions to be performed. Smith cannot represent
Brown, Jones and Robinson as human beings; for a human being, as an individual,
is fundamentally incapable of being represented. He can only represent the common
point of view which Brown, Jones and Robinson hold in relation to some definite
social purpose, or group of connected purposes. Brown, Jones and Robinson must
therefore have, not one vote each, but as many different functional votes as there are
different questions calling for associative action in which they are interested.’°

Much of Cole’s conception of a fully participatory society had its origins in Rousseau,
whose Social Contract and Discourses he had translated for the Everyman edition of
1913, though Morris, whom he described as ‘of the same blood as National Guildsmen’,
was the major lifelong influence on Cole.”"

Although many of his fellow Guild Socialists — together they had converted
the Fabian Research Department into the Labour Research Department — were to
become Communists, Cole himself stuck with the Labour Party while remaining
fundamentally a Guild Socialist and libertarian. He could still write in 1941: ‘One man
cannot really represent another — that’s flat. The odd thing is that anyone should have
supposed he could.” Similarly he believed that ‘every good democrat is a bit of an
anarchist when he’s scratched’.’* At the end of his life he concluded his monumental
history of socialist thought with a forthright statement:

I am neither a Communist nor a Social Democrat, because I regard both as creeds of
centralization and bureaucracy, whereas I feel sure that a Socialist society that is to
be true to its equalitarian principles of human brotherhood must rest on the widest

49 See the selective bibliography in A.W. Wright, G.D.H. Cole and Socialist Democracy (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1979), pp. 286—S8.

50 G.D.H. Cole, Guild Socialism Re-stated (London: Leonard Parsons, 1920), p. 33. G.D.H. Cole,
Social Theory (London: Methuen, 3rd edn, 1923), pp. 66—72, classifies the range of functional asso-
ciations.

51 G.D.H. Cole, Self-Government in Industry (London: G. Bell, 1917), p. 121. For Morris, see also 6id.,
Pp- 119—22, 280, 302; G.D.H. Cole, William Morris: A Lecture Given on 1Gth January 1957 to the
William Morris Society at the Art Workers® Guild (London: William Morris Society, 1960). For the
debt to Rousseau, see G.D.H. Cole, ‘Conflicting Social Obligations’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian
Society, XV (1915), an important paper in the evolution of Cole’s ideas; and G.D.H. Cole, Essays
in Social Theory (London: Macmillan, 1950), chap. 8.

52 Cole, Essays, pp. 98, 100.
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possible diffusion of power and responsibility, so as to enlist the active participation
of as many as possible of its citizens in the tasks of democratic self-government.’

Concurrently he was writing:

Looking back, forty years later, to the movement as it existed when I was young;, I
am very conscious how much in those days we oversimplified the issues, and how
much of the reality we failed to face. But I am as convinced as ever I was that we
were essentially in the right, and that Socialism cannot be soundly built except on a
foundation of trust in the capacity of ordinary people to manage their own affairs ...
Mass democracy, I feel sure, is bound to be unsound unless it can be broken up into
units of normally manageable size and complexity. We made, no doubt, many errors;
but in that respect we were right and our critics wrong.™

The National Guilds League had been set up belatedly in 1915 and from 1916
published the Guildsman (initially from Clydeside, significantly). Herbert Read was
an avid reader of the New Age in the trenches, supporting its political as well as its
aesthetic agendas, and a contributor to it and the Gui/dsman (and Orage was to be a
decisive influence on him).”” R.H. Tawney joined the National Guilds League and
one of his most impressive works, The Acquisitive Society of 1921, bears the imprint
of the Guild Socialist emphasis on function.

Bertrand Russell, of a Whig family, the grandson of John Stuart Mill, and a friend
of the Webbs and member of the Fabian Society from the 189os, was another eminent
member of the National Guilds League, serving on its Executive; and, impelled by his
fierce, highly activist opposition to the First World War — although not of military
age, he was to serve a six months’ sentence in Brixton — he was for several years a
pronounced left libertarian. Announcing this turn in his thinking in the widely read
Principles of Social Reconstruction, a series of lectures written in 1915, he explained
that ‘under the influence of socialism, most liberal thought in recent years has been
in favour of increasing the power of the State, but more or less hostile to the power
of private property’, whereas ‘syndicalism has been hostile both to the State and to
private property’, and declared his belief that ‘syndicalism is more nearly right than
socialism in this respect, that both private property and the State ... have become
harmful to life through excess of power, and that both are hastening the loss of vitality
from which the civilized world increasingly suffers’. In contrast, he also maintained
that in some respects the State’s functions should be enlarged.”® Three years later, in

53 G.D.H. Cole, 4 History of Socialist Thought (London: Macmillan, 5 vols, 1953—60), V, p. 337. See
also #bzd., 111, Part 1, pp. 2468, and IV, Part 1, 25—6.

54 G.D.H. Cole, ‘Foreword’, to Pribi¢evi¢, p. viii. See also G.D.H. Cole, The Case for Industrial
Partnership (London: Macmillan, 1957), esp. pp. 10, 21. Colin Ward, ‘The State and Society’,
Anarchy, no. 14 (April 1964), pp. 115—17, gives an anarchist view of Cole.

55 Herbert Read, The Contrary Experience: Autobiographies (London: Faber & Faber, 1963), pp. 72—3,
83—4, 111—12, 203, 210—11.

56 Bertrand Russell, Principles of Social Reconstruction (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1916), p. 44.
For the influence of the war, see z6:d., pp. 9—10. Read’s recommendation of the book to his future
wife is in Read, Contrary Experience, p. 94.
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Roads to Freedom, routes identified in the sub-title as ‘socialism, anarchism and syndi-
calism’, he was firm in holding back from anarchism, since ‘pure Anarchism, though
it should be the ultimate ideal, to which society should continually approximate, is
for the present impossible, and would not survive more than a year or two at most if
it were adopted’. On the other hand,

both Marxian Socialism and Syndicalism, in spite of many drawbacks, seem ... calcu-
lated to give rise to a happier and better world than that in which we live. I do not,
however, regard either of them as the best practicable system. Marxian Socialism ...
would give far too much power to the State, while Syndicalism... would ... find
itself forced to reconstruct a central authority in order to put an end to the rivalries
of different groups of producers.

His conclusion therefore was that ‘the best practicable system is that of Guild
Socialism, which concedes what is valid both in the claims of the State Socialists and
in the Syndicalist fear of the State’, although considering that the Guild Socialism he
advocated was a form ‘leaning more, perhaps, towards Anarchism than the official
Guildsman would wholly approve’.’” When the narrator of Siegfried Sassoon’s
Memoirs of an Infantry Officer visits Thornton Tyrrell (the name under which Russell
appears), he finds him reading Kropotkin’s The Conguest of Bread.’®

Russell explained “Why I Am a Guildsman’ for the Guildsman in 1919, the year
of maximum industrial militancy and when his own left libertarianism also climaxed,
ending an article on ‘Democracy and Direct Action’ with a flourish:

Direct action has its dangers, but so has every vigorous form of activity. And in our
recent realization of the importance of law we must not forget that the greatest of all
dangers to a civilization is to become stereotyped and stagnant. From this danger, at
least, industrial unrest is likely to save us.’”

Although Russell himselfidentified a position of ‘aristocratic anarchism’ and Beatrice
Webb regarded him as an ‘aristocratic anarchist’, the latter description derives
from the Webbs’ suggestive habit of dividing radicals between ‘bureaucrats’ and

57 Bertrand Russell, Proposed Roads to Freedom: Socialism, Anarchism and Syndicalism (New York:
Blue Ribbon Books, n.d.), pp. xi—xii, 211. (The American edition of Roads to Freedom had the
more tentative title of Proposed Roads to Freedom.) See too an interview of 1917, ‘Guild Socialism
and Education’, in Bertrand Russell, Pacifism and Revolution, 19:6—:8, ed. Richard A. Rempel
et al. (The Collected Papers of Bertrand Russell, vol. 14) (London: Routledge, 1995), pp. 467—70.
Freedom’s review of Roads to Freedom is reprinted in a useful article: Vivian Harper, ‘Russell and
the Anarchists’, Anarchy, no. 109 (March 1970). Marshall, Demanding, pp. 566—70, also discusses
Russell’s relationship to anarchism.

58 Siegfried Sassoon, The Complete Memotrs of George Sherston (London: Reprint Society, 1940), pp-
478-9.

59 Bertrand Russell, Uncertain Paths to Freedom: Russia and China, 19:9—22, ed. Richard A. Rempel,
Beryl Haslam ez al. (The Collected Papers of Bertrand Russell, vol. 15) (London: Routledge, 2000),
PP- 36, 80-81. ‘Introduction’ to bid., pp. xxix—xxxii, has a helpful handling of Russell’s position
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32 Anarchist Seeds beneath the Snow

‘anarchists’, and his politics have been more accurately categorized as ‘aristocratic
liberalism.® He visited Soviet Russia in 1920, ‘hoping to find the promised land’,
but ‘loathed the Bolsheviks’, very perceptively considering Bolshevism to be ‘a close
tyrannical bureaucracy with a spy system more elaborate and terrible than the Tsar’s:
‘No vestige of liberty remains, in thought or speech or action’." He relapsed into
support of the Labour Party (he had actually joined the ILP in 1917), was selected as
parliamentary candidate for Chelsea, and contested the seat in the general elections
of 1922 and 1923.*

Maurice Reckitt, who had been a prominent Guild Socialist, believed that ‘syndi-
calism was so plainly an importation without any organic relation to English tradition
or the industrial situation here, that apart from its effect in giving an impulse to the
trade union amalgamation movement, its direct influence was very slight’. “The anti-
collectivist and anti-political trend found,” he considered, ‘its true tongue in quite
other quarters.” One of these was the New Age in general and Hobson’s articles in
particular; the other was the critique by Hilaire Belloc, Liberal MP for Salford South,
1906—10, of the Liberals’ innovative social legislation culminating in the National
Insurance Act of 1911, originating in his articles for the New Age and published as
The Servile State in 1912. ‘I cannot overestimate the impact of this book upon my

mind,” Reckitt recalled:

Belloc argued, with a rigorous cogency and with forceful illustration, that the whole
allegedly Socialist trend, which the Fabians were so fond of boasting that they had
grafted upon Liberalism, was leading not to a community of free and equal citizens,
not even to any true collectivism, but to the imposition upon the masses as the price of
the reforms by which their social condition was to be ameliorated, of a servile status,
definitely sundering them from the condition of those more prosperous members of
the community not requiring to be subjected to any such legislation.”®

Belloc was to develop with G.K. Chesterton the theory of distributism, urging
the creation of a nation of small proprietors through the widest possible distri-
bution of property: ‘the re-establishment of a Distributive State in which the mass
of citizens should severally own the means of production’. Syndicalists, industrial

6o Philip Ironside, The Social and Political Thought of Bertrand Russell: The Development of an
Aristocratic Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 104; Margaret Cole,
Growing up into Revolution (London: Longmans, Green, 1949), pp. 135—6. See also ‘Introduction’
to Bertrand Russell, Prophecy and Dissent, 1924—:6, ed. Richard A. Rempel ez al. (The Collected
Papers of Bertrand Russell, vol. 13) (London: Unwin Hyman, 1988), pp. xxvii—xxviii.

61 The Autobiography of Bertrand Russell (London: George Allen & Unwin, 3 vols., 1967—9), II, p.
122.

62 Tronside, esp. chaps. 4-8, is a first-rate study (although not proceeding beyond 1939). See also
Ronald W. Clark, The Life of Bertrand Russell (London: Jonathan Cape and W eidenfeld & Nicolson,
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unionists and Guild Socialists, supplemented during wartime by the leadership of
the Shop Stewards’ Movement, had no sympathy for this political programme, yet
were impressed by Belloc’s analysis, sharing his rejection of ‘the servile state’.®*
Belloc’s political origins in Liberalism help to explain the apparent paradox that in
their anti-statism the revolutionary socialists had drawn very near to the concerns
of the radical-liberal ‘Old Unionists’ who had been resisting state socialism since the
1890s and continued to represent a major current within the trade unions, and hence
also within the early Labour Party (established in 1900—6).”

By the end of the war the mental landscape of much of the labour movement had

been, although only temporarily, transformed. As Tawney commented in 1920:

It is a commonplace that during the past six years the discussion of industrial and
social problems has shifted its centre. Prior to the war students and reformers were
principally occupied with questions of poverty. Today their main interest appears
to be the government of industry. An increasing number of trade unionists regard
poverty as a symptom of more deeply rooted malady which they would describe as
industrial autocracy and demand ‘control’.®®

But the traditional moderation of British trade unions was soon to reassert itself;
the first phase of the interwar depression arrived during the second half of 1920,
overwhelming the chances of success for militant action; and the Labour Party’s
electoral advances, above all the breakthrough in the election of 1922, went far to
restore faith in parliamentarianism and to set the British working class, after the
decade-long dalliance of some of its sections with libertarian alternatives, firmly on
the parliamentary road to socialism. Cole and his wife Margaret had from 1919 edited
the Guildsman, which they kept going as the Guild Socialist down to 1923, and then
brought out their own New Standards until they were obliged to admit defeat the
following year, overwhelmed by the statism of both the Labour and the Communist
Parties. It was in 1922 that Orage, although by then obsessed by Social Credit and
occultism, abandoned the New Age, to counter the youthful and provincial ‘anarchism’
of which the Webbs had launched in 1913 the aptly titled New Statesman; and it was
the latter’s metropolitan ‘bureaucracy’ which was to flourish in the coming decades.

64 Hilaire Belloc, The Servile State (London and Edinburgh: T.N. Foulis, 1912), pp. 5—6. See Hinton,
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Significant decentralizing tendencies in Labour’s policies were to be extinguished by
the economic and political crisis of 1931 and the adherence to state planning. The
1920s and the first half of the 1930s were therefore exceptionally unfavourable years
for left libertarianism, the current only reviving in 1936 with the initial success of
the Spanish Revolution.’”
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Edward Carpenter

Edward Carpenter’s first significant works, Towards Democracy, England’s Ideal
and Civilization: Its Cause and Cure, appeared in the 1880s and from the 189os the
second two — above all Civilization: Its Cause and Cure — and later titles were selling
extremely well. By 1919 16,000 copies of England’s Ideal had been printed and 21,000
of Civilization: Its Cause and Cure, and by 1921 no fewer than 30,000 of the complete
edition of Towards Democracy, which had been published only as recently as 1905,
while Zove s Coming-of-Age of 1896 reached 14,000 with Allen & Unwin by 1916 and
had gone into a cheap edition with another publisher. Besides American editions of
almost all Carpenter’s books, there were translations into French, German, Dutch,
Italian, Spanish, Swedish, Norwegian, Danish, Russian, Bulgarian and Japanese. It
has been estimated that Love s Coming-of-Age had worldwide sales of at least 100,000
and its translator believed that no other modern English book had been so successful
in Germany. By 1916 four books discussing his oeuvre had been published in English
and one in French, as well as many articles.’

Although Carpenter himself lived (and published) for another ten years, all this
changed drastically with the ending of the First World War; and after the publi-
cation of a fine memorial volume in 1931 and Tom Bell’s interesting pamphlet the
following year® there was not a single book or pamphlet about him — with the partial
exception of the indispensable bibliography produced by Sheffield City Libraries, to
which he had bequeathed his books and papers® — for nearly forty years. Carpenter’s
reputation had collapsed for the same reasons, and even more completely than those

1 These details are taken from the very useful bibliography appended to Edward Carpenter, My Days
and Dreams: Being Autobiographical Notes (1916; London: Allen & Unwin, 3rd edn, 1921) [hereafter
MDD], pp. 325—36; and Keith Nield, ‘Edward Carpenter: The Uses of Utopia’, in Tony Brown
(ed.), Edward Carpenter and Late Victorian Radicalism (London: Frank Cass, 1990), pp. 19—20.

2 Gilbert Beith (ed.), Edward Carpenter: In Appreciation (London: Allen & Unwin, 1931); T.H. Bell,
Edward Carpenter: The English Tolstoi (Los Angeles, CA: The Libertarian Group, 1932).

3 A Bibliography of Edward Carpenter: A Catalogue of Books, Manuscripts, Letters Etc. by and about
Edward Carpenter in the Carpenter Collection in the Department of Local History of the Central Library,
Sheffield, with Some Entries from Other Sources (Sheffield: Sheffield City Libraries, 1949). The
Carpenter Collection has now been removed to Sheffield Archives.
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of Ruskin and Morris. Then, in 1970, a lecture by a unrelated namesake appeared
in print, closely followed by Emile Delavenay’s important and persuasive study
of Carpenter’s unacknowledged influence on D.H. Lawrence (who never once
mentioned Carpenter’s name in his copious published output — and on only one
occasion in a letter), Sheila Rowbotham’s long and original biographical essay, and
at last, in 1980, Chushichi Tsuzuki’s excellent, albeit too short, biography, amaz-
ingly the first and still the only one.* There followed an interval of ten years until an
uneven collection of essays that initially had appeared as a special issue of a journal,
Prose Studies,) and since then there has been nothing at all. Whereas both Morris and
Ruskin have been reassessed during the last thirty to forty years and restored to their
full Victorian grandeur, Carpenter, not of their stature but an interesting, original
and important writer and practical thinker, whose name it is not foolish to mention
alongside theirs, has returned to the periphery and neglect.

Edward Carpenter was born in 1844 in Brighton to a family of strong naval tradi-
tions. His mother Sophia, née Wilson, of Walthamstow, was the daughter of a naval
officer who had become a shipbuilder. His father Charles was the son of an admiral
— this side of the family was from the West Country —and himself served in the Royal
Navy until his mid-twenties, when, for reasons of health, he left active service and
read for the Chancery Bar. Carpenter’s younger brother, Alfred, attained the rank of
commander and was decorated with the DSO (although he married the sister of the
Fabian Sydney Olivier, was treasurer of the post-Fabian Fellowship of the New Life
and supported Edward’s ideas); and Alfred’s son, Francis, became a national hero
during the First World War for his role in the blocking of the Zeebrugge Canal.®

4 Edward Carpenter, Edward Carpenter, 1844—1929: Democratic Author and Poet: A Restatement and
Reappraisal (London: Dr Williams’s Trust, 1970); Emile Delavenay, D.H. Lawrence and Edward
Carpenter: A Study in Edwardian Transition (London: Heinemann, 1971); Sheila Rowbotham,
‘Edward Carpenter: Prophet of the New Life’, in Sheila Rowbotham and Jeffrey Weeks, Socialism
and the New Life: The Personal and Sexual Politics of Edward Carpenter and Havelock Ellis (London:
Pluto Press, 1977); Chushichi Tsuzuki, Edward Carpenter, 1844—1929: Prophet of Human Fellowship
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980). See also Sheila Rowbotham, ‘In Search of
Carpenter’, History Workshop Journal, no. 3 (Spring 1977). There is, in addition, from the beginning
of the decade an insightful article by Stanley Pierson: ‘Edward Carpenter, Prophet of a Socialist
Millennium’, Pictorian Studies, X111, no. 3 (March 1970), pp. 301—18 (only partially reprinted his
Marxism and the Origins of British Socialism: The Struggle for a New Consciousness (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1973), pp. 97—105). Itis noteworthy that these items had been preceded by
Terry Eagleton’s entirely unpublished doctoral thesis, ‘Nature and Spirit: Edward Carpenter in His
Intellectual Context’ (Cambridge PhD, 1969) — although see Terry Eagleton, ‘Edward Carpenter’,
Tribune, 18 March 1966, and also his Shakespeare and Society: Critical Studies in Shakespearean
Drama (London: Chatto & Windus, 1967), pp. 193—206. Also the argument of Delavenay’s book
was anticipated in an article by an Indian scholar: D.K. Barua, ‘An Unacknowledged Source of
Some of D.H. Lawrence’s Ideas’, Journal of English Studies, X (1969), pp. 57—70.

5 Brown. One of the contributors to this volume, Keith Nield, had previously written an admirable
entry on Carpenter for Joyce M. Bellamy and John Saville (eds.), Dictionary of Labour Biography
(London: Macmillan), I (1974), pp- 85—93.

6 Except where otherwise indicated, all details of Carpenter’s life are drawn from his autobiography
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Charles Carpenter’s marriage in 1833 led to his retirement from the bar; after his
father-in-law’s death in 1841 he and his family were able to move from Walthamstow
to Brighton; and when the wealthy Admiral Carpenter died in 1846 he was ‘freed ...
from any real cause of pecuniary anxiety — though from time to time all through his
later life he was liable to fits of considerable depression and nervousness about his
monetary concerns’.” It was then observation of the nagging anxiety of his neuras-
thenic father’s life as a rentier that accounts for a major thrust of Carpenter’s critique
of the unhappinesses of the middle-class life, particularly in England’s Ideal:

From his childhood he is trained ostensibly in the fear of God, but really in the fear
of Money. The whole tenor of the conversation which he hears round him, and his
early teaching, tend to impress upon him the awful dangers of not having enough....
The youthful tender conscience soon comes to look upon ... the acquisition of large
dividends as part of the serious work of life ... he realizes with painful clearness the
difficulty of finding investments which shall be profitable and a/so secure; circulars,
reports, newspaper-cuttings, and warning letters, flow in upon him; sleepless nights
are followed by anxious days; telegrams and railway journeys succeed each other.
But the game goes on: the income gets bigger, and the fear of the workhouse looms
closer! ... the hapless boy, now an old man before his time, with snatched meals and

care-lined brow, goes to and fro like an automaton...”

Carpenter was the seventh of ten siblings, six of them sisters. When he reached
the age of ten he was sent as a day boy to Brighton College, a public school which had
been founded only in 1845. That the family was somewhat unconventional is indi-
cated by all of them — with the exception of the eldest brother, who had just left school
and joined the Indian Civil Service — taking off in 1857 to spend a year in France,
where they lived at Versailles and Edward and Alfred attended the Lycée Impériale.
Charles Carpenter was an intellectual: he had known and admired Coleridge, studied
German philosophy in the original, and was ‘a philosophic Radical of the Mill school’
and a strong supporter of Henry Fawcett when MP for Brighton.? Carpenter greatly
loved both his parents — they were ‘the best people in the world’ — but his mother
regarded ‘all expression of tender feeling little short of a sin’: “We early learned to
suppress and control emotion, and to fight our own battles alone...”*

Carpenter did not leave school until he was nineteen, but still spent five months
learning German in Heidelberg before going up in 1864, now aged twenty, to Trinity
Hall, Cambridge, where he read mathematics. He graduated in 1868 as tenth wrangler
(that is, with the tenth best marks in mathematics that year in the entire university)

(MDD) or Tsuzuki; but for this paragraph see also Ida G. Hyett, ‘From the Family Point of View’,
in Beith, pp. 112—18.
7 MDD, pp. 37-8.
8 Edward Carpenter, £ngland’s Ideal: And Other Papers on Social Subjects (1887; London: Swan
Sonnenschein, revised edn, 1895), pp. 88—9 (Carpenter’s emphasis).
9 MDD, pp. 38—9.
10 Jbid., pp. 14, 15, 42.
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and was elected to a clerical fellowship at Trinity Hall. He was to be a lecturer in
mathematics but the holder of his fellowship had to be an Anglican clergyman. This
was no difficulty for Carpenter since from schooldays he had been intending to take
orders, yet ironically, given later developments, his fellowship had become vacant
following the resignation because of religious doubts of Leslie Stephen. Carpenter
was ordained in 1870, having already become a curate at St Edward’s Church, where
the second incumbent under whom he worked was the Christian Socialist F.D.
Maurice. Charles Carpenter happened to be a great admirer of Maurice and had
brought his family up in Maurice’s Broad Church mysticism; but direct contact with
him accentuated his son’s mounting problems with the Church of England. Maurice
was the new Professor of Moral Philosophy, yet ‘of his philosophy perhaps the less
said the better’:

I opened out my difficulties to him; and he was I think troubled to find I could not
reconcile myself to the position which /e occupied apparently without difficulty. But
to me his attitude was a growing wonder.... the trouble to me was a practical one
— namely the insuperable feeling of falsity and dislocation which I experienced, and
which accompanied all my professional work from the reading of the services to the
visiting of old women in their almshouses.... Deep below I felt that some sort of sheer
necessity was driving me on. Sometimes when I was occupied with, and thinking
about, quite other things, a kind of shiver would run down my back: ‘You’ve got to go,
you've got to go’, and I felt as if T was being pushed to the edge of a steep place.”

Carpenter first resigned his curacy and proceeded in 1873 to relinquish his orders.
This was an especially brave act since he thereby forfeited his clerical fellowship,
although obviously he was hoping to re-elected to a lay fellowship (which was
possible since the Liberal government’s legislation of 1870—1), despite recalling in
his autobiography that

I had come to feel that the so-called intellectual life of the University was ... a fraud and
a weariness. These everlasting discussions of theories which never came anywhere
near actual life, this cheap philosophizing and ornamental cleverness, this endless
book-learning, and the queer cynicism and boredom underlying — all impressed me
with a sense of utter emptiness. The prospect of spending the rest of my life in that
atmosphere terrified me..."”

Without a fellowship how was Carpenter to support himself? In this respect,
though, he immediately fell on his feet, for it was in the autumn of 1873 that Cambridge
launched the University Extension movement™ and he was appointed to lecture on

11 fbid., pp. 56, 58—9 (Carpenter’s emphasis).

12 Jbid., p. 72; but cf. Tsuzuki, pp. 26—7.

13 NL.A. Jepson, The Beginnings of English University Adult Education — Policy and Problems: A Critical
Study of the Early Cambridge and Oxford University Extension Lecture Movements between 1873 and
1907, with Special Reference to Yorkshire (London: Michael Joseph, 1973), pp. 82, 100. This is the
standard work on its subject, but has no more on Carpenter’s career as a University Extension
lecturer than is in My Days and Dreams.
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astronomy from October 1874 in Leeds, Halifax and Skipton. For the next seven
years he was engaged in this work in Yorkshire, Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire,
adding courses on ‘Sound’; ‘Light’, “Pioneers of Science’ and ‘The Science and
History of Music’ to those on ‘Astronomy’ and ‘Modern Astronomical Discovery’,
spending the winters in lodgings in Leeds, Nottingham, York or Sheffield and the
summers in Brighton. His University Extension years were the crucial transitional
period in his life. Before 1874

I had never been in the Northern towns. I was profoundly ignorant of commercial life.
The manners, customs, ideas, ideals, the types of people, the trades, manufactures,
the dominance of Dissent, the comparative weakness of the Established Church, the
absence of art, literature and science, the dirt of the towns, the rough heartiness and
hospitality — all formed a strange contrast to Cambridge and Brighton.™

Carpenter says:

It had come on me with great force that I would go and throw in my lot with the mass-
people and the manual workers. I took up the University Extension work perhaps
chiefly because it seemed to promise this result.

The reality was different, for

it merely brought me into the life of the life of the commercial classes; and for seven
years I served — instead of the Rachel of my heart’s desire — a Leah to whom I was
not greatly attached.”

The ‘Leah’ was middle class and very female, whereas ‘the Rachel of his heart’s
desire’ was working class and male.

Carpenter’s homosexuality was the dominant factor throughout his life and both
his originality and his written oeuvre grew out of it. Women were always to be
strongly drawn to him and he proved highly empathetic to their condition, but

from the first, my feeling, physically, toward the female sex was one of indifference,
and later on ... of positive repulsion. Though having several female friends, whose
society I like and to whom I am sincerely attached, the thought of marriage or cohabi-

tation with any such has always been odious to me.

This is from the personal statement he wrote for John Addington Symonds and
Havelock Ellis and published as one of the case histories in the path-breaking volume
on Sexual Inversion in Ellis’s Studies in the Psychology of Sex. Carpenter explains:

At the age of 8 or 9, and long before distinct sexual feelings declared themselves, I felt
a friendly attraction toward my own sex, and this developed after the age of puberty
into a passionate sense of love ... I was a day-boarder at school and heard little of
school-talk on sex subjects.... My own sexual nature was a mystery to me. I found
myself cut off from the understanding of others, felt myself an outcast, and, with a
highly loving and clinging temperament, was intensely miserable. I thought about

14 MDD, pp. 79—8o0.
15 Ibid., p. 79.
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my male friends — sometimes boys of my own age, sometimes elder boys, and once
even a master — during the day and dreamed about them at night...

His ‘passionate sense of love’ was not to find ‘any expression for itself till I was fully
20 years of age’."® This must have been after he gone up to Cambridge, where he was
certainly to enjoy an amatié amoureuse with Edward Anthony Beck, a future Master
of Trinity Hall. His friendship with another undergraduate, Chatles George Oates,
who was to be called to the bar but continued to live with his mother at Meanwood,
then outside Leeds, only progressed to intimacy when Carpenter began to work in
the North — and Oates was then the recipient of a confessional correspondence down
to his death in 1902. In any case, a physical relationship between men was an impos-
sibility in mid-Victorian Cambridge and so it may be seen that his thwarted sexuality
underlay Carpenter’s crisis of the early 1870s.

Cambridge’s only positive contribution to his development came in 1868 or 1869
—thatis, at the time of his fellowship — when another Trinity Hall don, unable to get on
with it, handed him William Michael Rossetti’s selection of Poems by Walt Whitman
(1868). Before this Carpenter’s preferred poets had been Tennyson, Wordsworth,
Shakespeare and, especially, Shelley. Reading Whitman was epiphanic: “What made
me cling to the little blue book from the beginning was largely the poems which
celebrate comradeship. That thought, so near and personal to me, I had never before
seen or heard fairly expressed; even in Plato and the Greek authors there had been
something wanting...”"” He was continually to re-read ‘the little blue book’, then the
essays of Democratic Vistas, which he originally esteemed even more, and later the
complete Leaves of Grass. In 1874, on the eve of his departure from Cambridge, he
wrote a remarkable long letter to Whitman: ‘Because you have ... given me a ground
for the love of men I thank you continually in my heart.... For you have made men
to be not ashamed of the noblest instinct of their nature. Women are beautiful; but,
to some, there is that which passes the love of women.” Whitman’s comment was
‘I seem to get very near to his heart and he to mine’;'"® and he paid his first visit to
Whitman in 1877 (there was to be a second in 1884), when he also met Emerson and
other New England writers.

Leaving Cambridge did not resolve Carpenter’s personal crisis. As a University
Extension lecturer his health was bad ‘and getting worse rather than better’:

The state of my nerves was awful; they were really in a quite shattered condition.
My eyes, which even in Cambridge days had been weak, kept getting worse. There
was no disease or defect... It was simply extreme sensitiveness... A strong light from

16 Havelock Ellis, Studies in the Psychology of Sex (New York: Random House, 2 vols., 1936), I, Part
4, pp- 107-8. MDD, p. 97n, directs readers’ attention to this, ‘history VII’, and also to ‘history
XVII’ (Ellis, I, Part 4, p. 135), which is clearly that of his long-term lover, George Merrill, but
before they became companions.

17 MDD, p. 65. See also Edward Carpenter, Days with Walt Whitman: With Some Notes on His Life
and Work (London: Allen & Unwin, 1906), p. v.

18 Tsuzuki, pp. 29—30.
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a lamp or candle was quite painful. I could hardly read more than an hour a day
— certainly not two hours."

The root problem remained as before: ‘...I was once or twice on the brink of despair

and madness with repressed passion and torment.”*

He was even reduced to visiting
Paris ‘to see if by any means I might make a discovery there! But the commercial
samples of the Boulevards, though some of them deeply interested me, were nothing
for my need’: ‘I enter the young prostitute’s chamber, where he is arranging the
photographs of fashionable beauties and favorite [sic] companions, and stay with him;
we are at ease and understand each other.”*'

It was Sheffield that rescued Carpenter from his predicament:

From the first I was taken with the Sheffield people. Rough in the extreme, twenty or
thirty years in date behind other towns, and very uneducated, there was yet a heart-
iness about them, not without shrewdness, which attracted me. I felt more inclined
to take root here than in any of the Northern towns where I had been.**

In 1879 he was invited by Albert Fearnehough, a scythe maker and one ofhis students,
to visit him at Bradway, a hamlet to the south of the city, where he lived with his
wife and two children in a tiny cottage on the farm of another student, Charles Fox.
Carpenter began to frequent Bradway, joining in the farm work, and soon decided
to move in with the Fearnehoughs at neighbouring Totley, while continuing with
his lecturing. This was in May 1880, but in March 1881 they all returned to Bradway
and a larger cottage on Fox’s farm. It was now that Carpenter at last found sexual
fulfilment, telling Whitman in July 1880: ‘I am living with a man — the best friend I
ever had or could think to have —an iron worker, scythe riveter, and his little family.
He often says I wish Walt Whitman would come over here.”*® Carpenter’s lover,
Albert Fearnehough, was

a muscular, powerful man of about my age, quite ‘uneducated’ in the ordinary sense
... but well-grown and finely built ... a man whose ideal was the rude life of the
backwoods, and who hated the shams of commercialism.... In many ways he was
delightful to me, as the one ‘powerful uneducated’ and natural person I had yet, in
all my life, met with.**

Explaining his sexual history for Symonds and Ellis over a decade later, he chose to
depict himself ‘at the age of 37" (that is, in 1881—2):*

19 MDD, p. 93.

20 Ellis, I, Part 4, pp.107-8.

21 Tsuzuki, p. 37; Edward Carpenter, Towards Democracy: Complete Edition in Four Parts (1905;
London: Allen & Unwin, 1918 edn) [hereafter 7D], pp. 67-8.

22 MDD, p. 92.

23 Tsuzuki, p. 38.

24 MDD, pp. 102—3.

25 See Tsuzuki, pp. 124—7, 201 n16; Phyllis Grosskurth, Havelock Ellis: A Biography (London: Quartet
Books, 1981), pp. 177-8.



42 Anarchist Seeds beneath the Snow

my ideal of love is a powerful, strongly built man, of my own age or rather younger
— preferably of the working class. Though having solid sense and character, he need
not be specially intellectual.... Anything effeminate in a man, or anything of the
cheap intellectual style, repels me very decisively.... My chief desire in love is bodily
nearness or contact, as to sleep naked with a naked friend; the specially sexual, though
urgent enough, seems a secondary matter.**

In April 1881 Carpenter began to write the title sequence of Towards Democracy,
working largely in a wooden hut he had built for himself in the garden at Bradway
(he had spent a couple of months in a joiner’s shop one summer in Brighton), and
had finished the book by the end of the year. He was to explain that its writing and
the anonymous publication in Manchester, at his own expense, in 1883 ‘got a load off
my mind which had been weighing on it for years — a sense of oppression and anxiety
which I had constantly suffered from before’.*” Towards Democracy was successively
expanded very considerably with other poems in 1885, 1892 and 1902, but it was
only with the appearance of the complete edition in 1905 that sales began to take off:
between 1908 and 1921 it was reprinted ten times, four of them during the war. The
title sequence is an ecstatic, over-the-top paean to the common people of England,
to the Freedom and Equality which are immanent in them, and particularly to the
young working men.

I see a great land poised as in a dream — waiting for the word by which it may live
again.

I see the stretched sleeping figure — waiting for the kiss and the re-awakening.

I hear the bells pealing, and the crash of hammers, and see beautiful parks spread
—as in [a] toy show.

I see a great land waiting for its own people to come and take possession of it.”*

Towards Democracy has not worn well. Havelock Ellis’s dismissive instant
judgment of “Whitman and water” has been frequently quoted and Towards Democracy
described as “Whitmanesque’, but while Carpenter’s free verse is manifestly indebted
to Leaves of Grass there is another, more fatal influence at work: the abstractions
(brooding spirits and the like), without the genius, of Shelley. Yet contemporaries
were impressed by Carpenter’s poetry. The astute Sir Robert Ensor, discussing in
his magnificent England, 1870—1924 the way in which poetry, ‘after its brilliant phase
between 1830 and 1870, collapsed almost suddenly’, contended that ‘in the early
eighties Morris’s few socialist poems and Carpenter’s Towards Democracy... stand

26 Ellis, I, Part 4, pp. 108. Oddly, Rowbotham, ‘Edward Carpenter’, misses the relationship with
Fearnehough (and in consequence so does Jeffrey Weeks, Coming Out: Homosexual Politics in
Britain from the Nineteenth Century to the Present (London: Quartet Books, 2nd edn, 1990), chap. 6).
It is possible that Carpenter was also involved with Fox, who, after all, was already Fearnehough’s
friend: for Fox see MDD, pp. 103—4, and his depiction as ‘Martin Turner’ in Edward Carpenter,
Sketches from Life in Town and Country: And Some Verses (London: George Allen, 1908), pp. 1—15.

27 ‘A Note on “Towards Democracy”’, 7D, p. §13.

28 TD,p.58.
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out over a thin crop of obvious minor work’.* And Ellis’s considered opinion was
that Carpenter, ‘a person of altogether temperament from Whitman’, had produced
‘a genuine original book full of inspiring and beautiful and consoling things, a book,
indeed, that before long was to become for some people a kind of Bible’.>* Raymond
Unwin recalled reading Towards Democracy in 1884 on the train from Derbyshire to
Oxford with ‘feelings of mystification, escape, and joy’: “...the sense of escape from
an intolerable sheath of unreality and social superstition which the first reading ...
brought to me” was still fresh in 1931.3" For heterosexuals such as Unwin Carpenter’s
assertion that the human body is not to be ashamed of], is not the inferior of the
human spirit, but that body and spirit are equals in the integrated personality, was
an astonishing, liberating revelation:

I conceive a millennium on earth ... when men and women all over the earth shall
ascend and enter into relation with their bodies — shall attain freedom and joy...>*

The same truth combined with the extraordinarily unconcealed and extensive
homoerotic reference of Towards Democracy ensured that the impact on gays was as
profound and longer lasting. An unknown previous owner of my own copy, who
seems to have read it in 1941, marked only one passage in the entire 519 pages:

Now understand me well:

There is no desire or indulgence that is forbidden; there is not one good and another
evil — all are alike in that respect;

In place all are to be used.

Yet in using be not entangled in them; for then already they are bad, and will cause
thee suffering.?

Carpenter was a great liberator and sexual libertarian. Towards Democracy was just
a beginning and Love’s Coming-of-Age (1896), loldus: An Anthology of Friendship
(1902), The Intermediate Sex (1908) and Intermediate Types among Primitive Folk
(1914) were important later contributions. Among their readers who were to write
him letters of thanks were Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves. E.M. Forster, as a
visitor, received the impetus to write the homosexual novel Maurice (albeit withheld
for posthumous publication) and to achieve some modest physical release. He was

29 R.C.K. Ensor, England, 18701924 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1936).

30 Tsuzuki, p. 61. See also Havelock Ellis, in Beith, pp. 47—8. In contrast, Orage’s evaluation swung the
opposite way to Ellis’s: from an adulatory two-part article on Towards Democracy in 1896 to, within
ten years, dubbing Carpenter ‘Mrs Whitman’ (Labour Leader, 6, 27 June 1896; Holbrook Jackson,
‘A.R. Orage: Personal Recollections’, Windmill, no. 9 (1948), p. 44; Tom Steele, Alfred Orage and
the Leeds Arts Club, 18931923 (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1990), pp. 35—6). For Carpenter’s assess-
ment of his own indebtedness to Whitman: ‘A Note on “Towards Democracy™’, 7D, pp. 517—19.

31 Raymond Unwin, ‘Edward Carpenter and “Towards Democracy™, in Beith, pp. 234—5.

s

32 TD, p. 5. See also “The Soul to the Body’, ibid., pp. 494—7. (On the other hand, I am informed by
his biographer, Mervyn Miller, that Unwin slept with Carpenter on at least one occasion: in 1887
at a time of enforced separation from his future wife.)

33 Ibid., p. 346.
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to recall of Carpenter: ‘The spell of his personal influence was tremendous.... It
was the influence which used to be called magnetic ... and its effect was to increase
one’s vitality, so that one went away better able to do one’s work. One’s own work,
not his...”* Carpenter’s emancipatory sexual gospel is not, of course, exclusively
anarchist, but I regard it as an essential element of his highly personal anarchism;
and exactly the same applies to the way in which he was to live the simple life at
Millthorpe for forty years.

At the same time as he began to write Towards Democracy — he attributed the
precipitation of the composition of the sequence to the death of Sophia Carpenter
early in 1881 — he resigned his lectureship. When his father died a year later leaving
an estate of £20,744 — the unceasing anxiety had paid off handsomely, principally
in American railway stock — Carpenter inherited around £6,000 and in addition he
had an annual income of £50 to £60 from his Cambridge savings. He proceeded to
buy seven acres of land in the beautiful Cordwell Valley, to the south of Bradway
and Totley over the county boundary in Derbyshire, nine miles from the centre of
Sheffield and six from Chesterfield. Millthorpe was a hamlet with ‘no resident squire
of any kind, nor even a single “villa”, while the church, more than a mile distant [in
Holmesfield], was quite amiably remote! We were just a little population of manual
workers, sincerely engrossed in our several occupations.’™

He and his friends were familiar with the thirteen-acre St George’s Farm, which a
dozen men and women ran as a co-operative experiment at Totley on land bought in
1876 for the Guild of St George by Ruskin; and Carpenter, when he visited Whitman
for a second time in 1884, stayed with its former manager, William Harrison Riley, in
Massachusetts.>® The small holding at Millthorpe, in contrast, was not to be commu-
nitarian. Carpenter himself designed the cottage — really a small farm — and helped
to build it from stone quarried on the site;?” and in October 1883 moved in with the

34 Tsuzuki, pp. 147—-9; E.M. Forster, ‘Some Memories’, in Beith, p. 79; ‘“Terminal Note’, E.M. Forster,
Maurice (London: Edward Arnold, 1971), pp. 235—41; P.N. Furbank, £.M. Forster: A Life (London:
Secker & Warburg, 2 vols., 1977-80), I, pp. 256—8; Nicola Beauman, Morgan: A Biography of E.M.
Forster (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1993), pp. 207—9, 233—4, 283—4, 300—3. See also E.M.
Forster, Two Cheers for Democracy (1951; Harmondsworth: Penguin edn, 1965), pp. 216—18.

35 MDD, p. 148.

36 Tsuzuki, pp. 40—1; ‘A Couple of Communists’, Carpenter, Skezches, pp. 196—211; Dennis Hardy,
Alternative Communities in Nineteenth Century England (London: Longman, 1979), pp. 80, 105—8;
Jan Marsh, Back to the Land: The Pastoral Impulse in England, from 1880 to 1924 (London: Quartet
Books, 1982), pp. 93—8; Tim Hilton, john Ruskin: The Later Years (New Haven and London:
Yale University Press, 2000), pp. 353—4; MDD, pp. 117-18. See also, especially for Riley, Sheila
Rowbotham, * “Our Party Is the People”: Edward Carpenter and Radicalism in Sheffield’, in John
Rule and Robert Malcolmson (eds.), Protest and Survival: The Historical Experience: Essays for E.P.

X3

Thompson (London: Merlin Press, 1993), pp. 262—73.

37 Henry Bryan Binns, ‘Pioneers, O Pioneers! Edward Carpenter, the Poet of Democracy’, Woolwich
Pioneer, n.d. [1906] (cutting in the Mattison Collection, Special Collections, Brotherton Library,
University of Leeds) [hereafter MC]; C[lara] A[dams], ‘Edward Carpenter: A Visit to His Old
Home’, Leeds Weekly Citizen, 5 June 1926 (MC).
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Fearnehoughs. The intention was to make the three fields a self-sufficient market
garden, and initially this is what more or less happened. He explained to Whitman:
“We are gardening about two acres; fruit, flowers and vegetables; have about two
and a half acres grass and about the same quantity part wheat for ourselves and
part oats for the horse.”® Driving a cart with the lettering ‘EDW. CARPENTER
MARKET GARDENER MILLTHORPE’, he would take the produce to market
in Chesterfield or Sheffield and sell it from a stall, as he describes compellingly in
“Trade’® — this was the man who only a decade earlier had been ‘the Reverend
Edward Carpenter’. For the first three or four years he was engaged in heavy manual
labour, much to the benefit of his physical and mental health. (Indeed he came to
believe that disease would disappear in a free and communist society.) *° Thereafter,
although he continued to undertake manual work for the rest of his life, writing and
lecturing came to take precedence, and the running of the market garden was taken
over by Albert Fearnehough.

From 1879 Carpenter had started to move towards vegetarianism. While he did
not make ‘any absolute rule against flesh-eating’, he found ‘the vegetarian diet — fruit
and grains and vegetables, nuts, eggs, and milk — pleasant, clean, healthful in every
way and grateful to one’s sense of decency and humanity’.*' Dress reform followed
and —just as Morris had several years earlier sat on his top hat after resigning from the
board of Devon Great Consols and never bought another** —so Carpenter gave away
his dress clothes in the early 1880s. He also dispensed with starched collars and braces
and wore loose, scarf-like ties and belts, along with knickerbockers and sandals. In the
mid-eighties he had a friend send him a pair of Indian sandals from Kashmir, began
to wear them in all weathers, was to mount a protest against the British Museum
Reading Room barring sandal-wearers, and himself started in a special workshop
at Millthorpe to make sandals for sale. Indeed it was he who was responsible for the
introduction of sandals into Britain. When in 1893 the Fearnehoughs were replaced
by George Adams and his family, Albert returning to scythe-making and Sheffield,
Adams, one of the Sheffield Socialists, besides looking after the market garden helped
with the sandal-making, so that after 1898, when he in turn left, he was able to make
a living primarily from the trade, latterly in Letchworth Garden City. On the day
after the departure of the Adams family, George Merrill, whom Carpenter had first
met in 1889—90, moved in. Merrill, twenty years his junior, was ‘neat and orderly
in his habits, and fond of housework’, as well as ‘sensitive and feminine by nature,
gentle, and affectionate’;*® and the two men formed a loving, stable relationship and

38 Tsuzuki, p. 50. See also The Collected Letters of William Morris, ed. Norman Kelvin (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 4 vols., 1984—96) [hereafter CLWM)], 11: 18811884, p. 353.

39 Collected in Carpenter, England’s Ideal, pp. 128—38.

40 See Edward Carpenter, Civilization: Its Cause and Cure; And Other Essays (1889; London: Allen &
Unwin, 1921 edn), esp. pp. 28—40.

41 MDD, pp. 100-1.

42 E.P. Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (London: Merlin Press, 2nd edn, 1977),
p- 192.

43 Ellis, I, Part 4, p. 135 (see n.16 above).
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were to move together in 1922 to Guildford, where Merrill predeceased Carpenter in
1928. Tom Bell has an amusing reminiscence of their being excluded from the casino
at Monte Carlo since they were wearing ‘their loose shirts, knickers and sandals’.*

Carpenter achieved at Millthorpe what he called the ‘Simplification of Life’ (the
title of one of his best essays); and this deeply impressed his readers, particularly
of England’s Ideal (1887), and, above all, those who were fortunate enough to visit
him at Millthorpe.® Of the three men who inspired English agrarianism in the late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries it was Carpenter alone, and not Ruskin
or Morris, who provided the practical example.** Two early visitors to Millthorpe
included Morris himself and C.R.Ashbee, both in 1885. Morris wrote to his daughter
Jenny: ‘This is a pleasant healthy looking spot; hill & dale & lots of beautiful woods,
and a little brook to turn the mill of Millthorpe: Carpenter seems to live in great amity
with the workmen & the women; they all live together in the kitchen, and ’tis all very
pleasant.” Fiona MacCarthy suggests very plausibly that Morris, who ‘tended to be
gruff and self-conscious with his employees’, would have felt ‘almost envious’ of the
way in which Carpenter had transcended the inhibitions of class.*” For Ashbee, still
a Cambridge undergraduate but shortly to become a major Arts and Crafts designer
and architect and founder of the Guild and School of Handicraft, the two great influ-
ences of his life were Morris and Carpenter. Besides helping him to acknowledge his
homosexuality, Carpenter, according to Ashbee ‘seeks to eliminate the superfluous
... his cottage is simply built and furnished: — there is the house-place or kitchen in
which we sat & had our meals, there is little parlour not yet furnished & used as a
granary & apple-room; above are the bed rooms’. Janet Ashbee, his wife, was later
to remark similarly on ‘the absence of “Things”, and of their attendant fuss and
care’.#®

A description of the cottage in 1906 runs:
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the living room has the kitchen range in it; one door leads to the cellar, and another
into the scullery and larder. The piano stands in a recess near the fire...while a table
in the window is full of books and geraniums. On the other side of the entrance is the
study, a comfortable, plain, square room with two windows, and an outer door into
a sort of sheltered porch, where one can sit and write any sunny day, even in winter.
Over this is Carpenter’s bedroom.*

A very late visitor explained in 1926 that

the interior is still mostly furnished and decorated as in the days when Carpenter lived
there... We lived in the study with its oak bookshelves still full of philosophical,
psychological, sociological and literary works... We dined at the beautiful oak table
designed by himself and Alf. Mattison, and reclined on the oak settle made by Albert
Fearnehough...”

Carpenter recalled Morris, probably under the influence of Millthorpe’s simplicity,
telling him:

‘T have spent, I know, a vast amount of time designing furniture and wall-papers,
carpets and curtains; but after all I am inclined to think that sort of thing is mostly
rubbish, and I would prefer for my part to live with plainest whitewashed walls and
wooden tables and chairs.”"'

Thoreau was to become one of Carpenter’s favourite authors; and indeed he lent

his copy of Walden to Morris when he stayed at Millthorpe. Yet Carpenter had only
read Walden as late as 1883, at the very time he moved into his new house. In My
Days and Dreams he admits that if he had come across Thoreau’s book only a year
earlier his life would have certainly been very different:

It helped ... to make me uncomfortable for some years. I felt that I had aimed at
a natural life and completely failed — that I might somehow have escaped from
this blessed civilization altogether — and now I was tied up worse than ever, on its
commercial side.

In the long term, though, he did not regret the life he had chosen, thinking it
fortunate

I was not drifted away by [Thoreau] and stranded, too far from the currents of
ordinary life.... Instead of escaping into solitude and the wilds of nature — which
would have satisfied one side — but perhaps not the most persistent — of my character,
I was tied to the traffic of ordinary life, and thrown inevitably into touch with all
sorts of people.”

Carpenter has sometimes been accused of living reclusively at Millthorpe. This is

obvious nonsense, and one doubts if the charge would have been made if Millthorpe
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was in the home counties or, say, Sussex, and not the north of England. Although
he did admit to feeling isolated in the very early years, his way of life was not the
reclusive individualism of Thoreau at Walden Pond. Carpenter always lived with
one or more people; there were visits from the Sheffield Socialists and, as time went
by, from socialists from all over the north; he began to lecture extensively throughout
England and Scotland; he went to London ‘for a fortnight or so three or four times
a year’;”® and he also always spent a good deal of time travelling outside the British
Isles. In addition to his two North American trips (written up in part in Days with
Walt Whitman, 1906) and ‘the usual resorts in Switzerland and Italy’, he reached
Corsica, Sicily, Spain, Morocco and, with his mounting interest in eastern mysticism,
India and Ceylon, describing this last journey in From Adam’s Peak to Elephanta
(1892)."* The essential thing for him was that, by being based in Millthorpe, he had
‘escaped from the domination of Civilization in its two most fatal and much detested
forms, respectability and cheap intellectualism’.?

The common criticism of Carpenter’s life at Millthorpe as a retreat from political
struggle and one moreover which encouraged the activists who visited him to do the
same is misconceived. On the one hand — and this is the more important objection —
whatmilitants were privileged to view was a glimpse of the coming free and communist
society and they would be thereby encouraged to increase their exertions to attain
it, industrially, socially or politically; on the other — and scarcely anachronistically
— it can now be seen that the piecemeal, voluntary transformation by individuals of
their everyday living cumulatively does offer a possible, notably green, model of
how to effect radical social change. What would be seen in the Cordwell Valley,
in addition to the beauty of the natural world, was an illustration of Landauer’s
famous contention (which was to influence Colin Ward profoundly): ‘“The state is a
condition, a certain relationship among human beings, a mode of behaviour between
men; we destroy it by contracting other relationships, by behaving differently toward
one another.”® Carpenter’s own gloss on these issues at the age of seventy reveals an
extra dimension, still refreshingly hedonistic in puritan Britain (and anticipatory of
John Cowper Powys’s life-philosophy):

I have sometimes ... been accused of taking to a rather plain and Bohemian kind of
life, of associating with manual workers, of speaking at street corners, of growing
fruit, making sandals, writing verses, or what not, as at great cost to my own comfort,
and with some ulterior or artificial purpose — of reforming the world. But I can safely
say that in any such case I have done the thing primarily and simply because of the joy
I had in doing it, and to please myself.... And this perhaps after all is a good general
rule: namely that people should endeavour ... to express or liberate their own real

53 MDD, pp. 149—50 (see also p. 254).

54 1bid., pp. 309—10.

55 fbid., p. 148.

56 Eugene Lunn, Prophet of Community: The Romantic Socialism of Gustav Landauer (Berkeley and
Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1973), p. 226.
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and deep-rooted needs and feelings. Then in doing so they will probably liberate and
aid the expression of the lives of thousands of others...”

Carpenter’s new life coincided with the revival of socialism in Britain. He
considered that his ideas had ‘in a vague form...been taking a socialistic shape for
many years’ and that he had given his “first semi-socialistic lecture’ to the Sheffield
Secular Society in March 1883, when he advocated the formation of producers’

<

co-operatives: ‘...the true cause of Co-operation...is no other than the emanci-
pation and redemption of labour...” It must have been after this lecture that he read
Hyndman’s England for All, which had been distributed at the foundation conference
of the Democratic Federation in 1881 and of which one element was a popularization
of Marx, and with the chapter on the theory of surplus value ‘the mass of floating
impressions, sentiments, ideals, etc., in my mind fell into shape — and I had a clear
line of social reconstruction before me’.”® Later in 1883 he dropped in at a committee
meeting of the Federation and, although he did not join the organization, it was £300
from him which enabled its weekly, Justice, to be launched in January 1884, with
Morris underwriting the considerable losses.’?

Given his libertarian sympathies — as well as his ‘great admiration and friendship’
for Morris — one would have expected him to have sided with Morris and the other
dissentients when, outraged by Hyndman’s high-handedness, they seceded from the
SDF at the end of 1884 to form the Socialist League. Although he did eventually
agree, in September 1885, to join the League his initial reaction had been uncompro-
misingly against the split:

I feel almost certain that [Morris] has had his mind poisoned against Hyndman and
the others by certain schemers, and he has led out into the wilderness a body of men
who undoubtedly have done very little in the cause, and several of whom are ambi-
tious and designing.... There is a certain colour in the charges against Hyndman ...
but I have come to the conclusion that he is at bottom genuine and faithful to the
cause.... There must not be any break-up of the Federation. The men who have
worked so hard in it all along still stick together, and are ready to continue working.
Justice must be kept going. ... We regret the departure of Morris from the Federation,
but I do not myself think that we lost much in the others.*

This analysis typifies Carpenter’s undoctrinaire outlook and foreshadows the way
in which for the rest of his life he supported all sections of the labour movement and
all trends within it.

He was much involved in the communitarian and lifestyle Fellowship of the

57 MDD, pp. 321—2.
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New Life, a natural home for him — his close friends Henry and Kate Salt and
Olive Schreiner, as well as Havelock and Edith Ellis, were members — and from
which the political Fabian Society had broken away in 1884, the year following its
formation, but he was also to publish a Fabian Tract (The Village and the Landlord,
1907)." He wrote ‘England Arise!’, British socialism’s first anthem, in 1886 and
edited the popular Chants of Labour: A Song Book of the People (1888), with a fron-
tispiece and particularly fine cover by Walter Crane, for the new movement. He
was present in Trafalgar Square on 13 November 1887, ‘Bloody Sunday’, when he
was struck by a police baton. He represented the Sheffield Socialists in 1889 in Paris
at the revolutionary Socialist Congress which led to the foundation of the Second
International.®> He supported the Independent Labour Party (ILP) from 1893, the
Labour Representation Committee (LRC) from 1900 and the Labour Party, which
it became, from 1906. The first, short-lived Labour government of 1924 was in office
at the time of Carpenter’s eightieth birthday and every member, not just those in the
cabinet, personally signed a congratulatory autograph book.

His influence on the socialists of the 1880s and the 1890s had been profound
—second only to that of Morris among socialist writers, although the utopian Tory
Ruskin, to whom both men were indebted, was extensively read and immensely
admired. The future Katharine Bruce Glasier was converted to socialism by the
SDF-aligned Bristol Socialist Society, with which Carpenter had close contacts, and
recalled: ‘Far into the night I sat reading the dynamic essays gathered in England’s
Ideal. Assuredly they gave definite form and shape to my thinking. But it was the life
of Edward Carpenter as I felt it among that little group of his comrades that gave the
book its power.” She also considered: ‘It is no exaggeration for many of us inside and
outside the political Socialist movement to say that Walt Whitman’s Zeaves of Grass
and Edward Carpenter’s Towards Democracy have become as a kind of Twentieth-
Century Old and New Testament...” Her husband, a key figure in the early ILP,
was equally a votary and they were even to spend several days of their honeymoon
at Millthorpe.”

Of the cabinet of 1924, Fred Jowett, First Commissioner of Works, had read
‘Desirable Mansions’ and ‘England’s Ideal’ in their original pamphlet form to an
illiterate workmate in a Bradford mill; Philip Snowden, Chancellor of the Exchequer,
named England’s Ideal and Civilization: Its Cause and Cure — improbable as that may
seem! —as two of the books from which he had ‘derived much help and information’;
and Ramsay MacDonald, the Prime Minister, a contributor to the memorial volume

61 For an excellent account of the origins and early history of the Fellowship of the New Life, see
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of 1931, had been a friend since a teenager, having been appointed librarian to the
Bristol Socialists when Carpenter donated £5 in 1885 to start a library and succeeding
Edith Ellis as secretary of the Fellowship of the New Life in 1892.% A late visitor,
at Guildford in 1923, was Hugh Dalton, the Fabian who was to become Attlee’s
first Chancellor, but he was currently cultivating the Chesterfield parliamentary
constituency and most probably hoping to enlist Carpenter’s support.”’ Carpenter’s
trade-union contacts were not so wide or so deep as those with socialists. All the
same, his admirers included at least two prominent trade unionists: George Barnes,
general secretary of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers, 1896-1908, and C. T.
Cramp, first industrial secretary and then secretary tout court of the National Union
of Railwaymen, 1920—33;% the Trades Union Congress of 1924 congratulated him
on reaching eighty; and when he died in June 1929 the annual conference of Trades’
Councils, meeting at Transport House in London, passed a resolution of regret.’”

Yet Carpenter was truly undoctrinaire and, as has been said, supported all sec-
tions of the labour movement and all trends within it; and so, over a period of forty
years, he welcomed equally syndicalism and Guild Socialism, and always maintained
good relations with anarchists: ‘Certainly ... I stick up for the Fabians and the Trade
Unions just as I do for the Anarchist[s.] T have never disavowed the Anarchists. What
can be more obvious? We are all travelling along the same road.”®® But, more than
this, he was strongly inclined to anarchism itself. In 1912 he organized a congratula-
tory address to Kropotkin, on the occasion of his seventieth birthday, and signed by
ninety-two of his ‘friends’. Alfred Russel Wallace declined to be included since he
had never so much as seen Kropotkin, he did not consider ‘his criticism of Darwin
of much value’, and also ‘T am a thorough Socialist, and I do not wish to be accused
of having given it up for “voluntaryism” — which is (I believe) hopeless as against our
opponents of wealth privilege and monopoly’. The passage to which Wallace took
exception and which Carpenter had drafted runs:

You have taught us to rely in social life on that most important force, the voluntary
principle, which has inspired so much of the best life in all ages of the world, and
which is now among the modern societies taking its place as the leading factor in
their development — in contradistinction to the merely regulative and governmental
principle, which in the form of over-legislation certainly tends to render a people
deficient in originality and initiative.®
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If the difference between socialism and anarchism is indeed taken to be the difference
between ‘the regulative and governmental principle’ and ‘the voluntary principle’,
Carpenter was undoubtedly an anarchist. In his “first semi-socialistic lecture’ of 1883
he had expressed his belief in the existence and primary importance of mutual aid:

Mutual helpfulness and trust underlie our social life; they are planted deep in the
human breast.... If these things are sentiments they are the sentiments which create
society. The wonderful monuments of civilization, — great nations, cities, telegraphs,
railroads, the huge machinery of commerce — are but so many expressions of ... the
desire and the need of man for dependence on his fellow man ... these desires and
needs, though hidden, are really far more than laws and governments, the agents

which construct and create our social life as it is...”°

That Kropotkin recognized some affinity with him is clear from his letter of
thanks:

Your personal sympathy with me and your appreciation of my work is a deep source
of joy for me. But permit me, in my turn, to express to you how highly I appreciate
all the work you have done for the last thirty years by your ‘“Towards Democracy’
and the more so by your personal influence and your readiness always to stand on
the side of justice against all the dark forces of the day.”

Much as he admired Kropotkin, Carpenter considered him, like Tolstoy, ‘almost
over-conscious of the governmental evil’, attributing this to the ‘authority and offi-
cialism’ of Russia:

there is a charming naiveté about Kropotkin. It is so easy — if you believe that all
human evil is summed up in the one fatal word ‘government’ ... to order your life
and your theories accordingly. Everything is explained by its relation to one thing.
It is easy, but it is misleading. And Kropotkin’s writings, despite their erudition,
suffer from this naiveté. Whether it be History (his French Revolution), or Natural
History (his Mutual Aid) or economic theory (his Paroles d’un Revolté) the reader
finds one solution for everything, and countervailing facts and principles consistently
— though certainly not intentionally — ignored. This detracts from the value of the
writings; though in justice it should be said that the principles on which Kropotkin so
vigorously insists — i.e. individual liberty and free association — are of foundational
importance.”

And thus Carpenter was arguing that Kropotkin ‘... has brought so much nearer the
day when the true human society will be realized on earth — that spontaneous, volun-
tary, non-governmental society whose germ was first planted ages ago among nearly
all primitive peoples, but whose glorious flower and fulfillment awaits us...””
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Although Carpenter was undoubtedly the sage and prophet of the Labour Party
during its first thirty years, and more especially of the ILP (a federal constituent of
the Labour Party over these decades), he was designated as an anarchist not only by
some well-informed commentators but also by friends. For Edith Ellis he was ‘not
merely a vegetarian, a socialist, an anarchist [but| a seer’,”* and H.W. Nevinson, the
distinguished libertarian journalist who gave the address at his funeral, repeatedly
called him an anarchist: indeed ‘the Complete Anarchist, such was his distrust of
all Governments, his dislike of all constricting laws and rules of conduct’.” Tom
Bell unhesitatingly described him as ‘the greatest of modern British Anarchists’; and
S.K. Ratcliffe, a radical journalist who was a signatory to the Kropotkin birthday
address and attended Carpenter’s funeral, judged him to have been ‘by nature and
conviction. ..a communist-anarchist’.”® For his close Whitmanite friend and executor,
Charles Sixsmith, he could not be labelled, ‘but I think Philosophic Anarchist would
describe him more correctly than State Socialist’; Bessie Ward, who had been a visitor
at Millthorpe, wrote in the Freedom obituary that he had always been ‘more Anarchist
than Socialist, though he never cared to label himself’; and G.D.H. Cole similarly
considered him ‘rather Anarchist than Socialist in his essential ideas’.”” Herbert Read
named him as one of his four major anarchist influences (with Kropotkin, Stirner and,
admittedly, Morris).” Robert Sharland, a veteran SDFer who had known him since
the early 1880s, put matters — and the problem — particularly well:

It has been suggested ... that Carpenter was not a Social-Democrat, and in a sense
that s correct. His teaching savoured more of Anarchist-Communism, but that is akin
to the idea/ of many of us. He always took a keen and helping interest in all phases of
the Socialist and Labour movement, realizing that the success of these political and
industrial efforts was an essential step to the higher state he ever visualized.”

The problem is that even an ‘ideal’ or end welcomed as anarchist by anarchists them-
selves, such as Morris’s utopian society in News from Nowhere, necessitates neither that
its holder advocates anarchist means in its attainment — just as Morris himself did not
—nor is in general sympathetic to anarchism and anarchists. Therefore the assessment

of Carpenter’s socialism as ‘a kind of ideal anarchism, like that of William Morris’
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conclusion is to categorize him as ‘a libertarian socialist’, as in ‘Although ... Edward
Carpenter did not call himself an anarchist, his highly personal form of libertarian
socialism comes very close to it.”®'

In 1892, however, when Carpenter appeared at the trial of the Walsall Anarchists
as a character witness for the hapless Fred Chatles, of whom he thought highly, T%e
Times reported him as declaring: ‘He was himself an anarchist’; but this is apparently
modified by: ‘He had known Charles in connexion with Socialist societies, sympa-
thizing with some views of the Anarchists’. A further explication was: ‘He did not
sympathize with views of violence or with the use of bombs; nor did he consider such
views an integral part of true Anarchism.’® In his fragmentary yet noble memoirs,
My Days and Dreams (1916), Carpenter stated that while ‘never myself strictly iden-
tified” with the anarchist movement he had been in touch with it ‘now nearly thirty
years’ and explained his position with some precision. From the time of his making
contact with the SDF in 1883

I worked definitely along the Socialist line: with a drift, as was natural, towards
Anarchism. I do not know that at any time I looked upon the Socialist programme
or doctrine as final, and it is certain that I never anticipated a cast-iron regulation of
industry, but I saw that the current Socialism afforded an excellent text for an attack
upon the existing competitive system, and a good means of rousing the slumbering
consciences — especially of the rich; and in that view I have worked for it and the
Anarchist ideal consistently.

... Socialism has proposed a guarded public ownership of land and of some of the
more important industries (guarded, that is, against the dangers of officialism), and
it seems likely that this general programme is the one along which western society
will work in the near future; that is, till such time as the State, qua State, and all
efficient Government, are superseded by the voluntary and instinctive consent and
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A Letter Relating to the Case of the Walsall Anarchists, Reprinted from ‘Freedom’ of Dec. 1892 (n.p.,
n.d.) (MC); Geoff Brown, ‘Introduction’, to Emile Pataud and Emile Pouget, How We Shall Bring
about the Revolution: Syndicalism and the Co-operative Commonwealth (London: Pluto Press, 1990),
pp. vii—ix, xi, xxv n1o. For Carpenter’s visits to Charles in Portland Prison: Freedom, June 1893,
December 1896 (CC, NC L, ff. 1, 14); ‘Portland’, 7D, pp. 468—71.
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mutual helpfulness of the people — when of course the more especially Anarchist
ideal would be realized.

... the general Socialist movement (including therein the Anarchist) has done and
is still doing a great and necessary work — and I am proud to have belonged to it.
It has defined a dream and an ideal, that of the common life conjoined to the free
individuality, which somewhere and somewhen must be realized, because it springs
from and is the expression of the very root-nature of Man.®

He explained in August 1892 to visitors at Millthorpe that ‘strictly speaking’ he

...could not accept socialism as a formula, as a theory of government ... he was more
of an anarchist than anything else as regards government. But, one could not rest in
abstractions. To descend into the practical arena it was necessary to work with people
whose opinions differed from one’s own.*

Part of the difficulty in defining Carpenter’s political position is that the degree
of his emphasis on either State-regulated socialism or voluntary and co-operative
socialism, in an overall position which embraced both, varied over the years. After
the trauma of the split within the SDF in 1884, despite joining the Socialist League
he otherwise held aloof and concentrated his efforts on local organizations, espe-
cially the Sheffield Socialist Society in which anarchist influence became increasingly
strong. This was congenial to Carpenter until the rise of the violent, illegalist anar-
chism of Dr John Creaghe, the Bingham brothers and others in the early 189os led to
his enthusiastic support for the parliamentarianism of the ILP, conveniently founded
in 1893, and thereafter of the LRC and Labour Party. As he commented of another:
“While sympathizing with the general aim of the Anarchist section of the labor [sic]
movement, Maguire was too practical to adopt their current methods; and when the
time came, threw his energies into the support of the Labour Electoral League and the
Independent Labour Party.”® Concurrently Carpenter’s interests shifted relatively
from the socio-political not only to writing on sexuality but also to the mystical
and religious, leading eventually to three major books: The Art of Creation (1904),
The Drama of Love and Death (1912) and Pagan and Christian Creeds (1920). Yet
the resultant bureaucratization of Labour politics and its increasing distance from
the ‘spontaneous, voluntary, non-governmental society’ which he sought eventually

83 MDD, pp. 115, 127, 130, 218.

84 Quoted by Paul Salveson, Loving Comrades: Lancashire’s Links to Walt Whitman (Bolton: Paul
Salveson and Bolton Branch of WEA, 1984), p. 8.

85 Tom Maguire, A Remembrance: Being a Selection from the Prose and Verse Writings of a Socialist
Pioneer: With Memoirs (Manchester: Labour Press, 1895), p. xi. For the anarchists and the Sheffield
Socialist Club (as they renamed it) see esp. Tsuzuki, chap. 8, and Sheila Rowbotham, ‘Anarchism
in Sheffield in the 189os’, in Sidney Pollard and Colin Holmes (eds.), Essays in the Economic and
Social History of South Yorkshire (Sheffield: South Yorkshire County Council, 1976), pp. 159—72;
also D.K. Barua, ‘Edward Carpenter and the Early Sheffield Socialists’, Transactions of the Hunter
Archaeological Society, X (1971—9), pp. §8—62.
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caused him to react in favour of the anti-parliamentarianism of syndicalism from
1911 as well as of the milder-mannered Guild Socialism.* He displayed considerable
ambivalence towards the Great War, expressed in The Healing of Nations (1915), and
the wartime extension of ‘the regulative and governmental principle’ intensified his
disquiet with the policies of state socialism still further.®’

This long-term fluctuation between the poles of socialism and anarchism is illus-
trated by the successive versions, each a little more anarchist, of ‘Non-Governmental
Society’. The essay first appeared in 1897 as ‘Transitions to Freedom’;*® in 1905
it was considerably revised as ‘Non-Governmental Society’, a chapter of Prisons,
Police and Punishment, the publisher reissuing the text as a booklet in 1911;* and in
1917 it was included, with slight revision, in his final collection of social and political
articles, Towards Industrial Freedom.® It was reading the booklet in 1911 or 1912 to
which Herbert Read attributed his conversion to anarchism;”' and Nicolas Walter
(grandson of S.K. Ratcliffe and himself one of the best-known anarchists of the late-
twentieth century) considered that ‘Non-Governmental Society’, of all Carpenter’s
writings, was ‘the one which comes closest to true anarchism’.?* What is original
about this essay, in addition to its splendid title (the term is exclusive to Carpenter), is
the concept of a ‘double collectivism’: he sees a ‘voluntary collectivism’ (the emphasis
is his) of the trade unions and co-operative movement, with ‘the development of
productive as well as distributive industries, and by the interchange of goods with
each other on an ever-growing scale...working within and parallel with the official
collectivism of the State’.?* Otherwise it is the insistence that law needs to be replaced

86 Cf. Tsuzuki, p. 197. Carpenter’s syndicalist statements are: Edward Carpenter, ‘Long Live
Syndicalism!’, Syndicalist, May 1912; ‘Edward Carpenter on Syndicalism’, 4narchist, 3 May 1912
(CC, C Per 5); ‘Co-operation and Syndicalism: Interview with Edward Carpenter’, Co-operative
News, 29 June 1912 (CC, C Per 5). See also ‘Famous Author on Socialism: Prospects of a General
Strike’, Leeds Weekly Citizen, 28 October 1911 (MC). His three-part ‘Object Lessons in Guild
Socialism’ appeared in the Daily Herald, 22 September, 19 October, 27 November 1919 (MC).

87 See Marie-Francoise Cachin, ‘Non-Governmental Society: Edward Carpenter’s Position in the
British Socialist Movement’, in Brown, pp. 6o—1. For some indication of police surveillance of
Carpenter during the war: Sheila Rowbotham, Friends of Alice Wheeldon (London: Pluto Press,
1986), pp- 41, 46.

88 In [Edward Carpenter (ed.)], Forecasts of the Coming Century: By a Decade of Writers (London and
Manchester: Walter Scott, Clarion Office and Labour Press, 1897).

89 Edward Carpenter, Prisons, Police and Punishment: An Inquiry into the Causes and Treatment of Crime
and Criminals (London: Arthur C. Fifield, 1905), pp. 9o—113; Edward Carpenter, Non-Governmental
Society (London: A.C. Fifield, 1911).

9o Edward Carpenter, Towards Industrial Freedom (London: Allen & Unwin, 1917), pp. 76—98. For
an analysis of the changes see Cachin, pp. 61—3.

91 Herbert Read, The Cult of Sincerity (London: Faber & Faber, 1968), p. 76.

92 In his introduction to a reprinting of ‘Non-Governmental Society’ in Freedom, 27 February 1981.
In the opinion of Cachin (p. 65) the text is of ‘fundamental importance...in Carpenter’s written
works’.

93 Carpenter, Towards Industrial Freedom, p. 94. The same passage appears in Forecasts of the Coming
Century, p. 188, and Prisons, Police and Punishment, p. 108.
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by custom that is distinctive about ‘Non-Governmental Society’, but this derives
from a significantly earlier work, with the astonishing title of Civilization: Its Cause
and Cure.

The essays of Civilization: Its Cause and Cure, collected in 1889 and written over
the previous four years, constitute his most original socio-political book, provoc-
ative and anarchistic. Nevinson, writing in 1923, named it as his favourite among
Carpenter’s works and judged it reasonably as ‘the keenest and most far-reaching
utterance of all those years [the 1880s] when the leaven of social thought began to
stir and seethe and “work” again’:

In it he questioned the accepted nostrums, fashions, laws, codes, and conventions of
the society called civilized — its dress, its medicine, its science, its social penalties, its
prisons, its prescribed notions of virtue and vice. The number of our doctors proved
what wretched invalids we are. Crawling phenomena like policemen showed the
rottenness of our State. Compared with the cat, we are degenerates of nature, having
lost our unity, our integration.”*

In Civilization: Its Cause and Cure Carpenter does at least four major things. He
launches an assault on Victorian positivist science and this in terms anticipatory
of twentieth-century philosophers of science, such as Popper, Kuhn and even
Feyerabend. Tolstoy, unlike Carpenter hostile to all science, wrote a preface for
the Russian translation of the chapter, ‘Modern Science: A Criticism’, and hailed
Carpenter as ‘a worthy heir of Carlyle and Ruskin’ (as also did Nevinson).”> Aldous
Huxley was to consider that if scientists and technicians could be persuaded to read
Civilization: Its Cause and Cure (together with some other texts) ‘the disastrous
notion that the contemporary scientific world picture is a complete representation
of reality, and the no less disastrous habit of “nothing-but” evaluations of social and
psychological facts, might perhaps be eliminated, to the great advantage of suffering
humanity’.%® In the title paper, which had gone down very badly when delivered to
the Fabian Society, Carpenter asserts that we are living in ‘a somewhat peculiar state
of society, which we call Civilization ... a kind of disease which the various races of
man have to pass through — as children pass through measles or whooping cough’.’
This he contrasts entirely unfavourably with primitive societies, whose degeneration
he attributes to the institution of private property. Humankind will only be able to

94 Henry Woodd Nevinson, Between the Wars (London: Hutchinson, 1936), pp. 194—5. Cf. Nevinson,
Essays, p. 229.

95 MDD, pp. 204—5; Tsuzuki, p. 2; Nevinson, Between the Wars, p. 195.

96 Aldous Huxley, Science, Liberty and Peace (London: Chatto & Windus, 1947), pp. 30—31. See
also Harold Picton, ‘Edward Carpenter as Man and Scientific Thinker’, in Beith, pp. 176—9, and
Christopher E. Shaw, ‘Identified with the One: Edward Carpenter, Henry Salt and the Ethical
Socialist Philosophy of Science’, in Brown, pp. 33—57.

97 Carpenter, Civilization, p. 15. See MDD, p. 202—3, and Tsuzuki, pp. 79—80, for the reception by the
Fabians.
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live fully and holistically in the imminent communist society.”® A third theme is the
necessity for the rigidity of law to be superseded by the flexibility of custom, since
custom adapts more readily and humanly to changes in conditions and attitudes, as
well as exemplifying social solidarity, again as in primitive societies. Fourthly, this
is linked to ‘Defence of Criminals: A Criticism of Morality’. Moral judgments are
shown to be relative — not only ‘from age to age and from race to race’ but also ‘from
class to class of the same society’ — and so ‘a permanent moral code’ is rejected: ‘If
the landlord class regards the poacher as a criminal, the poacher ... looks upon the
landlord as a selfish ruffian who has the police on his side...”?

Law represents... the code of the dominant or ruling class, slowly accumulated,
no doubt, and slowly modified, but always added to and always administered by
the ruling class ... though there are ... in the England of today, a variety of classes
and a variety of corresponding codes of public opinion and morality, one of these
codes, namely that of the ruling class whose watchword is property, is strongly in

the ascendant.'

Carpenter concludes that ‘in general we call a man a criminal , not because he violates
any eternal code of morality — for there exists no such thing — but because he violates
the ruling code of his time’."*" His moral radicalism derives partly from his proximity
to the working class but most of all from his homosexuality — all homosexual acts
between males had been criminalized in 1885. “The Outcast of one age is the Hero of
another,” he declares.””* Among his readers was Oscar Wilde, who at the very end
of his life remarked: “What a charming book Edward Carpenter’s Civilization, Cause
and Cure [sic| is: it is most suggestive. I constantly read it.”"”® Wilde would probably
have also concurred with Carpenter’s dislike of absolute rules and ‘a strong (perhaps

102

a too strong) objection to principles generally’."**

It can be seen that Civilization: Its Cause and Cure is a text for a revolutionary
working class rather than for the British Labour Party and will be read with most
profit, not by a Philip Snowden, but by artists, bohemians and anarchists. In New

98 In The Art of Creation: Essays on the Self and Its Powers (London: George Allen & Unwin, 2nd edn,
1907), esp. chaps. 4 and 13, Carpenter, developing the argument of Whitman’s Canadian friend,
R.M. Bucke, in Cosmic Consciousness (1901), elaborates this threefold categorization of society in
terms of consciousness.

99 Carpenter, Civilization, pp.155—7.

100 Jbid., pp. 152—4.

101 Jbid., p. 169.

102 fbid., p. 143.

103 Letter to George Ives, 8 September 1900, in Merlin Holland and Rupert Hart-Davis (eds.), The
Complete Letters of Oscar Wilde (London: Fourth Estate, 2000), p. 1197. Carpenter’s two published
comments contemporary to Wilde’s trials and conviction were a letter, signed ‘Hevellyn’, to the
Star, n.d., and ‘Some Recent Criminal Cases’ in the, significantly, anarchist Freedom, June 1895
(CC, NC, ff. 1415, 66).

104 MDD, pp. 100—1. Henry Pelling writes unhappily, but accurately, of Carpenter’s ‘anarchic ethics’
(The Origins of the Labour Party, 1880—1900 [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2nd edn, 1965], pp. 142—3).
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York, certainly, Carpenter’s books were admired by and influenced the early-
twentieth-century avant-garde, including in the visual arts Alvin Langdon Coburn,
Max Weber and Marsden Hartley (and Coburn took one of the best portrait photo-
graphs of the extremely photogenic Carpenter)."” Emma Goldman paid visits in
1925 to both Havelock Ellis and Carpenter, ‘the fulfillment of a wish cherished for
a quarter of a century’. She was disappointed by Ellis, whom she found ‘as cold as a
cucumber’, but charmed by the aged Carpenter, a rare supporter of her anti-Soviet
lecture tour:

I attempted to tell him how much his books had meant to me — Towards Democracy,
Angelfs’] Wings, [My Days with] Walt Whitman. He stopped me, gently putting his
hand over mine. Instead I should rather tell him about Alexander Berkman, he said.
He had read his Prison Memoirs, ‘a profound study of man’s inhumanity and prison
psychology, and of his own martyrdom, portrayed with extraordinary simplicity’. He
had always wanted to know ‘Sasha’ and ‘the Girl’ in the book.

‘Sasha’ and ‘the Girl’ were, of course, Berkman and Goldman herself. The British
publication of Prison Memoirs of an Anarchist, with a preface by Carpenter, followed
in 1926."°°

Carpenter was, then, a writer and a theorist of considerable originality and his
lifestyle, in addition, was and continues to be of both interest and importance. But the
spate of fine publications about him between 1970 and 1980 failed to start a revival
in his reputation; and neither has, much more surprisingly, his pioneering status as
an indefatigable advocate of the naturalness of homosexuality, a gay who, in effect,
came out as early as 1898."” Instead of being commonplaces, praise by commen-
tators of discernment — such as Paul Thompson’s well-judged description of Love's
Coming-of-Age as ‘remarkable’ — have been so rare as to be worthy of note."® Most
recently, however, in his contribution to The New Oxford History of England, G.R.
Searle has very properly taken Carpenter, ‘that fertile questioner of all established
procedures and structures’, as a representative figure for the period 1886-1918,

105 See Linda Dalrymple Henderson, ‘Mysticism as the “Tie That Binds”: The Case of Edward
Carpenter and Modernism’, Art Journal, XLVI (1987), pp. 29—37.

106 Emma Goldman, Living My Life (1931; New York: Dover edn, 2 vols., 1970), II, pp. 979—80 (see
also pp. 964, 967); Richard and Anna Maria Drinnon (eds.), Nowhere at Home: Letters from Exile
of Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman (New York: Schocken Books, 1975), pp. 127-8. Angels’
Wings collects Carpenter’s essays on music and the visual arts.

107 For assessments of Carpenter as a gay activist: Jeffrey Weeks, Sex, Politics and Society: The
Regulation of Sexuality since 1800 (London: Longman, 2nd edn, 1989), esp. pp. 171—5; idem, Coming
Out, chaps. 6, 10, 11. The Gay Men’s Press published Carpenter’s Selected Writings, vol. 1: Sex, with
a lengthy introduction by Noél Greig, in 1984 and the following year reissued Towards Democracy
(1985), but projected volumes on ‘Society’ and ‘Spirit failed to materialize.

108 Paul Thompson, The Work of William Morris (London: Quartet Books, 1977 edn), p. 53 (see
also pp. 257—9). Three fairly recent discussions of Love’s Coming-of-Age are: Samuel Hynes, The
Edwardian Turn of Mind (London: Oxford University Press, 1968), pp. 149—71; Beverly Thiele,
‘Coming-of-Age: Edward Carpenter on Sex and Reproduction’, in Brown, pp. 100—25; Michael
Bush, “The Rise of the Sex Manual’, History Today, February 1999, pp. 40—42.
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while Marcus Collins, in a pioneering ‘intimate history’ of twentieth-century men
and women’, derives his organizing concept of ‘mutuality’ from the triple prophecy
in Love’s Coming-of-Age of heterosocial mixing, companionate marriage and shared
sexual pleasure."

The concluding evaluation of the Manchester Guardian’s obituary of Carpenter

has still not been bettered:

... he was a very remarkable writer. He had a keen intuitive sympathy with most of
the main influences which in modern life and thought point forward. Such different
spirits as those of Whitman and Tolstoy, Nietzsche and William Morris, Shelley
and Ruskin, seem to meet in his, their discords blurred and their adumbration of
a common ideal emphasized with a touch at once gentle, shrewd, and courageous.
It is rare to find with such a sure instinct for ‘advanced’ ideals and causes so much
breadth and serenity. Equally rare was the consistency and quiet success with which
Carpenter obeyed his own teaching. He lived just as he asked others to live, and the
consequent note of sincerity in all his work makes...a very dignified appeal.'™

Morris, having met Carpenter at Chesterfield and been told about his way of life at
Millthorpe, commented:

It seems to me that the real way to enjoy life is to accept all its necessary ordinary
details and turn them into pleasures by taking interest in them: whereas modern civi-
lization huddles them out of the way, has them done in a venal and slovenly manner
till they become real drudgery which people can’t help trying to avoid.""

Morris’s remark relates to another aspect of what still needs to be learned from
Carpenter. In his essay, “The Art of Life’, he was to insist:

Life is expression. ... To obtain a place, a free field, a harmonious expansion, for your
activities, your tastes, your feelings, your personality, your Self, in fact, is to Live ...
The thing to remember is that primarily Life must be an expression of one’s Self ...
To pass through one’s mortal days, like a fugitive through the camp of the enemy,
in continual fear of discovery, in continual concealment of one’s own thoughts and
feelings, or like a slave under continual compulsion from others, is not to live: it is

only to exist.'

Carpenter’s death coincided with publication of the expurgated edition of Lawrence’s

109 G.R. Searle, 4 New England? Peace and War, 1886—19:8 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), p. 2
(see also esp. pp. 602—4); Marcus Collins, Modern Love: An Intimate History of Men and Women in
Twentieth-Century Britain (London: Atlantic Books, 2003), pp. 1—9.

110 Manchester Guardian, 29 June 1929 (MC). There are a number of preceding reservations, searching
but not altogether consistent with the passage quoted. For another fine assessment, see ‘An Eminent
Victorian’, New Statesman, 30 August 1924 (MC).

111 CLWM, 11: 18811884, p. 353.

112 Carpenter, Angels’ Wings, pp. 211—12 (Carpenter’s emphasis). Cf. Desmond MacCarthy, ‘Edward
Carpenter: Minor Prophet’, Listener, 7 September 1944 (MC).
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Pansies and a discerning parallel was drawn (by S.K. Ratcliffe, it would seem):

It is but a step from Edward Carpenter to D.H. Lawrence. Though their periods are
so far apart, and in many aspects of their work they differ greatly, they have essential
unity of purpose.... To stand on one’s feet, to fear nothing, to let the sun of heaven
shine upon us and the sun of life light our minds, to worry about nothing and to let
alone the things other men are so busy about is what Lawrence invites us to do, as
Edward Carpenter did, too."?

Carpenter was the early Labour Party’s guru, but he supported all sections within the
labour movement and at core was an anarchist communist, seeking the emergence of
a ‘non-governmental society’; and his art of everyday living points forward equally
to the individualist anarchism of John Cowper Powys.""*

113 ‘Editorial Notes’, Everyman, 11 July 1929 (MC).

114 ‘Non-Governmental Society’ was actually included in a French individualist anthology of 1927,
edited by E. Armand (David Berry, A4 History of the French Anarchist Movement, 1917—1945
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002), p. 309, and information of the author).
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Oscar Wilde

Forty to fifty years ago Oscar Wilde’s reputation in Britain depended largely on
his dazzling wit, dandyism and brilliant plays. Since then the movement for and the
attainment of homosexual liberation in Western Europe and North America have
led, particularly given the brutality of his two years’ imprisonment with hard labour,
to his canonization as a gay ‘icon’; but the same period has additionally seen his
acceptance as a major all-round writer. This second process began with the publi-
cation in 1962 of Rupert Hart-Davis’s magisterial edition of Wilde’s correspondence,
not only printing for the first time the full text of one of his masterpieces, De Profundis,
but also revealing him as a superb letter-writer; continued in 1969 with Richard
Ellmann’s selection of the essays in The Artist as Critic; and concluded with Ellmann’s
magnificent critical biography in 1987, it being very relevant that Ellmann’s two
previous subjects had been W.B. Yeats and James Joyce and that his_james _joyce was
recognized as one of the great achievements of contemporary literary biography. So
the centenary of Wilde’s death was in part marked in 2000 by the inauguration of a
nine-volume Oxford English Texts edition of The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde,
indicative of the full, albeit belated, acceptance of his oeuvre by the academic estab-
lishment.” For some twenty years twin industries, one gay, the other academic, and
frequently both, have been generating publications on Wilde with ever more furious
intensity. The lack of verbal elegance and the contorted thinking displayed by many
of these is markedly at odds with Wilde’s own aphoristic lucidity.

1 Rupert Hart-Davis (ed.), The Letters of Oscar Wilde (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1962); Richard
Ellmann (ed.), The Artist as Critic: Critical Writings of Oscar Wilde (New York: Random House,
1969) [published in London in 1970 by W.H. Allen]; Richard Ellmann, Oscar Wilde (London:
Hamish Hamilton, 1987); Bobby Fong and Karl Beckson (eds.) The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde,
vol. I: Poems and Poems in Prose (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). For a useful discus-
sions of the turnround in Wilde’s critical fortunes, see Joseph Bristow, ‘Memorializing Wilde: An
Explosive History’, Journal of Victorian Culture, V (2000), and Ian Small, “What Kind of Writer
Was Wilde? Editorial Practice and Canon-Formation’, Journal of Victorian Culture, V (2000); and
for some significant reservations concerning Ellmann’s biography by Wilde’s grandson, see Merlin
Holland, ‘Biography and the Art of Lying’, in Peter Raby (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Oscar
Wilde (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
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In all of this a notable absence has been informed discussion of Wilde’s politics
— other than sexual — given that one of his most celebrated and widely read works
is his political essay, ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’. His advocacy of both
socialism and individualism has tended to be viewed as a prime Wildean paradox
and misconceptions of this basic anarchist formulation and the anarchist position
he advocated abound. The dust-wrapper of the American edition of Ellmann’s Z%e
Artist as Critic, for example, describes “The Soul of Man under Socialism’, which the
collection includes, as Wilde’s ‘argument for social reform’, whereas in actuality he
argues forcefully against it: “...remedies do not cure the disease: they merely prolong
it. Indeed ... remedies are part of the disease.... The proper aim is to try and recon-
struct society on such a basis that poverty will be impossible.”” Again, in a recent popular
selection of Wilde’s writings, a British academic, author of a book on Wilde, can
conclude her discussion of ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ thus: “The socialism
that emerges from these pages is highly idiosyncratic ... impossible to align with any
kind of party politics.”

This state of affairs is all the more surprising in that anarchists from the outset
recognized — indeed acclaimed — “The Soul of Man under Socialism’ as an important
anarchist statement, Kropotkin describing it as ‘that article that O. Wilde wrote on
Anarchism’.* The anarchist George Woodcock published an insightful book on Wilde
in 1949, discussed the politics in his major history of anarchism in 1962, and included
an extract from ‘“The Soul of Man under Socialism’ in a well-known anthology of
anarchist texts in 1977.” Peter Marshall effectively replaced Woodcock’s impressive
Anarchism with his massive Demanding the Impossible, in which he devotes several
pages to Wilde as a ‘British Libertarian’, declaring that ‘his libertarian socialism is the
most attractive of all the varieties of anarchism and socialism’. Marshall tells me that
the three things which made him personally become an anarchist were the Parisian
uprising in May 1968 (described by Christopher Pallis in his eyewitness account, Parzs:
May 1968), reading Nicolas Walter’s pamphlet, 4bout Anarchism (1969), and reading
‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’. Masolino D’ Amico concluded unhesitatingly in

2 Oscar Wilde, “The Soul of Man under Socialism’, in Ellmann, Artist as Critic, p. 256 (Wilde’s
empbhasis).

3 Ann Varty, ‘Introduction’, to Oscar Wilde, De Profundis, The Ballad of Reading Gaol, and Other
Writings (Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 1999), p. xx.

4 Letter from Kropotkin to Robert Ross, 6 May 1905, in Margery Ross (ed.), Robert Ross, Friend
of Friends: Letters to Robert Ross, Art Critic and Writer, Together with Extracts from His Published
Articles (London: Jonathan Cape, 1952), p. 113.

5 George Woodcock, The Paradox of Oscar Wilde (London; T.V. Boardman, 1949) [reissued, by
an anarchist press, as Oscar Wilde: The Double Image (Montréal: Black Rose Books, 1989), with
Woodcock’s 1948 edition of The Soul of Man under Socialism as an appendix]; George Woodcock,
Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and Movements (1962; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2nd edn,
1986), pp- 378—80; George Woodcock (ed.), The Anarchist Reader (Glasgow: Fontana, 1977), pp.
72—4, 381.

6 Peter Marshall, Demanding the Impossible: A History of Anarchism (London: HarperCollins, 1992),
p- 180.
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1967, but in the obscure Italian English Miscellany, that Wilde was ‘an Anarchist,
not a Socialist’; while Owen Dudley Edwards, in his judicious entry for the Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography of 2004, describes ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’
as ‘perhaps the most memorable and certainly the most aesthetic statement of anarchist
theory in the English language’.” Recently two outstanding Oxford doctoral theses,
by Sos Eltis and Paul Gibbard, have identified Wilde as an anarchist and discussed
his politics with considerable intelligence. It is to be hoped that Eltis’s and Gibbard’s
work, together with current chapter, which is able to go considerably further than they
did, will eventually percolate into the general academic consciousness and beyond.®

Wilde is so much better known than any of the other writers examined in this
book, and most readers will be so familiar with the principal events, sometimes noto-
rious, of his life and the course of his career that these will be treated less exten-
sively than the other subjects and only discussed in detail where they are pertinent
to his politics. Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde was born in 1854 in Dublin to
Protestant parents and, as he was to stress in 1897, ‘inherited from my father and my
mother a name of high distinction in literature and art’.? William Wilde was an ear
and eye surgeon of international reputation — he was knighted in 1864 — as well as
a pioneer archaeologist and folklorist. Jane Wilde (née Elgee), like her husband an
Irish nationalist, was an even more notable personality and, extravagant in dress and
behaviour, very much her son’s mother. Using ‘Speranza’ as her pseudonym, she
was a poet, had also written political articles for the Nation, Young Ireland’s organ,
intervening in court during Charles Gavan Duffy’s trial in 1848, and translated from
the French and German.

Both of the Wildes’ sons were boarded at the Portora Royal School, Enniskillen,
whence they proceeded to Trinity College, Dublin. An outstanding three years for
Oscar at Trinity were followed by a triumphant further four at Magdalen College,
Oxford, to which he won a scholarship, again reading classics, receiving a double first
and crowning his academic career with the award of the Newdigate Poetry Prize in
1878 for Ravenna, which was to be his first independent publication.

Teaching at Oxford in the 1870s were two of Wilde’s major intellectual influences,
both progenitors of the doctrine and the movement of aestheticism, but at the same

7 Masolino D’Amico, ‘Oscar Wilde between “Socialism” and Aestheticism’, English Miscellany,
XLVIII (1967), p. 132.

8 Sos Eltis, Revising Wilde: Society and Subversion in the Plays of Oscar Wilde (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1996), esp. chap 1, ‘Oscar Wilde: Anarchist, Socialist and Feminist’; Paul Gibbard,
‘Anarchism in English and French Literature, 1885—1914: Zola, the Symbolists, Conrad and
Chesterton’ (Oxford D.Phil. thesis, 2001), pp. 163—75. See also Raimund Schiffner, Anarchismus
und Literatur in England: Von der Franzosischen Revolution bis yum Ersten Weltkrieg (Heidelberg:
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Estate, 2000), p.780. See also pp. 721, 762. Unless otherwise specified biographical details are
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time inhabiting different moral universes. Walter Pater, a fellow of Brasenose,
homosexual and aged thirty-five in 1874, had the previous year brought out Studies
in the History of the Renaissance, whose ‘Conclusion’, which Wilde supposedly knew
by heart, was omitted when the book was reprinted four years later since ‘it might
possibly mislead some of the young men into whose hands it might fall’. For Pater:
‘Not the fruit of experience, but experience itself, is the end’ and: ‘“To burn always
with this hard, gem-like flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is success in life.” What he
advocated was ‘the poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the love of art for art’s sake’.
Wilde described Pater’s Renaissance as ‘my golden book’, and in prison as ‘that book
which has had such a strange influence over my life’. Wilde only got to know Pater
in his third year at Oxford, whereas John Ruskin and Pater never met at all. For
Ruskin, the first Slade Professor of Fine Art, and twenty-one years Pater’s senior,
much as he explicated and celebrated the work of art, ethics and nature both took
precedence: good art could only be produced by good men and truth to nature was
fundamental. Wilde attended Ruskin’s lectures on “The Aesthetic and Mathematic
Schools of Florence’ in his first term, eagerly accepted the call to join in building the
road at Ferry Hinksey and thereby became one of Ruskin’s undergraduate friends,
assuring him in 1888 that ‘the dearest memories of my Oxford days are my walks
and talks with you’."

Wilde’s aestheticism dates, then, from his Oxford years; and since it was
necessary for him to earn money — on Sir William’s death in 1876 his inheritance
was a meagre £200 per annum — he proceeded to do so by moving to London and
promoting himself in a very hard-headed manner as an ‘aesthete’. A year-longlecture
tour of North America, dressed in outrageous ‘aesthetic’ garb, proved extremely
lucrative in 1882 — his share of the receipts amounted to a substantial $5,600 — and
this was followed by tours of the British and Irish provinces, lasting on and off for
two years during 1883—5. As such titles as “The English Renaissance of Art’, “The
House Beautiful’, “The Decorative Arts’, ‘Dress’ and “The Value of Art in Modern
Life’ indicate, Wilde was expounding in his lectures not just the ideas of Pater and
aestheticism proper but also those of Ruskin and William Morris and the Arts and
Crafts Movement."" Another important influence on Wilde was indeed Morris, who
met him as early as 1881, reporting: ‘...as the devil is painted blacker than he is, so it
fares with O.W. Not but what he is an ass: but he certainly is clever too.”*

10 Ellmann, Wilde, pp. 46—50, 80—82; Tim Hilton, John Ruskin: The Later Years (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 2000), pp. 230, 263, 292—4; Ellmann, Artist as Critic, pp. xi—xv,
229—30; Walter Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry: The 1893 Text, ed. Donald L.
Hill (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1980), pp. 186-90, 274, 457;
Holland and Hart-Davis, 349, 735.

11 Robert Ross was to publish ‘The English Renaissance of Art’, ‘House Decoration’ and ‘Art and the
Handicraftsman’ in Oscar Wilde, Essays and Lectures (London: Methuen, 1908).

12 The Collected Letters of William Morris, ed. Norman Kelvin (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 4 vols., 1984—96) [hereafter CL WM], 11: 1881—1884, p. 38. See also Holland and Hart-Davis,

p- 476.
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Wilde’s continuing admiration for and indebtedness to Ruskin, who was
delighted to hear from Lady Wilde in 1882 that ‘Oscar was still the faithfullest of
my disciples’,” must contribute to an explanation of the venomous animosity that
developed between Wilde and Whistler. Like Wilde a dandy with a brilliant wit,
Whistler came to be affronted by the younger man; but he had been awarded derisory
damages against Ruskin in the libel action of 1878 that occasioned his bankruptcy
and, despite his admiration for Whistler’s paintings and etchings, Wilde still adhered
to Ruskinian aesthetics to a significant extent. In 1885 Whistler delivered the lecture
at the Queen’s Hall which became known as his “Ten O’Clock’ and which Wilde
reported for the Pall Mall Gazette. Whistler contended:

That Nature is always right, is an assertion, artistically, as untrue, as it is one whose
truth is universally taken for granted. Nature is very rarely right, to such an extent
even, that it might almost be said that Nature is usually wrong: that is to say, the
condition of things that shall bring about the perfection of harmony worthy of a
picture is rare, and not common at all.

This would seem, to even the most intelligent, a doctrine almost blasphemous. So
incorporated with our education has the supposed aphorism become, that its belief
is held to be part of our moral being, and the words themselves have, in our ear, the
ring of religion. Still, seldom does Nature succeed in producing a picture.

This key passage Wilde overlooked in his article the following day, referring in
general to Whistler’s ‘clever satire and amusing jests’. In contrast was the reaction
of a great poet. Stéphane Mallarmé was also in the audience and, according to his
companion Henri de Régnier, ‘instantly succumbed to Whistler’s magic’, to the
extent that he translated the lecture as the influential Ze Ten O’Clock de M. Whistler
(1888)."

Mallarmé was the central symbolist writer and an anarchist sympathizer; Wilde
was not able to reach a position of equivalent artistic radicalism until January 1889
when, in “The Decay of Lying’, he too asserted the supremacy of art over nature as
well as life. This essay was collected in 1891 with ‘Pen, Pencil and Poison’ and “The
Critic as Artist’, of January 1889 and 1890 respectively, in the brilliant /ntentions. The
concluding essay, ‘The Truth of Masks’ of 1885, does not belong with this volume,
to the extent that Wilde appended a conclusion: ‘Not that I agree with everything
that I have said in this essay. There is much with which I entirely disagree,” and he
instructed his French translator, as early as 1891, to replace it, as Je ne [’aime plus’,

13 Hilton, p. 439.

14 [J.A.McN. Whistler,] The Gentle Art of Making Enemies (London: William Heinemann, 1919 edn),
p- 143; Oscar Wilde, ‘Mr Whistler’s Ten O’Clock’, in Ellmann, Areist as Critic, pp. 13—16; Robert
Craft, ‘Le Ten O’Clock de M. Whistler’, Times Literary Supplement, 23 February 2001. See also
Frank Harris, Oscar Wilde: His Life and Confessions (New York: published by the author, 2 vols.,
1916), I, pp. 77—80. For the relationship between Wilde and Whistler, see Ellmann, Wilde, pp. 75-8,
125-8, 225, 254—8, 307-8, 316—19; and for their dandyism, Ellen Moers, The Dandy: Brummell to
Beerbohm (London: Secker & Warburg, 1960), pp. 287—308.
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<

with ‘“The Soul of Man under Socialism’ ‘qui contient une partie de mon esthétique’ and
which had appeared at the beginning of the year."”

The progress of Wilde’s politics was initially even more timid than that of his
aesthetics. In 1880 he had written his first play, Vera; or, The Nihilists, which was
performed in New York for a week in 1883 and never in London. This dire effort,
in which the Wildean wit of the prime minister, Prince Paul Maraloffski, is incom-
patible with the primary melodrama, has attracted surprisingly generous attention
from those who have been most concerned with Wilde’s political ideas. Clearly
inspired by the Populists (or Narodniks) and Vera Zasulich, who launched the period
of propaganda by the deed with her attempted assassination of General Trepov in
1878, the play transposes them as the Nihilists, the purely intellectual movement of
the 1860s, and, in the early editions, specifies the action as occurring in 1800, although
railways exist and the serfs are said to have been emancipated. For myself T am unable
to treat Pera as meriting serious attention of any kind."®

The verse of the late 1870s and 1880 with political themes, published in Poems
(1881)underthecollectivetitle of ‘Eleutheria’ (thatis, ‘Freedom”) and probablyinspired
by the example of his mother, has also been perceived as anticipatory of eventual
anarchism; but this unremarkable poetry (while largely technically competent in a
way that Pera is not) — and including ‘Quantum Mutata’, “To Milton’, “Theoretikos’
and ‘Louis Napoleon’ — apotheosizes Liberty, Democracy and Republicanism at the
expense of the ultra-radicalism of the masses. The sonnet, ‘Libertatis Sacra Famis’,
first published in 1880, provides an illustration:

Albeit nurtured in democracy,
And liking best that state republican
Where every man is Kinglike and no man
Is crowned above his fellows, yet I see,
Spite of this modern fret for Liberty,
Better the rule of One, whom all obey,
Than to let clamorous demagogues betray
Our freedom with the kiss of anarchy.
Wherefore I love them not whose hands profane
Plant the red flag upon the piled-up street
For no right cause, beneath whose ignorant reign
Arts, Culture, Reverence, Honour, all things fade,
Save Treason and the dagger of her trade,
Or Murder with his silent bloody feet.

15 Oscar Wilde, Intentions, in Ellmann, Artist as Critic, pp. 290n, 432; Holland and Hart-Davis, p. 487;
Ellmann, Wilde, 249.

16 Cf. Thomas H. Bell, ‘Oscar Wilde without Whitewash’ [hereafter ‘OWwW’] (typescript, c.1935—
8, William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, University of California, Los Angeles) [hereafter
Clark], f. 106. But see, especially, Eltis, chap. 2; and also Pearson, pp. 61—3; Woodcock, Paradox,
Pp- 142—3; Gibbard, pp. 165—7; and Ellmann, Wilde, pp. 115-19.
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Speranza was a typical middle-class nationalist in fearing the popular movement and
its potential revolutionary excesses and in this her son follows her. ‘Sonnet to Liberty’
concludes with an expression of their dilemma:

... and yet, and yet,
These Christs that die upon the barricades
God knows it I am with them, in some things."”

Vera and the early poetry, despite these strictures, do manifestly indicate an
interest in revolutionary agitation and a receptivity to radical ideas; and it was from
this starting-point that the revival of socialism in Britain was responsible for shifting
Wilde much further to the left. Although the socialist organizations — the SDF,
founded in 1881 but not committed to socialism until 1883, and the Fabian Society
and Socialist League, both of 1884 — were minuscule, the decade saw the conversion
to socialism of some of the most able intellectuals of Wilde’s generation, including
R.B. Cunninghame Graham, Bernard Shaw, Sidney Webb (for Beatrice Webb it
was not to be until 1890) and the architect W.R. Lethaby, all born during the 1850s,
as well as the significantly older William Morris and Edward Carpenter and equally
younger C.R. Ashbee and Raymond Unwin. A surprising and little-known example
of the phenomenon was Wilde’s future editor, friend and biographer, Frank Harris,
who was briefly a member of the Marylebone branch of the Marxist SDF and a valued
outdoor orator before being lost to Toryism."®

As early as 1883 Wilde could, when passing the Tuileries, which had been burned
down by the Communards, ‘whose hands profane [had] plant[ed] the red flag upon
the piled-up street’, declare: “There is not there one little blackened stone which is not
to me a chapter in the Bible of Democracy.”” He was recalled as attending a Socialist
League lecture at Kelmscott House, wearing ‘a large crimson dahlia’ as a buttonhole,
‘an incongruous figure’, looking like ‘a basket of fruit, ripe and enticing’.** According
to Shaw, Wilde was the only literary figure in London whom he could get to sign
the petition in the international working-class campaign of 1887 for the reprieve of
the Chicago Anarchists, sentenced to death after a travesty of a trial. Shaw was to
comment: ‘It was a completely disinterested act on his part; and it secured my distin-

17 Fong and Beckson, 148—9. See Woodcock, Paradox, 141—2; Gibbard, pp. 165—7; Ellmann, Wilde,
pp- 115—16. The remaining poems collected under ‘Eleutheria’ are ‘Sonnet on the Massacre of the
Christians in Bulgaria’ and ‘Ave Imperatrix’.

18 Henry Mayers Hyndman, The Record of an Adventurous Life (London: Macmillan, 1911), p. 345;
H.W. Lee and E. Archbold, Social-Democracy in Britain: Fifty Years of the Socialist Movement
(London; Social-Democratic Federation, 1935), p. 55; Bell, ‘OWwW’, ff. 92a, 68—70; Philippa
Pullar, Frank Harris (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1975), pp. 69—70.

19 Robert H. Sherard, Oscar Wilde: The Story of an Unhappy Friendship (London: Greening, 1905),
p- 35; Robert Harborough Sherard, The Real Oscar Wilde: To Be Used as a Supplement to, and in
[llustration of “The Life of Oscar Wilde’ (London: T. Werner Laurie [1917]), p. 36.

20 Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A Life for Our Time (London: Faber and Faber, 1994), p. 522;
Peter Faulkner, “William Morris and Oscar Wilde’, Journal of the William Morris Society, XIV, no.
4 (Summer 2002), pp. 34, 39—40.
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guished consideration for him for the rest of his life.”*" In 1889 May Morris invited
Wilde to join a committee to promote a series of lectures by Kropotkin, and although
he declined saying he was too busy to attend its meetings, he insisted that ‘if you
think my name of any service pray make any use of it you like’.** Wilde’s first public
declaration of socialism came in 1889 in a review of Edward Carpenter’s anthology,
Chants of Labour: A Song-Book of the People, remarking that ‘it is for the building up
of an eternal city that the Socialists of our day are making music’, but, approving of
the variousness of the poets and their contributions, he already expresses his liber-
tarianism eloquently:

This is, on the whole, very promising. It shows that Socialism is not going to allow
herself to be trammelled by any hard and fast creed or to be stereotyped into an iron
formula. She welcomes many and multiform natures. She rejects none and has room
for all. She has the attraction of a wonderful personality and touches the heart of
one and the brain of another, and draws this man by his hatred of injustice, and his
neighbour by his faith in the future, and a third, it may be, by his love of art or by
his wild worship of a lost and buried past. And all of this is well. For, to make men
Socialists is nothing, but to make Socialism human is a great thing.*

Of the major British socialists of his day, Wilde was the only one to push beyond
and declare for the anarchist position. (Carpenter’s essential libertarianism was
camouflaged, as we have seen, by his undoctrinaire outlook and his support for all
trends within the labour movement, revolutionary and reformist alike.) How and
why was he able to do so? In 1884 Wilde had married Constance Lloyd; his first son,
Cyril, was born in 1885 and a second, Vyvyan, in 1886; he took up the editorship of
the Woman’s World in 1887; and he had by then deliberately abandoned the outfit of
the ‘professor of Aesthetics’ for that of the ‘florid out-of-date dandy’.** This period
of change was marked by an even more notable turning-point when, in 1886, Wilde,
aged thirty-two, was seduced by the seventeen-year-old Robert Ross (who, after
their affair had ended, was to be Wilde’s staunchest friend and eventual literary
executor).

Wilde had previously been sexually ambivalent, yet this was his initiation into
homosexuality and the effect on his art and thought was startling. It is from the late
1880s and after that his finest work dates: this is the work upon which his reputation

21 George Bernard Shaw, ‘My Memories of Oscar Wilde’, in E.H. Mikhail (ed.), Oscar Wilde:
Interviews and Recollections (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2 vols., 1979), II, p. 403. For the
efforts of Morris, who did secure the signature of Ford Madox Brown, see CLWM, 11: 1885—1888,
PP- 706—9.

22 Holland and Hart-Davis, p. 396. For the background to this, see CL WA, I11: 1889—1892, pp. 38—9;
George Woodcock and Ivan Avakumovié, The Anarchist Prince: A Biographical Study of Peter
Kropotkin (London: T.V. Boardman, 1950), p. 220.

23 ‘Poetical Socialists’ (Pall Mall Gagette, 15 February 1889), in Oscar Wilde, The Soul of Man under
Socialism and Selected Critical Prose, ed. Linda Dowling (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2001), pp.
18—19. For Wilde’s relationship to socialism, see also Ellmann, Wilde, pp. 116, 273—4.

24 Moers, p. 299.
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as a writer rests, and the loss of the earlier poetry, plays and articles would be insig-
nificant to his literary standing. In his pioneering study of 1912 Arthur Ransome, who
had the full co-operation of Ross, links the transition he too perceives in the quality
of the writing to first Wilde’s ‘experiments’ in and then his becoming ‘an habitual
devotee’ to homosexuality. ‘One can fancy an intense personality being created out
of sin.” Ransome quotes this sentence from ‘Pen, Pencil, and Poison’, which he then
lists with the other two great essays of Intentions, the revision of “The Sphinx’, some
of the stories of 4 House of Pomegranates and Salomé:

These things are among his best work. It is possible that a consciousness of separation
from the common life of men is a sufficient explanation of an increased vividness in
a man’s self, a heightened ardour of production.”

For Richard Ellmann:

Homosexuality fired his mind. It was the major stage in his discovery of himself....
At last he knew where he stood. His new sexual direction liberated his art. It also
liberated his critical faculty.>

Sodomy had been a capital offence from 1533 until 1861 (although death sentences
had been commuted after 1835), but with the Criminal Justice Act, passed as recently
as 1885, all male homosexual practices became illegal with the creation of the new
offence of indecency between males. Wilde’s homosexual emancipation therefore
brought him into potential conflict with the State: his sex life was now criminal and
against the law. He would have been all too aware of the sorry story of the Pre-
Raphaelite artist, Simeon Solomon, some of whose work he was to own, who was
prosecuted for an ‘unnatural offence’ in 1873 and had consequently been forced into
destitution.”” In “Pen, Pencil, and Poison’ Wilde celebrated the Romantic forger and
poisoner, Thomas Griffiths Wainewright and thereby the criminality of the artist
in general. What Wilde wrote of Wainewright applies equally to Wilde himself:
“His crimes seem to have had an important effect upon his art. They gave a strong
personality to his style, a quality that his early work certainly lacked.”® It is this
realization of his homosexual self that provides the explanation for not only his being
able to move forward to the aesthetic radicalism of /ntentions but also the advocacy
of anarchism in “The Soul of Man under Socialism’.

25 Arthur Ransome, Oscar Wilde: A Critical Study (London; Methuen, 2nd edn, 1913), pp. 106—7.
Ransome’s quotation comes from Wilde, /ntentions, p. 338.

26 Ellmann, Wilde, pp. 265, 270.

27 Holland and Hart-Davis, p. 713. Even before 1885 any male homosexual act could be prosecuted
and neither did the Act lead to an increase in the number of prosecutions until well into the twen-
tieth century (A.D. Harvey, ‘Homosexuals and the Police: The Increase of Police Action in the
First Half of the Twentieth Century’, London Magazine, n.s., XXXIX, nos. 11 and 12 (February/
March 2000), pp. 66—7; Graham Robb, Strangers: Homosexual Love in the 19th Century (London:
Picador, 2003), pp. 20—1, 272—5).

28 Wilde, /ntentions, p. 338. See also Ellmann, Wilde, pp. 282—3; and Richard Ellmann, ‘Introduction:
The Critic as Artist as Wilde’, in Ellmann, Arzist as Critic, pp. xviii—xix.
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Wilde’s opposition to government gua government is first expressed in 1890 when
reviewing the writings of the Taoist philosopher Chuang Tzu (or Chuang Tst, in the
transliteration of Wilde’s day, or later Kwang-Tze), who was to be one of the most
important influences on John Cowper Powys. Taoist thought, as has been noted in
Chapter 1, particularly the Tao Te Ching of Lao Tzu, has been customarily regarded
as having much in common with classical, western anarchism.* In ‘A Chinese Sage’
Wilde paraphrases Chuang Tzu and explicates with great approbation:

... this curious thinker looked back with a sigh of regret to a certain Golden Age
when there were no competitive examinations, no wearisome educational systems,
no missionaries, no penny dinners for the people, no Established Churches, no
Humanitarian Societies, no dull lectures about one’s duty to one’s neighbour, and
no tedious sermons about any subject at all. In those ideal days, he tells us, people
loved each other without being conscious of charity, or writing to the newspapers
about it....In an evil moment the Philanthropist made his appearance, and brought
with him the mischievous idea of Government.

Wilde quotes Chuang Tzu as saying: “There is such a thing...as leaving mankind
alone: there has never been such a thing as governing mankind’; and comments:

All modes of government are wrong. They are unscientific, because they seek to alter
the natural environment of man; they are immoral because, by interfering with the
individual, they produce the most aggressive forms of egotism; they are ignorant,
because they try to spread education; they are self-destructive, because they engender
anarchy.

The ‘two pests of the age’ are ‘Governments and Philanthropists’; and by trying
‘to coerce people into being good’, Governments ‘destroyed the natural goodness
of man’. Wilde concludes that Chuang Tzu ‘is a very dangerous writer, and the
publication of his book in English, two thousand years after his death, is obviously
premature, and may cause a great deal of pain to many thoroughly respectable and
industrious persons’ and asks “What would be the fate of governments and profes-
sional politicians if we came to the conclusion that there is no such thing as governing
mankind at all?”3°

The demarcation between anarchists and other socialists comes with their attitude
to government and the State: for anarchists there can be no role for the State, even in

29 See Peter Zarrow, Anarchism and Chinese Political Culture (New York: Columbia University Press,
1990, pp. 6—12; Marshall, Demanding, pp. 53—60; John Clark, The Anarchist Moment: Reflections on
Culture, Nature and Power (Montréal: Black Rose Books, 1984), chap. 7; John A. Rapp, ‘Daoism
and Anarchism Reconsidered’, Anarchist Studies, V1 (1998), pp. 123—51.

30 Oscar Wilde, ‘A Chinese Sage’ (Speaker, 8 February 1890), in Ellmann, Arzist as Critic, pp. 223—4,
22§, 228. Ellmann inexcusably misidentifies the ‘Chinese Sage’ as ‘[ Confucius]’. Wilde also mentions
Chuang Tzu approvingly in “The Critic as Artist’ (Wilde, Zntentions, p. 388). See too Woodcock,
Paradox, pp. 85—7, 146-8; but it is Isobel Murray, ‘Oscar Wilde’s Absorption of “Influences”:
The Case History of Chuang Tzu’, Durham University Journal, LXIV (1971—2), which provides a
detailed discussion of Wilde’s uses of Chuang Tzu.
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the transition to socialism, and the only form of government that can be tolerated is
self-government, that is, government from the bottom up, through voluntary asso-
ciation, rather than from the top down. Wilde’s position on these issues is unambigu-
ously anarchist in both ‘A Chinese Sage’ and ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’,
even if sometimes confusingly expressed. He emphasizes in “The Soul of Man under
Socialism’: ‘ The form of government that is most suitable to the artist is no government at
all.’ Citing Chuang Tzu that ‘there is such a thing as leaving mankind alone; there
is no such thing as governing mankind’, he considers that ‘the State must give up all
idea of government’ — ‘Al modes of government are failures’ — and instead: ‘The State
is to be a voluntary association that will organize labour, and be the manufacturer and
distributor of necessary commodities.” The central contention is that ‘authority and
compulsion are out of the question. All association must be quite voluntary.”?'

‘The Critic as Artist’ had greatly impressed Frank Harris, now editor of the
Fortnightly Review, who proceeded to publish ‘Pen, Pencil, and Poison’ and “The
Soul of Man under Socialism’ — it has already been seen that Wilde believed the
latter belonged with the best essays of /ntentions. “The Soul of Man under Socialism’,
which appeared in February 1891, discusses first the problems of the present capitalist
society and its libertarian socialist reconstruction, while the second half is concerned
with art and the position of the artist. The most striking, indeed paradoxical, feature
of Wilde’s essay for those only accustomed to the democratic socialist, Fabian or
Marxist forms of socialism has been his insistence on what is regarded as indispen-
sable for those belonging to the anarchist tradition. This is the necessity for individu-
alism being co-existent with, indeed growing out, of socialism:

Socialism, Communism, or whatever one chooses to call it, by converting private
property into public wealth, and substituting cooperation for competition, will restore
society to its proper condition of a thoroughly healthy organism, and insure the
material well-being of each member of the community. It will...give Life its proper
basis and its proper environment. But for the full development of Life to its highest
mode of perfection, something more is needed. What is needed is Individualism.
If the Socialism is Authoritarian; if there are Governments armed with economic
power as they are now with political power; if, in a word, we are to have Industrial
Tyrannies, then the last state of man will be worse than the first.

He rightly considers that ‘many of the socialistic views that  have come across seem. ...
to be tainted with ideas of authority, if not of actual compulsion’, and concludes that
‘no Authoritarian Socialism will do’, for under such a system nobody would have
any freedom at all: ‘It is to be regretted that a portion of our community should be
practically in slavery, but to propose to solve the problem by enslaving the entire
community is childish.”* Wilde maintains typically anarchist views on a range of
other matters. Disobedience, he says, in terms foreshadowing Alex Comfort, is ‘man’s
original virtue. It is through disobedience that progress has been made, through diso-

31 Wilde, ‘Soul’, pp. 260, 266, 268, 282 (Wilde’s emphases).
32 Ibid., pp. 257, 260.
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bedience and rebellion.” This combined with the advocacy of agitation amounts to an
espousal of direct action (he is certainly contemptuous of Parliament): ‘Agitators are
a set of interfering, meddling people, who come down to some perfectly contented
class of the community, and sow the seeds of discontent amongst them. That is the
reason why agitators are so absolutely necessary. Without them ... there would
be no advance towards civilization.” Authority ‘degrades those who exercise it, and
degrades those over whom it is exercised’. And as for innate human goodness, people
should not be forced to be good: ‘...people are good when they are let alone.”?

‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ is, then, unquestionably an anarchist text.
What are much less clear are its immediate origins and its theoretical influences.
We have seen that the general background is Wilde’s becoming a practising homo-
sexual and the radicalism that this engendered, not just aesthetic but also political.
There is some discussion in the essay, pertinent to his unlawful conduct, of criminals
— ‘the people whom, in a very arbitrary manner, [humanity] chooses to call criminals’
— and their punishment: ‘As one reads history...one is absolutely sickened, not by
the crimes that the wicked have committed, but by the punishments that the good
have inflicted; and a community is infinitely more brutalized by the habitual employment
of punishment, than it is by the occasional occurrence of crime’; and “With authority,
punishment will pass avvay.,34 There is also the impact of the anti-governmentalism
and non-action of Chuang Tzu.»

Traditionally there hasbeen considerable agreement thatalecture by Bernard Shaw
‘probably stimulated him’, as Ellmann puts it,*® and an exposition of Shaw’s Fabian
socialism would have been sure to have provoked Wilde. Shaw himself recalled

a meeting somewhere in Westminster at which I delivered an address on Socialism,
and at which Oscar turned up and spoke. Robert Ross surprised me greatly by telling
me, long after Oscar’s death, that it was this address of mine that moved Oscar to try
his hand at a similar feat by writing ‘“The Soul of Man under Socialism’.>”

Shaw’s biographer, Michael Holroyd, asserts that Wilde ‘let it be known that Shaw’s
Quintessence of Ibsenism. . .had led him to write The Soul of Man under Socialism’; yet
if so this could not have been Shaw’s book, which was published in October 1891 after
Wilde’s essay had appeared in the February, but might have been Shaw’s original
lecture on Ibsen to the Fabian Society on 18 July 1890 at the St James’s Restaurant
and which was ‘the first form’ of The Quintessence of Ibsenism.>®

33 1bid., pp. 258, 259, 266, 284.

34 Jbid., pp. 260, 267 (Wilde’s emphasis).

35 Cf. Woodcock, Paradox, p. 148.

36 Ellmann, Wilde, p. 309.

37 Shaw, ‘My Memories’, p. 400. Cf. Pearson, pp. 159, 163.

38 Michael Holroyd, Bernard Shaw (London: Chatto & Windus, 3 vols., 1988—91), I, pp. 1978, and
II1, p. 191; Bernard Shaw, The Quintessence of Ibsenism (London: Constable, 2nd edn, 1913), p.
xviil. It should be noted that the letter of 1893 in which Wilde praises The Quintessence of Ibsenism
and which Holroyd cites makes no mention of “The Soul of Man under Socialism’ (Holland and
Hart-Davis, p. 554).
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Both anarchist and non-anarchist commentators have generally concurred that
the principal political and economic debt in “The Soul’ is to the great Russian anarchist
communist Peter Kropotkin, resident in Britain between 1886 and 1917. The works
of his available in English or French before 1891 included 4n Appeal to the Young,
Paroles d’un révolté, Law and Authority, The Place of Anarchism in Human Evolution
and Anarchist Morality. Wilde was to pay a memorable tribute in De Profundis:

Two of the most perfect lives I have come across in my own experience are the lives
of Verlaine and of Prince Kropotkin: both of them men who passed years in prison:
the first, the one Christian poet since Dante, the other a man with the soul of that
beautiful white Christ that seems coming out of Russia.*

George Woodcock, however, regards William Godwin rather than Kropotkin as the
dominant influence. While Peter Marshall agrees that “The Soul’ is ‘pure Godwin’,
he concedes that ‘there is no clear evidence of indebtedness’; and Masolino D’ Amico
contends convincingly that it is improbable that Wilde had direct acquaintance with
Political Justice, though fully familiar with the poetry of Shelley, whom he certainly
admired.** In addition, there is the undeniable presence of Morris and News from
Nowhere, serialized in Commonweal, January—October 1890, and published as a book
in Boston, Mass., without permission before the end of the year and in London the
following March. As has been seen, Wilde admired and knew Morris and attended
Socialist League meetings at Kelmscott House. Only one letter between the two men
survives, with Wilde writing effusively, in probably March or April 1891, to thank
Morris for a presentation volume, once believed to be possibly News from Nowhere
but now considered to be The Roots of the Mountain (1889).+

Intellectual sources for the decisive emphasis on individualism are even harder
to pinpoint. Isobel Murray has demonstrated that to the traditional list of modern
authors most important to Wilde — Ruskin, Pater and Matthew Arnold — must be
added Ralph Waldo Emerson and argued that, in particular, his essays ‘Self-Reliance’
and ‘Considerations by the Way’ provide the basis for much of Wilde’s approach
in “The Soul’. Emerson’s own proximity to anarchism has long been appreciated,

39 Holland and Hart-Davis, p. 754. For Kropotkin’s influence on Wilde, see Bell, ‘OWwW’, ff. 31,
93—4, 97, 361, 385, 398—9; James Joll, The Anarchists (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1964), pp.
161—2.

40 Woodcock, Anarchism, pp. 378—80; Peter H. Marshall, William Godwin (New Haven and London:
Yale University Press, 1984), p. 391; D’Amico, pp. 128—9. See also F.E.L. Priestley, ‘Introduction’
to William Godwin, Enquiry concerning Political Justice and Its Influence on Morals and Happiness
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 3 vols., 1946), I1L, p. 113. Wilde refers directly to Shelley
in ‘Soul’, pp. 260, 262—3. Woodcock and Avakumovi¢, p. 282, suggest cheekily that it was Wilde
who influenced Kropotkin.

41 Nicholas Salmon with Derek Baker, The William Morris Chronology (Bristol: Thoemmes Press,
1996), pp- 224—32, 234; MacCarthy, Morris, p. 583; Hart-Davis, p. 290—1; Holland and Hart-Davis,
p- 476. But see also Faulkner, pp. 33—4, 39 n.25; and Philip Henderson, William Morris: His Life,
Work and Friends (London: Thames and Hudson, 1967), pp. 228—30.
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Kropotkin naming him in his Encyclopedia Britannica entry on ‘Anarchism’ and
Marshall including in his history of anarchism a brief treatment of Emerson as an
‘American Libertarian’.** Then there is Emerson’s protégé, Thoreau, who in On the
Duty of Civil Disobedience maintained that “That government is best which governs
not at all,” which is more than echoed in Wilde’s “The form of government that is
most suitable to the artist is no government at all.”* The expansive individualism of
Walt Whitman, whom Wilde had twice visited and definitely admired, should also be
mentioned.* Josephine M. Guy and Ian Small usefully bring in the unfamiliar name
of Grant Allen (1848—99), described by Morris as a ‘Herbert Spencerite’ but who was
sympathetic to socialism and whose article, ‘Individualism and Socialism’, Morris
lectured on (together with Edward Bellamy’s state-socialist Looking Backward) in
1889 to the Socialist League. Allen was to congratulate Wilde on ‘“The Soul’, which
he described as ‘noble and beautiful’, adding ‘T would have written every line of it
myself — if only I had known how.’¥ What remains entirely unknown, though, is
Wilde’s degree of acquaintance with the powerful strain of non-socialist individualist
anarchism, whose major theorists were Stirner and Tucker. While Stirner’s great Der
Eingige und Sein Figentum remained untranslated into French or English until 1900
and 1907 respectively, Wilde could read German; but it is far from irrelevant that the
political writer whom James Joyce most respected was Tucker.**

“The Soul of Man under Socialism’ is a surprisingly disjointed, fragmentary essay,
lurching from consideration of the socialist emancipation of the masses to its preoccu-
pation with the condition of the artist. Arthur Ransome complains with considerable
justice that it is ‘like notes from half a dozen charming, and, at that time, daring talks,
thrown together, and loosely brought into some sort of unity by a frail connecting
thread’. Yet it is redeemed by the generosity of its vision, by the quality of mind and
of spirit displayed, and by its glittering prose and epigrammatic delights. Ransome
was puzzled by ‘the extraordinary position’ which he understood it to have taken in

42 Oscar Wilde, The Soul of Man and Prison Writings, ed. Isobel Murray (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1990), pp. xi—xiii, 198—206; Peter Kropotkin, Anarchism and Anarchist Communism, ed.
Nicolas Walter (London: Freedom Press, 1987), p. 21; Marshall, Demanding, pp. 182—3.

43 Henry David Thoreau, Walden; or, Life in the Woods, and On the Duty of Civil Disobedience (New
York: New American Library, 1962), p. 222.

44 Ellmann, Wilde, pp. 159—64; Oscar Wilde, “The Gospel According to Walt Whitman’ (Pa/l Mall
Gagette, 25 January 1889), in Ellmann, Artist as Critic, pp. 121—5; Marshall, Demanding, pp. 183—4.

45 Josephine M. Guy and Ian Small, Oscar Wilde’s Profession: Writing and the Culture Industry in the
Late Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 277—80; CLWM, 111, pp.
59—60; Holland and Hart-Davis, pp. 469—70. For Allen (uncle to the publisher Grant Richards),
see esp. John Sutherland, The Longman Companion to Victorian Fiction (Harlow: Longman, 1988),
pp- 20-1; also John Sloan, John Davidson, First of the Moderns: A Literary Biography (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 142—4, 176. He was to disappoint Spencer by becoming a Fabian
(Beatrice Webb, My Apprenticeship (London: Longmans, Green, 2nd edn, n.d.), p. 29).

46 Dominic Manganiello, Joyce’s Politics (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980), pp. 74— et seq.
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‘the literature of revolution’.#” For while not regarded as important in Britain, with
no significant anarchist movement, the essay was translated into many languages
and, as a pamphlet, in many editions, proving especially popular within the radical
movements of Central and Eastern Europe and the USA with Jews being, according
to Sherard, among its most enthusiastic readers.** The German translators were none
other than Gustav Landauer and his wife, Hedwig Lachmann.*

Not unnaturally ‘The Soul of Man’ was also esteemed by writers and other artists.
For while Wilde viewed them in the present society as the only ‘real men, the men
who have realized themselves, and in whom Humanity gains a partial realization’, he
was going far beyond this by affording them the hope of total economic, intellectual
and artistic freedom.” The essay so corresponded with his own political position and
artistic beliefs that Joyce was granted permission in 1909 to translate it into Italian
(although failed to do s0).* John Cowper Powys, who in 1916 proposed that it was
‘perhaps the wisest and most eloquent revolutionary tract ever written’, proceeded
seven years later to write an introduction to an American edition: “What the book
really represents is a psychological phenomenon of the gravest importance in the
history of humanity — nothing less than the going over, to the camp of the disin-
herited, of the children of the richest inheritancel”” And George Orwell, who told
George Woodcock that he had ‘always been very pro-Wilde’, in 1948 considered
“The Soul of Man’ to have worn ‘remarkably well’, serving to ‘remind the Socialist
movement of its original, half-forgotten objective of human brotherhood’, and
describing it as ‘Utopian and anarchistic’.’?

While Sherard has Wilde referring approvingly to ‘the instinctive anarchy which
lies at the bottom of the hearts of most men’ and Stuart Merrill remarked that ‘I
even believe that between two glasses of champagne’, at the height of his fame,
he ‘would willingly profess himself an anarchist’, there are only two known occa-
sions when he explicitly referred to himself as an anarchist. He told an interviewer
in 1894: “We are all of us more or less Socialists now-a-days....I think I am rather
more than a Socialist...I am something of an Anarchist, I believe; but, of course,

47 Ransome, pp. 211, 213.

48 Robert Harborough Sherard, T%e Life of Oscar Wilde (London: T. Werner Laurie, 3rd edn, 1911),
pp- 119—20; Sherard, The Real Oscar Wilde, p. 332; Woodcock, Paradox, p. 155.

49 Sherard, Life of Oscar Wilde, p. 402.

5o Wilde, ‘Soul’, p. 257.

51 Richard Ellmann, James Joyce (London: Oxford University Press, 1959), p. 283; Manganiello, pp.
21922, 232.

52 John Cowper Powys, Suspended Judgments: Essays on Books and Sensations (1916; n.p.: Folcroft
Press, 1969), pp- 410—13; John Cowper Powys, ‘Introduction’, The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde,
vol. X: The Soul of Man under Socialism and Other Essays (New York: Doubleday, Page, 1923),
p. xiii. See also John Cowper Powys, One Hundred Best Books: With Commentary and an Essay on
Books and Reading (1916; London: Village Press, 1975), p. §59.

53 Peter Davison (ed.), The Complete Works of George Orwell (London: Secker & Warburg, 20 vols.,

1998), XIX, pp. 157, 333—4-
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the dynamite policy is very absurd indeed.”* The previous year he had stated less
hesitantly: ‘Autrefois, jétais poéte et tyran. Maintenant je suis artiste et anarchiste’ (In
the past I was a poet and a tyrant. Now I am an artist and an anarchist). This was
his answer in a ‘Référendum artistique et sociale’, conducted by the Parisian literary
journal L’ Ermitage, and enquiring “Which is the better condition of social good
— a spontaneous and free organization, or an organization that is disciplined and
methodic? Which of these conceptions should be the preference of the artist?” Of the
ninety-nine artists who responded to these questions, very much weighted towards
anarchism in their wording, fifty-two opted for ‘free and spontaneous organization’,
while eleven grouped themselves as ‘the partisans of absolute liberty, of anarchy’.”’

An essential dimension to understanding Wilde is to situate him in the context
of France. In England he always appeared an outlandish figure: in his appearance,
his behaviour, his writings, his politics. The French were accustomed to such flam-
boyant and larger-than-life personalities and he blended into the overall literary and
artistic scene, although that is not to say that they were not strongly appreciative
of his genius. In France his sexuality was not against the law. In France his literary
output fitted naturally into decadence modulating into symbolism (and Paul Gibbard
very properly considers him a symbolist writer),’ whereas across the Channel the
only comparable major artist, Aubrey Beardsley, was an equally exotic and alien
flowering. In France, too, the symbolist writers of the late 1880s and 189os and the
concurrent neo-impressionist painters were strongly committed to anarchism, not
just in sentiment but often practically as well; and it was the French symbolists who
drew attention to Wilde’s anarchist position.”’

Wilde, whose French was fluent, had already visited Paris several times before,
enabled by his earnings from his American lectures, he spent almost four months

54 Sherard, The Real Oscar Wilde, p. 191; Stuart Merrill, ‘Oscar Wilde’, La Plume, 15 December 1900,
in Mikhail, Oscar Wilde: Interviews and Recollections, 11, p. 466; Percival W.H. Almy, ‘New Views
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Recollections, 1, p. 232.
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and Anarchism in Fin-de-Siécle France (Baton Rouge and London: Louisiana State University Press,
1994), pp- 51—2; Richard D. Sonn, 4narchism and Cultural Politics in Fin de Siécle France (Lincoln,
NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1989), pp. 186—7; Max Nettlau, 4 Short History of Anarchism,
ed. Heiner M. Becker (London: Freedom Press, 1996), p. 213.

56 Gibbard, pp. 163—78. For classic studies on the history and importance of symbolism, see Arthur
Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899; London: Archibald Constable, 2nd edn,
1908), and Edmund Wilson, Axe/’s Castle: A Study in the Imaginative Literature of 1870—1930 (1931;
London: Collins, 1961). The standard academic treatment is provided by A.G. Lehmann, The
Symbolist Aesthetic in France, 1885—1895 (1950; Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 2nd edn, 1968). Much
more recently two fine works are Patrick McGuinness (ed.), Symbolism, Decadence and the Fin de
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Genova, Symbolist Journals: A Culture of Correspondence (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002) (although it
should be noted that Genova, pp. 48—9, systematically misspells Jean Grave’s surname).

57 Gibbard, p. 168.
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there in 1883, meeting among others Edmond de Goncourt, Edgar Degas, Camille
and Lucien Pissarro and Paul Verlaine; and the following year he honeymooned in
Paris, avidly reading Joris-Karl Huysmans’s newly published 4 Rebours. The really
significant stays were to come in 1891, when in February he gained the respect of
Mallarmé, who was to be impressed by The Picture of Dorian Gray, described by
Ellmann as ‘a central document in symbolism’, and then in November and December,
writing Salomé and being hailed as ‘le “great event” des salons littéraires parisiennes’
of the season.”® By this last visit it is known that he had become friendly with such
prominent symbolists as Jean Moréas, Henri de Régnier, Pierre Louys, Rémy de
Gourmont, Adolphe Retté, Marcel Schwob, and the Americans Stuart Merrill and
Francis Viéle-Griffin (as well as Marcel Proust and André Gide).’? Merrill, Retté and
Loujs were to revise the French of Salomé while Schwob, to whom ‘The Sphinx’
was dedicated, corrected the proofs.® Of these writers Régnier, de Gourmont, Retté,
Merrill and Viéle-Griffin were all actively anarchist at the time, while Mallarmé
subscribed to Jean Grave’s anarchist-communist LZa Révolte (as did Huysmans,
Alphonse Daudet and the elderly Parnassian, Leconte de Lisle). As Jean Maitron,
the outstanding historian of French anarchism, comments: ‘On était symboliste en
liztérature et anarchiste en po[itigue.’61

Evenmore staunchly anarchist were the neo-impressionist painters—the Pissarros,
Paul Signac, Maximilien Luce, Albert Dubois-Pillet, Charles Angrand and Henri-
Edmond Cross — championed by the symbolist critic, Félix Fénéon, who was put
on trial in 1894 for his anarchism. Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, who, although not
known to have expressed political opinions, is convincingly nominated by Richard
D. Sonn as the representative anarchist artist, painted a panel of 1895 for the booth
of the dancer La Goulue in which he brings together the highly distinctive figures of
Fénéon and Wilde as spectators, ‘elbow to elbow’ as Fénéon was to put it.”* Yet in
spite of Wilde listing Lautrec among those to receive copies of the first edition of 4n
Ideal Husband in 1899, suggestive of an encounter in Le Havre during June, there is
no documentary evidence of the two men ever having met.%

58 Ellmann, Wilde, pp. 319, 326.
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From the viewpoint of Anglosaxony Wilde’s adherence to anarchism no doubt
seems yet another bizarre characteristic of an extravagant career; but as a natural
member of this French cultural milieu it would have been astonishing if he had not
done so. Five months after the appearance of “The Soul of Man under Socialism’ in
the Fortnightly Review, an abridged French translation entitled ‘/ndividualisme’ was
published in Za Révolte, Grave, the follower of Kropotkin, agreeing that ‘art is the
supreme manifestation of individualism’.*4

French anarchism in the early 189os was not only characterized by its appeal to
the literary and artistic avant-gardes; between March 1892 and June 1894 nine people
died in eleven dynamite explosions in Paris. This terrorist phase was initiated by
Frangois-Claudius Ravachol detonating two bombs at blocks of flats where judges
lived. Auguste Vaillant’s bomb was flung from the gallery into the Chamber of
Deputies. In contrast, Emile Henry was responsible for the twenty casualties, one of
them fatal, in a station café crowded with lower middle-class and even working-class
customers. The period of propaganda by the deed terminated with the assassination
of President Sadi Carnot in Lyon by an Italian, Santo Casiero. All four dynamitards
were executed, but whereas most anarchists and working people in general admired
Ravachol, Vaillant and Casiero, they had serious reservations about Henry’s act of
February 1894.%

Britain was scarcely affected by the anarchist violence of continental Europe,
although there were several minor incidents. Early in 1892, in the case of the Walsall
Anarchists, four men, who included a Frenchman and an Italian, received lengthy
prison sentences for conspiring to manufacture a bomb; and four days after Henry’s
attentat in Paris, a young French anarchist, Martial Bourdin, who was carrying a
bomb in Greenwich Park, was killed by it, an affair on which Conrad drew in The
Secret Agent.*® Wilde’s comment that ‘the dynamite policy is very absurd indeed’
came a month later.
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Also, on 31 December 1891 a young poet had discharged five rounds from a
revolver at the wall of the House of Commons near the Speaker’s Residence. He
proceeded to hand the weapon to a police constable, saying, ‘T am an anarchist, and
I intended shooting you; but then I thought it a pity to shoot an honest man. What I
have done is to show my contempt for the House of Commons.” John Evelyn Batlas,
who used the nom-de-plume of Evelyn Douglas, was remanded in custody and next
appeared in court on 7 January, supported by Wilde, John Gray and John Davidson.
Nine days later he was bound over to be of good behaviour and keep the peace for
two months for a surety of £200, £100 on Wilde’s recognisance and the other half
being guaranteed by the prominent socialist H.H. Champion.®” It was Champion,
once secretary of the SDF, who, previously unknown to Wilde, had called at Tite
Street to get him to go to Westminster Police Court, thereby making him late for
the reading of Zady Windermere’s Fan to the actor-manager George Alexander.®®
There is no evidence that Wilde was influenced politically by Barlas, but previous
writers on his anarchism have stressed the significance of their friendship, while not
knowing a great deal about it.*?

Although born in Rangoon in 1860, the son of a merchant, Barlas was Scottish
— he was a descendant of Kate Douglas, a fifteenth-century heroine — and educated
at Merchant Taylors’ School and New College, Oxford. It was at Oxford that he
had met Wilde; but he knew also Robert Sherard, who, before being sent down
for non-payment of debts, was an undergraduate at New College for a year, and
Wilde and Sherard (who was to write four books about Wilde) were to become firm
friends in Paris in 1883.7° After Oxford Barlas entered the Middle Temple before
turning to teaching, first for a couple of years at a Jesuit college in Ireland, next in
Chelmsford, where he taught at the Grammar School, formed a socialist society and
left in December 1886, moving on to Egham and coaching entrants for the army. In
London he lived in poverty in Lambeth and elsewhere in the late 1880s and early
1890s, when he became a member of the Rhymers’ Club. Between 1884 and 1893,
he published eight volumes of poetry, all now exceedingly rare, usually under the
name of Evelyn Douglas, save for the anonymous Holy of Holies: Confessions of an
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Anarchist (1887). Although his oeuvre is overwhelmingly love poetry and notable
for its lack of socio-political content, it displays more talent and reads better than
Wilde’s early verse.”

The romantic explanation for his later mental instability attributes it to a blow
received on Bloody Sunday, November 1887, when, batoned by the police in Trafalgar
Square, he fell, the story runs, at the feet of Eleanor Marx; but it seems more probable
that it was caused by syphilis. He was an active propagandist, initially as a lecturer
and organizer for the Marxist SDF, but in 1888—9 he followed Champion in quitting
it and joining the Labour Electoral Association. He could write to Bruce Glasier in
1889 that he was ‘neither exclusively collectivist nor anarchist’ and then gravitated
towards the anarchist Socialist League, for which he was working from at least May
1891. The veteran anarchist and fellow Scot, Tom Bell, of whom more later (but he
is not to be confused with the Glaswegian iron moulder, SLP militant and future
Communist stalwart of the same name), had no hesitation in calling Barlas an anar-
chist, having met him as ‘an extraordinarily able young man who had lately come
into the movement’ at ‘the first conference of Anarchists in Scotland’.”

Wilde responded to Barlas’s gratitude in January 1892 by writing, “Whatever I
did was merely what you would have done for me or for any friend of yours whom
you admired and appreciated. We poets and dreamers are all brothers’, and ‘T must
come and see you soon,” signing himself “Your affectionate friend / Oscar’. The
following month he provided a reference for Barlas to be admitted to the Reading
Room of the British Museum, instructing him to ‘Send me a line, poet and scholar,
and know me for ever your friend.”” Barlas’s violent behaviour continued and not
long afterwards he collapsed into mental illness. He was arrested once more, this time
for unprovoked assault in Crieff, Perthshire, and was confined first at an asylum in
Perth (1892—3) and later for many years in Gartnavel Asylum, Glasgow, where he
died in 1914.7*
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Barlas had published an article in April 1892 in praise of Wilde with a splendid

conclusion:

... aman who is all this, and whose fate has cast him upon these latter days, cannot
fail to be a revolutionist. And this voluptuous artist is a very Michael, or, rather,
a Raphael, for he does not use physical means, but spiritual. Nor are his spiritual
weapons of the coarser kind, noisy and explosive. He does not use dynamite, but the
dagger — a dagger whose hilt is crusted with flaming jewels, and whose point drips
with the poison of the Borgias. That dagger is the paradox. No weapon could be more
terrible. He has stabbed all our proverbs, and our proverbs rule us more than our
kings. Perhaps it is better to say he uses sheet lightning. With a sudden flash of wit
he exposes to our startled eyes the sheer cliff-like walls of the rift which has opened
out, as if by a silent earthquake, between our moral belief and the belief of our fathers.
That fissure is the intellectual revolution.”

In a period of lucidity in 1905 he wrote to his son, equally well albeit less showily, that

Wilde ‘was and remains my ideal of a man of genius in this generation; his words and

writings. .. half-concealing under an appearance of sportive levity unheard of profun-
dity of perception and thought’.”® Similarly Richard Le Gallienne argued from the
vantage point of the 1920s that Wilde was the ‘symbolic figure’ of the Late-Victorian
Revolt of the 1880s and 189os, that he was ‘the incarnation of the spirit of the *gos’:

The significance of the *9os is that they began to apply all the new ideas that had been
for some time accumulating from the disintegrating action of scientific and philo-
sophic thought on every kind of spiritual, moral, social and artistic convention, and
all forms of authority demanding obedience merely as authority. Hence came that
widespread assertion and demonstration of individualism that is still progressing.
Wilde was the synthesis of all these phenomena of change. He may be said to have
included [T.H.] Huxley and Pater and Morris and Whistler and Mr Bernard Shaw
and Mr Max Beerbohm in the amazing eclecticism of his extravagant personality, that
seems to have borrowed everything and made everything his own.””
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The four years after the appearance of ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ saw
Wilde’s spectacular success on the London stage with his great series of plays, Lady
Windermere’s Fan (which opened in 1892), 4 Woman of No Importance (1893), An Ideal
Husband (1895) and The Importance of Being Earnest (1895). At first sight comedies
set in aristocratic circles seem improbable products of a committed anarchist mind.
There is just one expression of a mainline anarchist belief when Lord Illingworth
remarks: “You can’t make people good by Act of Parliament...’; although he also
says (as in ‘The Soul’): ‘Discontent is the first step in the progress of a man or a
nation.””® When Algy Moncrieff explains in The Importance of Being Earnest that the
imaginary Bunbury had ‘quite exploded’ that afternoon and Lady Bracknell enquires,
“Was he the victim of a revolutionary outrage?’, it is a solitary reference to the world
of contemporary anarchist struggle.” All the same, Barlas was perfectly correct when
he said that Wilde ‘half-conceal[ed] under an appearance of sportive levity unheard
of profundity of perception and thought’ and equally that he exposed ‘with a sudden
flash of wit’ ‘the rift which has opened out ... between our moral belief and the belief
of our fathers’.

In the first three of the society comedies Wilde subverts established morality,
arguing for a more flexible and a fully human — one could say, libertarian — code of
conduct in place of the rigid rules and ungenerous spirit of Victorianism. In Lady
Windermere’s Fan Mrs Erlynne, the previously demonized ‘woman with a past’, is
finally recognized by Lady Windermere to be ‘a very good woman’.** There is a
similar progression in An Ideal Husband, where Sir Robert Chiltern, conventionally
considered to be ‘an ideal husband’ but exposed as having once committed a politi-
cally corrupt act, laments, “Why can’t you women love us, faults and all? Why do
you place us on monstrous pedestals? We have all feet of clay, women as well as
men...Itis not the perfect, but the imperfect, who have need of love...” while his wife
can state: ‘[Life] has taught me that a person who has once been guilty of a dishonest
and dishonourable action may be guilty of it a second time, and should be shunned,’
believing that the rule should be applied ‘to every one, without exception’. At the
end of the play, though, Sir Robert can be loved by his wife for what he is, ‘faults
and all’, his sister having commented: ‘An ideal husband! Oh, I don’t think I should
like that. It sounds like something in the next world.”®'

Lady Windermere had believed the same as Lady Chiltern in an irrefragable
moral code.

LORD DARLINGTON: I think life too complex a thing to be settled by these hard and
fast rules.

LADY WINDERMERE: If we had ‘these hard and fast rules’, we should find life much
more simple.

78 Oscar Wilde, 4 Woman of No Importance, in Complete Works of Oscar Wilde (London and Glasgow:
Collins, 1966), pp. 437, 456.
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LORD DARLINGTON: You allow of no exceptions?

82
LADY WINDERMERE: None!

It can be seen that, as Lord Windermere expostulates, ‘How hard good women are!’
(Chiltern says of his wife: ‘She stands apart as good women do — pitiless in her
perfection — cold and stern and without mercy’) and that ‘good people do a great
deal of harm in this world’, as Lord Darlington believes.® Yet Lady Windermere
comes to recant: ‘I don’t think now that people can be divided into the good and
the bad as though they were two separate races or creations.”™ 4 Woman of No
Importance is much less interesting ethically than either Zady Windermere’s Fan or
An Ideal Husband, but it here that Wilde has one of his mouthpieces summarize what
he himself presumably believed: ‘...intellectual generalities are always interesting,
but generalities in morals mean absolutely nothing.”® Similarly the comment of the
blackmailing Mrs Cheveley in 4n /dea/ Husband that ‘Morality is simply the attitude
we adopt towards people whom we personally dislike’ sounds like Wilde’s own
position.* His position is antipodean to the bourgeois morality of his own day or of
our own — and with the latter we need to include the equally Procrustean prejudices
of political correctness.

When Wilde was arrested on 5 April 1895, both An /deal Husband and The
Importance of Being Earnest had only recently opened in London, but although they
had been playing to full houses, they were soon taken off and were not to be revived
until after his death. In contrast, France in general was bemused by his sentence
to two years’ hard labour; and symbolist and anarchist Paris was outraged. The
novelists Paul Adam and Octave Mirbeau defended him in print as early as May
and June respectively, Adam’s article being illustrated with a sketch of Wilde by
Toulouse-Lautrec in La Revue blanche, whose editor, Fénéon, also supported him;
Stuart Merrill attempted to gather signatures to a petition for clemency; and the first
public performance of Salomé took place in February 1896, with Toulouse-Lautrec
designing the programme, at Lugné-Poé&’s Théitre de 'Oeuvre, of which Merrill
was the manager.*’

Imprisonment was to bring Wilde’s career as a writer to an end, but not before
it had enabled him to produce two of his finest works: the long letter to Lord
Alfred Douglas, published posthumously by Robert Ross in heavily abridged form
as De Profundis, and his one great poem, The Ballad of Reading Gaol. His terrible
experience, brutal and degrading, served only to confirm and deepen his libertarian
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social, political and ethical views, expressed in both of these as well as in other corre-
spondence of his final years.

In the resplendent prose and lucid thinking of De Profundis he rejects ‘Morality’:
‘T am a born antinominian. I am one of those who are made for exceptions, not for

laws.”8®

He remembers telling Gide, ‘as we sat together in some Paris café, that...
Metaphysics had but little real interest for me, and Morality absolutely none’ and so
‘I need not tell you that to me Reformations in Morals are as meaningless and vulgar
as Reformations in Theology.’® He has a good deal to say about his individualism,
asserting: ‘T am far more of an individualist than I ever was.”” In a central passage
the meaning becomes clearer if ‘anarchist’ is substituted for ‘individualist’ and ‘the

State’ for ‘Society’:

People used to say of me that I was too individualistic. I must be far more of an
individualist than I ever was. I must get far more out of myself than I ever got, and
ask far less of the world than I ever asked. Indeed my ruin came, not from too great
individualism of life, but from too little. The one disgraceful, unpardonable, and
to all time contemptible action of my life was my allowing myself to be forced into
appealing to Society for help and protection against your father. To have made such
an appeal against anyone would have from the individualist point of view bad enough
... once I had put into motion the forces of Society, Society turned on me and said,
‘Have you been living all this time in defiance of my laws, and do you now appeal to
those laws for protection? You shall have those laws exercised to the full. You shall
abide by what you have appealed to’. The result is I am in gaol.”"

It is this ‘Society’ that ‘takes upon itself the right to inflict appalling punishments
on the individual’ and, while ‘There is no prison in any world into which Love
cannot force an entrance,” Wilde’s conclusion is the anarchist one that “The prison-
system is absolutely and entirely wrong’.”* In the first of two prosaic yet magnificent
letters to the Daily Chronicle he itemized the ‘prison-system’ as ‘the governor, the
chaplain, the warders, the lonely cell, the isolation, the revolting food, the rules of
the Prison Commissioners, the mode of discipline, as it is termed. .. the life’. He also
repeats there what he contended in “The Soul of Man’ as to the degrading essence
of authority: ‘Authority is as destructive to those who exercise it as it is to those on
whom it is exercised.””?

In The Ballad of Reading Gaol similarly it is not simply capital punishment which
is rejected but prison in general:

... every prison that men build
Is built with bricks of shame,
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And bound with bars lest Christ should see
How men their brothers maim.

With bars they blur the gracious moon,
And blind the goodly sun:

And they do well to blind their Hell,
For in it things are done

That Son of God nor son of Man
Ever should look upon!

The vilest deeds like prison weeds
Bloom well in prison-air:

It is only what is good in Man
That wastes and withers there...%

As for law, while there is initially feigned hesitance:

I know not whether Laws be right,
Or whether Laws be wrong...

there is regardless no doubting;:

But this I know, that every Law
That men have made for Man,

Since first Man took his brother’s life,
And the sad world began,

But straws the wheat and saves the chaff
With a most evil fan.”

Alexander Berkman used this stanza as the epigraph to his Prison Memoirs of an
Anarchist, which with the preceding verse and following verse similarly served
Carpenter for Prisons, Police and Punishment.

In 1891 in “The Soul of Man under Socialism’ Wilde could maintain the typically
anarchist, yet optimistic, opinion that ‘even in prison, a man can be quite free. His
soul can be free. His personality can be untroubled. He can be at peace.” By 1898,
writing to Cunninghame Graham who after ‘Bloody Sunday’ had had six weeks’
experience of Pentonville, his outlook is equally anarchist but now lugubrious: ‘I ...
wish we could meet to talk over the many prisons of life — prisons of stone, prisons of
passion, prisons of intellect, prisons of morality, and the rest. All limitations, external
or internal, are prison-walls, and life is a limitation.’

Finally, from the last year of Wilde’s life come confirmation, discussion and
details of his anarchism that, remarkably, never seem to have been drawn upon by
any previous commentator on Wilde. They appear at length in a 477-page typescript,

94 Fong and Beckson, p. 213.
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‘Oscar Wilde without Whitewash’, begun after a related article of 1930, ‘Oscar
Wilde’s Unwritten Play’,”” was sent for publication and before Frank Harris’s death
in 1931, and completed by 1935, but with some additions of 1938, and owned by
the outstanding research collection of Wilde materials, the William Andrews Clark
Memorial Library at the University of California, Los Angeles.”® The testimony
is that of Thomas H. (Tom) Bell who, far from being an eccentric or peripheral
observer, was close to heart of the international anarchist movement, c. 1890-1940,
the friend of Emma Goldman and Rudolf Rocker and brother-in-law of John
Turner, the first person to be deported from the USA under the anarchist exclusion
law following McKinley’s assassination and future general secretary of the Shop
Assistants” Union. Bell was born in Edinburgh in 1867, had been a member of the
Scottish Land and Labour League and the SDF, claiming indeed to have converted
James Connolly to socialism, before becoming an anarchist. As a ship’s engineer he
travelled widely, becoming an accomplished linguist and able to work as an inter-
preter and stenographer. He emigrated to the USA in 1904 and farmed in Arizona
for ten years, before moving to Los Angeles, where he was active in the Libertarian
Group which published his fine pamphlet and only freestanding work in English,
Edward Carpenter: The English Tolstot, in 1932. %

John Cowper Powys was interested by Goldman in ‘Oscar Wilde without
Whitewash’ and promised to write a preface for it, even though he reported that his
agent, Laurence Pollinger, was ‘very scared of it for fear of libel-action’ by Lord
Alfred Douglas and that it could never be published in Britain while Douglas was
still alive. Powys considered ‘it’s as good a book on Wilde as I ever seen’, reporting
to Louis Wilkinson (who had befriended Wilde as a correspondent in 1898 while
still a schoolboy) that it was ‘most lively & vivid reading....I can see very vivid
possibilities for this great long rambling book’, though very rightly commenting
that ‘what it wants is editing & revising’.'” Bell was however to be disappointed.
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He died in 1942 and his book has only ever been appeared in Argentina, shortened
and in Spanish translation.””

From 1898 Bell worked for six years as secretary to Frank Harris, who was much
impressed by his command of languages. ‘Oscar Wilde without Whitewash’ was first
called ‘Oscar Wilde, Frank Harris, Alfred Douglas and Myself’ — Bell had met both
Douglas and his father, the Marquis of Queensberry, and most unusually liked them
both — and the original title was considerably more appropriate since the typescript
contains as much, if not more, about Harris as it does about Wilde. In 1900 Wilde
and Harris agreed to write a play together, with Wilde supplying the plot; and Bell
describes himself as the ‘intermediary’ or ‘go-between’ selected by Wilde himself for
the collaboration, for when Harris was back in London. Since “Wilde wrote nothing
atall. Not even the first act. Not one word,” Bell’s role in the process failed to materi-
alize and Harris had to write the play single-handedly, Mr and Mrs Daventry opening
in London a month before Wilde’s death in Paris on 30 November."** Bell had first
met Wilde with Harris and an unnamed French writer ‘sometime in the summer of
1900’, when there was ‘an hour or so of conversation’ in Harris’s rooms at the Elysée
Palace Hotel.'> Two or three days later there was a second meeting there but now
between Wilde and Bell alone. Bell was not to see Wilde alive again because of the
non-operation of the collaboration. But late in November ‘my friend, Bell’; as Harris
calls him, was dispatched with money for the importunate Wilde. He arrived at the
Hétel d’Alsace, two or three hours too late, to find a nun sitting at the side of Wilde’s
corpse.’™

The crucial encounter was, then, in summer 1900 when Wilde and Bell met alone
and Bell got him talking about politics in what he describes as ‘a real long talk.”*® Bell
regarded ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ as “in its day.....bold and original’ despite
the fact that “Wilde was too much concerned with aesthetics to concern himself with
economics, too full of wit to deal seriously at any length with any social question’:

Harris had told Wilde that I had been accepted as a friend by William Morris, by
Peter Kropotkin and by Edward Carpenter. Wilde spoke of them to me, particularly
about Morris, laughing with me, with tender memory, at Morris’s blunt ways and the
terribly rough language, the quite incredibly, quite impossibly rough language, he
could use on appropriate occasion.
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Bell considered that ‘in his political and social views’ Wilde ‘had just the same outlook
as ... Kropotkin, and though naturally he deals more with art than with economics
his teaching is on just the same line and is just as clear and strong and plain spoken’.
He ‘had evidently read [Love’s Coming of Age] and spoke warmly of Carpenter’.
Indeed, Wilde was to write in September 1900: “What a charming book Edward
Carpenter’s Civilisation, Cause and Cure is: it is most suggestive. I constantly read it,’
and he is known to have annotated his copy. Bell ‘mentioned also a mutual friend,
John Barlas ... of whom [Wilde] spoke with warm affection’.**®

While Bell had no doubt that the primary anarchist influence on Wilde came from

Kropotkin, he also brings in a fairly new name: that of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon:

I told him in our talk that I was not a Kropotkinian but had arrived where I was
through Proudhon. He evidently understood quite well the difference between the
two, and there was some little talk about them... The influence of Proudhon on him is
plain. Wilde probably did not get much of a grasp of Proudhon’s economic theory; he
was neither an economist nor a business man to be interested in the details of Mutual
Banking, but in the Sou/ of Man the Proudhon influence in political theory — and
in style — is very evident. It is true that Wilde might have got the political theory
indirectly; his bosom friend Barlas was well read in Proudhon and he must have met
other Libertarians who could explain this. But he had himself read at least some of
Proudhon’s works, including certainly the famous Qu ‘est-ce que la proprieté? — which
had to be read by every well educated radical of that time. Sherard has him quoting
Proudhon;'” according to von Liebich'®® he had read quite a good deal of Proudhon
and spoke about him often. A short examination of Proudhon will show that Wilde’s
criticism of democratic government in the Sou/ of Man is that made by Proudhon long
years before; and in so far as the style in it had any origin other than his own genius
it is surely that of the great French master of the epigram and the paradox..."”

It comes as no surprise when Bell remarks that he ‘never heard that Wilde under-
stood [the] importance’ of the British retail (or consumers”) co-operative movement,
but he goes on to report his interest in ‘the idea of the self-governing co-operative
workshop’, or producers’ co-ops. Bell says that Wilde called his attention to the
account in Chernyshevsky’s novel What Is To Be Done? of the description of the
dressmaker’s co-operative workshop which the middle-class heroine, Vera Pavlovna,
sets up for needlewomen. What Is To Be Done?had been translated into English from
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the French edition by none other than Benjamin Tucker, serialized in his ZLiberzy and
published in book form in 1886.""° Wilde also spoke of another novel, Sir Walter
Besant’s A/l Sorts and Conditions of Men (1882), in which Angela Messenger, ‘the
richest heiress in England’, establishes the Stepney Dressmakers’ Association,
another co-operative workshop, which was ‘to be self-governed, and to share the
proceeds among them...with regard to skill and industry’ and the idea of which
Wilde said had been taken from What Is To Be Done?, but which in Besant’s version
is equipped with a tennis court and gymnasium."" Bell quotes several passages from
All Sorts and Conditions of Men, suggesting that Wilde was influenced by these and
Besant’s wit when he wrote “The Soul of Man under Socialism’:

<

. ask her if she wants to do the grandest thing ever done for men; ask her if she
will, as a new and startling point of departure, remember that men want joy. If she
will ask me, I will deliver a lecture on the necessity of pleasure, the desirableness of
pleasure, the beauty of pleasure.’

“You think that Governments can do everything for you. You FOOLS! Has any
Government ever done anything for you? ... Can it give you what you want? No.’

‘We could make them discontented, at least’, said Angela. ‘Discontent must come
before reform.’

‘We should leave them to reform themselves,” said Harry. ‘The mistake of
philanthropists is to think that they can do for people what can only be done by the
people.’

And Angela, the philanthropist, writes: “Without discontent, nothing can be done.’
Undoubtedly there is a relationship between the two texts.""*

Proudhon has been scarcely mentioned and producers’ co-operation, Cherny-
shevsky and Besant are all quite new in discussions of Wilde’s anarchism; but none
of this is implausible and it significantly extends our knowledge of his political ideas
and interests. It must be mentioned, however, that on one matter Bell strains confi-
dence in his reliability by going entirely over the top. He writes of Frank Harris’s
misjudgment in publishing in the Formightly Review an article by the French anar-
chist, Charles Malato, rhapsodizing Ravachol and Henry and contributing in 1894 to
Harris’s dismissal as editor. He later added as an afterthought a handwritten footnote
that ‘Ravachol was the man in whom Wilde was so much interested, whose body
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he went to see after the execution’."”®* Ravachol was guillotined far away from Paris
in the small town of Montbrison (Loire) on 11 July 1892; the execution was public;
Wilde was that month taking a cure at Bad Homburg (near Frankfurt am Main) with
Alfred Douglas; he was eighteen months later to pronounce that ‘the dynamite policy
is very absurd indeed’ (although in 1898 he was to meet a young poet who was ‘the
intimate friend of Emile Henry...and has told me wonderful things about him and
his life”).""* Bell also says that his friend Rudolf von Liebich ‘taught music to Wilde’s
children and French to his wife’, yet this seems most unlikely since it is unmentioned
in Liebich’s brief memoir of Wilde.""

As with Carpenter Wilde can also be regarded as anarchist in his ‘sexual
philosophy’ and, while Bell did not talk to him about this, he did with ‘two or three
of his friends — among them Harris’."® Bell reports that they agreed that ‘Wilde went
further than Carpenter. Carpenter merely defended the person who chose homo-
sexuality instead of heterosexuality. Wilde, I was told, declared in theory for both.’
That is, Wilde was an advocate of bisexuality:

He was quoted to me as speaking of ‘the enjoyment in music of the tenor as well
as the soprano’, as being for ‘the possibility of passionate friendship between any
two human beings’. I was told that when it was objected to him that he was merely
‘proposing to use the left hand instead of the right’, he had declared himself ‘for the
seizure of enjoyment boldly with both hands’.

Most anarchist of all; and anticipatory of Aldous Huxley, Christopher Pallis and
particularly Alex Comfort: ‘He had explained that he was for “the liberation of the
sexual emotions over the greatest possible area” — for “the opening up of a new
region of voluptuous and aesthetic sensation”.”""”

The heterosexual Bell explains that when he spoke to Wilde alone he was ‘on a

footing quite different to that of our first meeting’:

It was the acceptance of each other by two men between whom there was no need of
discussion and explanation, who knew that they had the same general attitude to the
problems of life and society as opposed to that of a hostile outside world, two men
who knew that each had at least sometimes bidden defiance to that hostility. I talked

with him, in short, as one rebel to another."®

Bell’s testimony in his unpublished book is unique, for here a committed and
knowledgeable anarchist reports, even if thirty-five years later, a conversation with
Wilde about anarchism. His overall conclusion as to Wilde’s political position is as
convincing as it is judicious:

113 Bell, ‘OwwW’, ff. 179a—80; Pullar, p. 154.

114 Ellmann, Wilde, pp. 368—9; Holland and Hart-Davis, pp. 5305, 1108.

115 Bell, ‘OWwW’, ff. 115—16; Liebich, op. cit. (Clark).

116 Who besides Harris were these friends? Liebich, also living in Los Angeles in the 1930s, was almost
certainly one.

117 Bell, OWwW’, f. 337.

118 /bid., f. 30.
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. in his maturity he was undoubtedly an Anarchist, an Anarchist of the type of
Edward Carpenter or Elisée Reclus, an Anarchist philosophic and humanitarian but
clean-cut and plain-spoken, though avoiding the use of the term Anarchism itself as
one likely to cause misunderstanding in the minds of his readers.""

119 /bid., f. 93.



John Cowper Powys I:
His life-philosophy

and individualist anarchism

Two chapters in this book are devoted to John Cowper Powys, whom most readers
are likely to consider an improbable choice for even one. Such attention is justified
for three reasons: the originality and importance of his life-philosophy and its contri-
bution to anarchist thought; the reformulation of his socio-political outlook as a
result of the Spanish Revolution and the resultant impact on his fiction and other
writings; and the still insufficient appreciation of his literary achievement.

Between 1929 and 1951 Powys published a series of major novels: Wolf Solent, A
Glastonbury Romance, Weymouth Sands, Maiden Castle, Owen Glendower and Porius.
These are such as to place him for many notable critics and fellow writers — J.B.
Priestley, Henry Miller, G. Wilson Knight, Angus Wilson, Iris Murdoch, George
Steiner and A.N. Wilson have been prominent advocates — amongst the greatest
novelists of his century. For some it is the Autobiography of 1934, memorable for
its far-reaching candour, that remains his exceptional achievement. Since Powys’s
death in 1963, the republication of all his books, an increasing flow of monographs,
and indications of fundamental shifts in general critical assessment, make it increas-
ingly probable that the claims of this minority tradition will eventually become the
accepted opinion.’

It is virtually impossible to convey the nature of such distinctive fiction. Powys
combines twentieth-century introspection and analysis of the relations between men
and women with the social panoramas, humour and prolixity of the eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century novelists. The uninitiated might do worse than to attempt to
imagine an amalgam of Lawrence and Dickens, Hardy and Dostoievsky, Proust
and Scott. To these great names two others need to be added: that of Wordsworth, in
order to suggest Powys’s characteristic attention to and communion with the natural
world, animate and inanimate; and Blake’s, since Powys shares his reverence for life

1 See, for example, Boris Ford (ed.), The New Pelican Guide to English Literature (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 8 vols., 1983), VII, pp. 86, 99, 187—90, and VIII, pp. 68, 100; Boris Ford (ed.), The
Cambridge Cultural History of Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 9 vols., 1992),
VIII, pp. 37-8. The writers are John Holloway, the Leavisite Denys Thompson, and Wilfrid
Mellers and Rupert Hildyard.
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and belief that ‘everything that lives is holy’, as well as his radical rejection of the
established order.” It is also a commonplace of Powys criticism that he possesses an
empathy with women, an entry into the minds and feelings of women, unrivalled by
any other male writer.}

Powys was born in 1872 at Shirley, Derbyshire. His surname is certainly Welsh
and later in hislife he liked to consider himself Welsh, yet both his parents were clearly
English and he himself had never lived in Wales before 1935. His father, Charles
Francis Powys, was a wealthy Anglican clergyman, descended from landed proprie-
tors on the Welsh Borders in Shropshire. His mother, Mary Cowper Johnson, came
from Norfolk and through her he was related to the poets John Donne and William
Cowper. In 1879 the Revd. Powys moved the family to his native Dorset, when he
accepted a curacy at Dorchester so as to be close to his widowed mother in Weymouth,
and then in 1885 to Montacute, Somerset, where he became vicar; and it was Wessex
which was to provide the setting for many of John Cowper’s novels. Powys’s younger
brothers Theodore Francis (T.F.) and Llewelyn were also to become professional
writers, and together they form a remarkable literary trio comparable only with the
Brontés and much lesser Sitwells, but in addition no fewer than four of the other seven
Powys siblings to survive childhood were published authors.*

J.C. Powys was educated at Sherborne School and Corpus Christi College,
Cambridge, where he read history. On graduating in 1894, instead of entering the
Church for which he had been intended, he gave lectures at several girls’ schools in
Brighton and Eastbourne, supplemented by an allowance of £60 per annum from his
father. He moved on in 1898 to work full-time for the Oxford University Extension
Delegacy, spending the winters lecturing in history and literature all over England.’

2 For Blake, cf. Glen Cavaliero, john Cowper Powys: Novelist (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), pp.
105—6. The other principal work of literary analysis is G. Wilson Knight, The Saturnian Quest: A
Chart of the Prose Works of John Cowper Powys (London: Methuen, 1964). See also the seven items
on Powys in G. Wilson Knight, Neglected Powers: Essays on Nineteenth and Twentieth Century
Literature (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1971); and Jeremy Hooker, John Cowper Powys
(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1973).

3 This, admittedly, is something that has usually been said by men — but see Belinda Humfrey (ed.),
‘Introduction’, Essays on_John Cowper Powys (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1972), pp. 24—5;
and Carole Coates, ‘Gerda and Christie’, in Belinda Humfrey (ed.), John Cowper Powys’s ‘Wolf
Solent’: Critical Studies (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1990), esp. p. 159. Alice Wexler has
commented to me that, while Powys ‘obviously’ had an empathy with women, ‘it was stronger than
that’, ‘more an identification with women’ (letter of 22 July 1992).

4 There is as yet no full-length biography of J.C. Powys, but Richard Perceval Graves, The Powys
Brothers (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983), is an ambitious collective biography, and
Herbert Williams, John Cowper Powys (Bridgend: Seren, 1997), an excellent brief one. The major
source for the first fifty years of his life is John Cowper Powys, Autobiography (1934; London:
Macdonald, 1967 edn). Malcolm Elwin, The Life of Liewelyn Powys (London: John Lane, Bodley
Head, 1946), esp. chap. 1, is also useful for the family background.

5 The authoritative treatment is provided by Stuart Marriott and Janet Coles, ‘John Cowper Powys
as University Extension Lecturer, 1898—1909°, Powys Journal, IV (1994). See also the syllabuses
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From 1905 he began lecture tours in the USA and was phenomenally successful there,
travelling incessantly throughout the country, speaking mainly about the classic
writers of Europe and America to popular audiences, until his retirement in 1930.
As a result, his reputation — certainly as a speaker, but initially also as a writer — was
much higher in the USA than in Britain. Henry Miller always maintained that the
principal influences on him as a youth were Powys and Emma Goldman:

I remember most vividly the way [Powys] wrapped himself in his gown, closed his
eyes and covered them with one hand, before launching into one of those inspired
flights of eloquence which left me dizzy and speechless.... Leaving the hall after his
lectures, I often felt as if he had put a spell upon me. A wondrous spell it was, too.
For, aside from the celebrated experience with Emma Goldman in San Diego, it was
my first intimate experience, my first real contact, with the living spirit of those few
rare beings who visit this earth.

Powys, needless to say, had his own select luminaries whom he raved about. I
use the word ‘raved’ advisedly. I had never before heard any one rave in public,
particularly about authors, thinkers, philosophers. Emma Goldman, equally inspired
on the platform, and often Sibylline in utterance, gave nevertheless the impression of
radiating from an intellectual centre. Warm and emotional though she was, the fire
she gave off was an electrical one. Powys fulminated with the fire and smoke of the
soul, or the depths which cradle the soul. Literature was for him like manna from
above. He pierced the veil time and again. For nourishment he gave us wounds, and
the scars have never healed.’

Powys, atypically for an upper-middle-class Englishman, loved America and
Americans — as his 4utobiography makes abundantly clear. Moreover, he lived with an
American woman for forty years. He had married Margaret Alice Lyon in 1896, a son,
Littleton Alfred, was born in 1902, but the couple were disastrously mismatched and
once Powys’s lecturing career was entirely switched to the USA in 1909, they were
in effect separated, although the lion’s share of his large earnings, while they lasted,
was returned to England to maintain his wife and son in considerable comfort. In 1921
Powys met Phyllis Playter, a woman of about twenty-eight who lived independently
of her family, working as a secretary, in her birthplace, Kansas City.” They were
soon living together, but never married, even after Margaret Powys’s death in 1947.®

printed in Derek Langridge, John Cowper Powys: A Record of Achievement (London: Library
Association, 1966), pp. 21—52.

6 Henry Miller, The Books in My Life (1951; London: Icon Books edn, 1963), pp. 146—7. See also
Paul Roberts, The Ideal Ringmaster: A Biographical Sketch of Geoffrey Arnold Shaw (1884—1937)
(Kilmersdon, near Bath: Powys Society, 1996), pp. 10—29, for the years of American lecturing.

7 For the background and character of this remarkable, deeply unorthodox woman, see Graves,
Pp- 150—1, 162—4; Williams, pp. 72—7; Belinda Humfrey (ed.), Recollections of the Powys Brothers:
Llewelyn, Theodore and John Cowper (London: Peter Owen, 1980), pp. 31—2; obituary tributes,
Powys Review, no. 10 (Spring 1982), pp. 4-8.

8 For Powys’s marriage, see Susan Rands, john Cowper Powys, the Lyons and W.E. Lutyens (London:
Cecil Woolf, 2000).
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It has long been apparent that it was Powys’s relationship with Phyllis Playter that
enabled him to proceed to the production of his great novels; and since the publi-
cation in 1987 of the initial instalment of his Diary, it has been revealed that she also
exercised a decisive critical impact on the form the novels actually took. Powys and
Playter worked on them in such a way that the books were more like a collaboration
than anything else.” Powys returned permanently to Britain in 1934 and settled with
Playter in Corwen, a tiny and, although on the Ajs, fairly remote town in North
Wales. In 1955, however, they removed to the less accessible slate-quarrying town
of Blaenau Ffestiniog, where they lived in poverty until his death in 1963.

Powys was an all-round, prolific man of letters. Originally aspiring to be a poet,
before turning to novels in his forties, he published half-a-dozen volumes of poetry,
the first two appearing in 1896 and 1899." His works of literary appreciation (as
opposed to criticism) — Visions and Revisions (1915), Suspended Judgments (1916),
The Pleasures of Literature, entitled equally significantly Enjoyment of Literature in
the USA (1938) — seem reliable indicators of the scope and tone of his lectures.” He
also wrote many ‘philosophical’ books expounding to the ordinary man or woman
his personal philosophy of individual self-liberation, and it is principally these that
are discussed in this chapter.

The claim that Powys is a major writer, though, must rest on his best novels,
his autobiography, his diaries and his marvellous letters. Powys was an insatiable
correspondent: it is estimated that he wrote upwards of 40,000 letters in the course
of his ninety years."” After his return to Britain he would have written on average
between ten and twenty letters each day to a great range of people: brothers and
sisters, literary friends, admirers of his books (mostly uncelebrated and unlearned,
but passionate readers). What makes his letters so remarkable is the full, unrestrained,
playful display of his personality, idiosyncrasies, concerns. They exhibit exuberance,
eloquence, a penetrating intellect, humour, generosity, goodness, utter lack of self-

9 See, especially, Frederick Davies, ‘Introduction’, to Frederick Davies (ed.), The Diary of john
Cowper Powys, 1930 (London: Greymitre Books, 1987). The ensuing publication history of the
Diuaries is: The Diary of John Cowper Powys, 1931 (1990); Morine Krissdéttir (ed.), Petrushka and the
Dancer: The Diaries of John Cowper Powys, 1929—1939 (Manchester: Carcanet Press, 1995) [selec-
tions]; Anthony Head (ed.), The Diary of John Cowper Powys for 1929 (1998); Morine Krissdottir
and Roger Peers (eds.), The Dorset Year: The Diary of John Cowper Powys, June 1934 — July 1935
(Kilmersdon, near Bath: Powys Press, 1998).

10 See Kenneth Hopkins (ed.), john Cowper Powys: A Selection from His Poems (London: Macdonald,
1964); Roland Mathias, The Hollowed-Out Elder Stalk: jJohn Cowper Powys as Poet (London:
Enitharmon Press, 1979).

11 See also John Cowper Powys, Singular Figures: Six Lectures (Colchester: Footprint Press, 1989);
Ann M. Reed, ‘From the Front Row: Notes from the Lectures of John Cowper Powys’, ed. Melvon
L. Ankeny, Powys journal, VII (1997), pp- 43—59-

12 Robert Blackmore (ed.), The Letters of John Cowper Powys to G.R. Wilson Knight (London: Cecil
Woolf, 1983), pp. 1o—11. This assertion as to the major status of Powys’s letters has, I am surprised
to find, rarely been made in print even by his greatest admirers. One example, though, is Blackmore,

pp. 8—11.
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regard. Reading them, one is reminded of two of his favourite authors, Rabelais and
Sterne. A Powys letter is unmistakable, visually as well as verbally; but, chameleon-
like, he adapts himself to the character and interests of the recipient. Collections of
the letters to fifteen correspondents have already appeared, the outstanding ones
being the Letters to Louis Wilkinson, 1935—1956 (1958), published during Powys’s
lifetime, and the two volumes of Letters to His Brother Llewelyn (1975), but the two
volumes of The Letters of John Cowper Powys and Frances Gregg (1994—6) as well as
Letters to Philippa Powys (1996) are also important.”

Powys’s novels are notoriously long, yet difficult to excerpt, and although
some of his admirers, most forcefully George Steiner, impressed by the model of
Malcolm Cowley’s The Portable Faulkner (three years after which William Faulkner
was awarded the Nobel Prize), argue for an anthology not only has one never been
published, but it is far from obvious that this would be a helpful initiative. Would one,
despite his undeniable longueurs and other barriers to the common reader, consider
selecting choice passages from Proust?™ In contrast, the best letters and all of the
diaries too can be dipped into and enjoyed for their high-spirited spontaneity and
profundity. Morine Krissdéttir’s excellent selection, Petrushka and the Dancer, from
a decade of the journals, now allows the ordinary reader to do just this."

*

Powys’s essential socio-political position is one of individualist anarchism: from the
period before the First World War, during the years when he was a Communist
sympathizer, even from the late 1930s to the end of the 1940s, through the 1950s and
down to his death. It is noticeable that — unlike the other non-fiction works of the
previous fifteen years — /n Spite Of (1953) contains not a single reference to anar-
chism, yet the socio-political philosophy remains the same; and the philosophy to
which I am referring is Powys’s life-philosophy or life-technique.

A major impediment to the public understanding of anarchism is the way in which
anarchists have divided into a variety of frequently widely divergent tendencies.
The majority tendency has been anarchist communism, advocating the common
ownership of the means of production, not of course under the control of the State
but in a free co-operative commonwealth. In syndicalism the emphasis is on the trade
unions, not only as the instruments of daily industrial struggle but also as providing
the institutional structure of the future free society, which would be achieved by
means of a revolutionary general strike. Whereas anarchist communism and anarcho-
syndicalism are socialist ideologies relating to — and were in the past espoused by

13 The other published volumes are: Letters to Nicholas Ross (1971); Letters to Glyn Hughes (1971;
enlarged edn, 1994); Letters 1937—1954 [to Iorwerth C. Peate] (1974); Letters to Henry Miller (1975);
Lezters to C. Benson Roberts (1975); Letters to Clifford Tolchard (1975); Letters to Sven-Erik Téckmark
(1983); Letters to G.R. Wilson Knight (1983); Letters to Ichiro Hara (1990); Letters to Hal W. and
Violet Trovillion (1990); Letters to Frank Warren (1998).

14 See George Steiner, ‘The Problem of Powys’, Times Literary Supplement, 16 May 1975. But cf.
George D. Painter, ‘The Oar and the Winnowing-Fan’, Dock Leaves, Spring 1956, pp. 44—s5.

15 Krissdottir, Petrushka and the Dancer.
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substantial sections of — the organized working class, individualist anarchism assumes
that, while human beings should certainly be free and equal, they can become so only
by their own individual effort, not through the action of collective organizations.
Nicolas Walter’s comment is that this is ‘an anarchism for intellectuals, artists, and
eccentrics, for people who work alone and like to keep themselves to themselves’."®
This description could clearly include Powys.

The individualist current was influential in the USA where its adherents, although
as opposed to authority, capitalism and finance as European anarchists, supported
the institution of private property (to the extent of the product of the individual’s
own labour)."”” The outstanding American advocate of individualist anarchism was
Benjamin Tucker, who edited between 1881 and 1908 the irregular but admired peri-
odical Ziberty, to which Shaw was a contributor and among whose subscribers was
Whitman, who remarked: ‘T love him: he is plucky to the bone.”* T am not aware
of Powys ever mentioning Tucker’s name, but James Joyce, who unlike Powys was
well-read in anarchist theory, is reported to have said of him, ‘Oh! he was the great
political thinker!” and Tucker’s was ‘the only political philosophy he ever spoke
of favourably’.” The American version of individualist anarchism, with which it
is proper to associate Emerson and Thoreau, was deeply rooted, growing out of
the values of the American Revolution and Jeffersonian democracy; and the first
academic monograph on the subject had the (then) appropriate title of Native American
Anarchism.*® This tradition of individualism, moderate and rational, withered under
a threefold challenge at the end of the nineteenth century. There was the spectacular
growth of big business, trusts and plutocracy. There was mass immigration — of
Germans, Italians, Russians, Jews — from continental Europe carrying with them an
anarchism that was violent both verbally and physically and much involved in bitter
labour struggles. And there was during the 1890s exposure in the pages of Liberty to
the egoism of Max Stirner.

16 Nicolas Walter, 4bout Anarchism (London: Freedom Press, 2nd edn, 2002), p. §3.

17 The authoritative work on American individualism is James J. Martin, Men against the State: The
Expositors of Individualist Anarchism in America, 1827—1908 (Colorado Springs, CO: Ralph Myles,
1970).

18 Peter Marshall, Demanding the Impossible: A History of Anarchism (London: HarperCollins, 1992),
p- 389. Inexplicably there is no full-length work on Tucker, but see: Benjamin R. Tucker, /nstead of’
a Book: By a Man Too Busy to Write One: A Fragmentary Exposition of Philosophical Anarchism (New
York: Benj. R. Tucker, 1893); Paul Eltzbacher, Anarchism: Exponents of the Anarchist Philosophy
(London: Freedom Press, 1960), chap. 8; Martin, chaps. 8, 9; William O. Reichert, Partisans of
Freedom: A Study in American Anarchism (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green University Popular
Press, 1976), pp. 141—200; Michael E. Coughlin, Charles H. Hamilton and Mark A. Sullivan (eds.),
Benjamin R. Tucker and the Champions of Liberty: A Centenary Anthology (St Paul, MN: Michael E.
Coughlin, n.d.); Wendy McElroy, The Debates of ‘Liberty’: An Overview of Individualist Anarchism,
1881—1908 (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2003).

19 Dominic Manganiello, Joyce’s Politics (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980), pp. 74, 209.

20 Eunice Minette Schuster, Native American Anarchism: A Study of Lefi- Wing American Individualism
(19325 New York: Da Capo Press, 1970).
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Egoism, the most extreme form of individualist anarchism, was expounded by
Stirner in Der Eingige und sein Eigentum (Leipzig, 1845), traditionally translated as
The Ego and His Own. Max Stirner was the pseudonym of Johann Kaspar Schmidt,
who lived between 1806 and 1856 and emerged out of the ranks of the Young (or
Left) Hegelians. Stirner, who anticipated Nietzsche (although it seems that there
was no direct influence)®" and certainly was a precursor of much of twentieth-
century existentialism, rejected not simply nation, religion, class, and ideology, but
all abstractions including ‘morality, justice, obligation, reason, and duty, in favour
of an intuitive recognition of the existential uniqueness of each individual’. Walter’s
assessment is that this is “an anarchism for poets and tramps...It is anarchy here and
now, if not in the world, then in one’s own life’.** Admirers of Powys will recognize
that this fits him even better.

Stirner belongs with the half-dozen major anarchist theorists; and 7he Ego and
His Own is one of the most original — and one of the most extreme — books ever
written, its iconoclastic egoism exhilarating and its intellectual acuteness piercing,
its expression harsh, combative and frequently similar to Powys’s:

History seeks for Man: but he is I, you, we. Sought as a mysterious essence, as the
divine, first as God, then as Man....he is found as the individual, the finite, the unique
one.

I am the owner of humanity, am humanity, and do nothing for the good of another
humanity. Fool, you who are a unique humanity, that you make a merit of wanting
to live for another than you are.”

... every one is ego; and, if only this ego has rights, then it is ‘the ego’, it is not
I. But I am not an ego along with other egos, but the sole ego: I am unique. Hence
my wants too are unique, and my deeds; in short, everything about me is unique.
And it is only as this unique I that I take everything for my own, as I set myself to
work, and develop myself, only as this. I do not develop men, nor as man, but, as I,
I develop — myself.

That is the meaning of the — unigue one.**

The purpose of life for Stirner is the individual’s enjoyment of it:

My intercourse with the world, what does it aim at? I want to have the enjoyment
ofit....

My intercourse with the world consists in my enjoying it, and so consuming it for
myself-enjoyment. /ntercourse is the enjoyment of the world, and belongs to my — self-
enjoyment....When one is anxious only to live, he easily, in this solicitude, forgets
the enjoyment of life. If his only concern is for life, and he thinks ‘if I only have my
dear life’; he does not apply his full strength to using, that is, enjoying, life. But how

21 Max Stirner, The £go and His Own: The Case of the Individual against Authority, ed. James ]. Martin
(New York: Libertarian Book Club, 1963), p. xv.

22 Walter, p. 54

23 Stirner, p. 245.

24 Ibid., p. 361 (Stirner’s emphasis).
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does one use life? In using it up, like the candle, which one uses in burning it up.
One uses life, and consequently himself the living one, in consuming it and himself.
Enjoyment of life is using life up.”

Powys was familiar with Stirner’s famous book, which had a considerable impact
on Anglophone writers — Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis are examples — during
the decade after its first appearance in English in 1907, when it was published by
Tucker in New York.*® (Tucker brought Ziberzy to an end the following year, when
he emigrated to France, dying in Monaco in 1939.) Publication of The Ego and His
Own in London followed in 1912; and by 1918 it had entered Boni and Liveright’s
‘Modern Library of the World’s Best Books’. Isobel Powys Marks, daughter of A.R.
Powys, remembered that about the time she was eight (that would have around 1914)
there was a book on her father’s shelves which she took to be THE EGG AND HIS
OWN SISTER. Later she came to realize that the spine really read THE EGO AND
HIS OWN — STIRNER. She did not believe that Bertie Powys would have bought
the book: it would have been either a gift or left unintentionally by a visitor.

Powys employs, interestingly, its non-sexist title 7%e £go and Its Own (under
which it is currently available from both the Rebel Press and Cambridge University
Press) and links it to two of the authors he most esteemed, Dorothy Richardson and
Montaigne, while mentioning a third, Pater:

The chances are ... that ... it will be left to some more reckless and daring thinker
than any produced by our generation to do full justice to the new gospel of the art of
life which these nine volumes [of Pilgrimage] contain ... a whole new way of taking
life is revealed here for those who have the wit to catch its drift.... They contain the
seed of a new philosophy of the senses, indeed of a new philosophy of life. That
crude, disagreeable and yet suggestive book, Max Stirner’s £go and Its Own, might
have inaugurated this philosophy. It missed its aim, as did also the work of Walter
Pater, by a certain curious distance, on account of his masculine scrupulosity and his

masculine fastidiousness.?”

25 /bid., pp. 318—20 (Stirner’s emphasis). For Stirner see also Herbert Read, The Tenth Muse: Essays in
Criticism (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1957), chap. 9; R.W K. Paterson, The Nihilist Egoist:
Max Stirner (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971); John Carroll, Max Stirner: The Ego and
His Own (London: Jonathan Cape, 1971) [a controversial abridgement]; John Carroll, Break-Out
from the Crystal Palace: The Anarcho-Psychological Critique: Stirner, Nietzsche, Dostoevsky (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974); John P. Clark, Max Stirner’s Anarchism (London: Freedom Press,
1976); Paul Thomas, Karl Marx and the Anarchists (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980), chap.
3; David Leopard, ‘Introduction’, to Max Stirner, The Ego and Its Own (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995).

26 See Tom Kinninmont, ‘Max Stirner and The Enemy of the Stars’, Lewisletter, no. 1 (December 1974);
Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer (New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 2000), pp. 1458, 154—9. For Joyce, as well as others, there is Jean-Michel Rabaté, James
Joyce and the Politics of Egoism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), esp. chaps. 2, 3.

27 John Cowper Powys, Dorothy M. Richardson (1931; London: Village Press, 1974 edn), p. 32. Cf.
John Cowper Powys, Suspended Judgments: Essays on Books and Sensations (1916; n.p.: Folcroft
Press, 1969 edn), pp. 23—5.
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It is, indeed, hard to overrate the moral and philosophical importance of the
particular kind of egoism advocated by Montaigne.

It is the Ego and Its Own [sic] of Max Stirner; only in Montaigne’s case this super-
individualism is mitigated by his reverence for the Laws of his Country, by his love
of the old traditions, by his hatred of innovation, and by his profound distrust of the

insane logic of that dangerous tyrant, the human reason.”®

Powys also contrasts favourably a fourth revered writer with Stirner when he
assesses Rousseau’s ‘emotional, feminine, psychological kind’ of ‘anarchy’ as ‘far
more dangerous’ than that of ‘a genuine and logical anarchist, such as Max Stirner’.*
And in Mortal Strife he writes:

Modern apologists for religion are marvellous deft at constructing artificial navel-
strings! Thus the poor escaped free anarchistic soul — the ‘Ego and its Own’ — mustn’t
be allowed to breathe its deep happy breaths in the dark, sweet, natural spaciousness of
that divine loneliness, from which sex and love and birth enticed it into bondage!*®

Powys was a ‘reckless and daring thinker’ and it was he, definitely not Dorothy
Richardson, who revealed a ‘new gospel of the art of life...a whole new way of taking
life’ and developed ‘a new philosophy of the senses, indeed...a new philosophy of
life’. This he did in a series of publications from the 1920s to the 1950s: The Art of
Happiness (1923) and The Secret of Self Development (1926), two of the Haldeman—
Julius Little Blue Books; ‘The Art of Forgetting the Unpleasant’ (1928), the title essay
of a third Little Blue Book; The Meaning of Culture (1929); In Defence of Sensuality
(1930); A Philosophy of Solitude (1933); The Art of Happiness (1935), a short book that
is entirely different from pamphlet of 1923; Mortal Strife (1942); The Art of Growing
Old (1944); ‘My Philosophy Up to Date: As Influenced by Living in Wales’, a long
essay included in Obstinate Cymric (1947); and In Spite Of (1953).

Each of these works is entirely distinct from the others. They do not repeat them-
selves; rather they expound in different ways and develop Powys’s philosophy of life
over thirty years, yet not so that the last, /n Spite Of, is inconsistent with the first,
The Art of Happiness of 1923. In John Cowper’s contribution to Confessions of Two
Brothers (1916) the life-philosophy is well advanced although essential aspects of his
later overall thinking, such as free will and the multiverse, are rejected unhesitat-
ingly. The Complex Vision (1920), on the other hand, does not belong to this sequence
of manuals for his life-technique. It is a philosophical work more compatible with
the twentieth-century academic understanding of the scope of ‘philosophy’, yet its
pluralist and animist metaphysics are so extraordinarily heterodox as to put it far
beyond the pale of the contemporary discipline. Philosophy was, though, together
with history and literature, one of the subjects on which Powys lectured; and Terry

28 John Cowper Powys, The Pleasures of Literature (London: Cassell, 1938), p. 329.

29 Powys, Suspended Judgments, pp. 89—90.

30 John Cowper Powys, Mortal Strife (London: Jonathan Cape, 1942), p. 206. Cf. John Cowper
Powys, The Art of Growing Old (London: Jonathan Cape, 1944), pp. 136—7; and Louis U. Wilkinson,
The Buffoon (1916; London: Village Press, 1975 edn), p. 407.
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Diffey, a professional philosopher himself, has, in a very interesting article, shown
how philosophically knowledgeable he was as well as acute in philosophical analysis
and argument, while considering that his most interesting use of philosophy takes
place in the fiction and literary criticism, not the works of life-philosophy that are
my principal concern in this chapter."

Equally the exposition and practical application of the life-philosophy takes place
throughout the fiction and literary appreciation, not being confined to the specialist
works devoted to it. Powys goes so far as to assert in the Autobiography: ‘My writings
— novels and all — are simply so much propaganda, as effective as I can make it, for
my philosophy of life’; and added, ‘I certainly feel conscious of conveying much
more of the cubic solidity of my vision of things in fiction than it is possible to do in
any sort of non-fiction.”* He felt — and in this I believe he was correct — that he had
discovered something of profound importance, something which was both readily
intelligible to the ordinary man or woman and which would transform their everyday
lives through a process of self-liberation. He commented while writing /n Defence
of Sensuality:

I have put the most secret things of my secretest life into this book. It is much truer
than superficial readers will ever know and it is much nearer the secret of life than
they will ever guess. It is really a very serious book and it is really a new philosophy.
It is roughly, feebly, stupidly, awkwardly expressed but it is the beginning of a very
deep idea by the use of which many people long after we are all dead will be able to
steer their lives and get certain thrills of happiness — else perhaps quite unknown to
them.”

If this is so, the extreme neglect of his ‘philosophical’ writings, even more pronounced
than that of the novels, is puzzling. There is no convenient, comprehensive summary.
Kenneth White’s pamphlet, The Life- Technigue of john Cowper Powys, is probably
the best. There are also a New Atlantis lecture, The New Mythology of John Cowper
Powys, by Ellen Mayne; a chapter on “The Philosopher at Large’ in H.P. Collins’s
critical study; and Paul Roberts’s article, ‘Becoming Mr Nobody: Personality and the
Philosophy of John Cowper Powys’.3* Otherwise Anglophone commentators would
seem to concur with Colin Wilson’s opinion that in his non-fiction output Powys
is ‘a sentimental third-rater’, giving ‘the impression of having a third-rate mind’.%’

31 T.J. Diffey, ‘John Cowper Powys and Philosophy’, Powys Review, no. 2 (Winter 1977), esp. pp.
28, 35—6.

32 Powys, Autobiography, pp. 641—2.

33 Davies, Diary, p. 68.

34 Kenneth White, The Life-Technique of John Cowper Powys (Swansea: Galloping Dog Press,
1978); Ellen Mayne, The New Mythology of John Cowper Powys (Richmond, Surrey: New Atlantis
Foundation, 1968); H.P. Collins, john Cowper Powys: Old Earth-Man (London: Barrie & Rockliff,
1966), chap. 10; Paul Roberts, ‘Becoming Mr Nobody: Personality and the Philosophy of John
Cowper Powys’, Powys Review, no. 16 (1985).

35 Colin Wilson, Eagle and Earwig (London: John Baker, 1965), p. 115. Cf. Glen Cavaliero’s review
of The Life-Technique of John Cowper Powys, Powys Review, no. 3 (Summer 1978), p. 102.
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The interest in the life-technique is concentrated in Scandinavia and Germany.
Harald Fawkner has written The Ecstatic World of John Cowper Powys (although
this impressive book is much more, a study of the philosophy in general); and, for
example, The Art of Growing Old is the most recent and prize winning addition to a
German series of Powys’s non-fictional works.®

In contrast, Powys’s publishing history, and thereby what can be deduced about
the response of large numbers of readers, indicates a somewhat different story.
During his lifetime none of his books were reissued in paperback editions in Britain
or the USA. Nor did any of the novels appear in popular series. On the other hand,
Jonathan Cape brought out The Meaning of Culture, first published in London in
1930, in his Life and Letters Series in 1932 and four years later in the Travellers’
Library. Similatly The Art of Happiness, published by John Lane in 1935, entered
the Bodley Head Library in 1940. It is noteworthy that while Cape took no more
of Powys’s fiction after Wolf Solent, he went on to publish no less than four of the
‘philosophical’ books: The Meaning of Culture, A Philosophy of Solitude, Mortal Strife
and The Art of Growing Old. Not only were these books very much shorter than the
novels: they would not attract libel actions — as 4 Glastonbury Romance (1933) had
done, impoverishing Powys — and, above all, they sold very well. The outstanding
bestseller was The Meaning of Culture which in the USA went through fifteen impres-
sions, no less than eleven in 1929 — it had been published only in the September
—before being reissued in 1939 in a Tenth Anniversary Edition, of which there were
to be six impressions and another 6,500 copies by 1970, when it remained in print.?”
Powys was able to tell the translator of a Japanese edition in 1957 that ‘it is the only
one of all the books (Fiction and otherwise) that 7 have written which has never once
ceased, year after year, to earn me small sums of money’.>* One can only assume that
so many eager purchasers could not have been fooled by the misleading title; for 7%e
Meaning of Culture is nothing of the sort, but rather “The Meaning of Creation’ — or
‘of Creativeness’ — or ‘of Personal Liberation’.??

Some commentators believe that the ‘philosophical’ works were no more than

36 H.W. Fawkner, The Ecstatic World of John Cowper Powys (London and Toronto: Associated
University Presses, 1986). See also Janina Nordius, 7.4m Myself Alone’: Solitude and Transcendence
in_John Cowper Powys (Gothenburg: Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis, 1997).

37 These details derive principally from Langridge. They are supplemented by John Cowper Powys,
The Art of Happiness (1935; London: John Lane, 1946 edn), p. 6; Dante Thomas, 4 Bibliography of
the Writings of John Cowper Powys: 1972—1963 (Mamaroneck, NY: Paul P. Appel, 1975), p. 60; and
Kenneth Hopkins, The Powys Brothers: A Biographical Appreciation (Southrepps, Norfolk: Warren
House Press, 1972), p. 150.

38 Anthony Head (ed.), The Letters of John Cowper Powys to Ichiro Hara (London: Cecil Woolf, 1990),
PP- 13, 69 (Powys’s emphasis).

39 Cf. Roberts, ‘Becoming Mr Nobody’, p. 40. Hence Frank Gloversmith, ‘Defining Culture: J.C.
Powys, Clive Bell, R.H. Tawney and T.S. Eliot’, in Frank Gloversmith (ed.), Class, Culture and
Social Change: A New View of the 1930s (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1980), is a grotesquely inap-
propriate comparative study; but, in contrast, see Denys Thompson, ‘The Rural Tradition’, in
Ford, New Pelican Guide, VII, pp. 188—9.
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‘pot-boilers’, into which a reluctant Powys was pressed by publishers. It is, though,
the judgment of Frederick Davies, an old admirer who came to know him well in
the concluding years of his life, which should be accepted. This is that they were
central to his oeuvre: “They were a compulsion. He could “do no other”.” Whereas
his companion Phyllis Playter fulminated against 4 Philosophy of Solitude, telling him
that he should be writing great novels, not ‘little books. . .for funny ones’, Powys ‘felt
such profane & egoistic delight in being alive and in such a lovely place & writing
a philosophy of Solitude...O if I could only write a good book for forlorn spirits to
be helped by!’*

The most obvious way in which Powys’s thought in his ‘philosophical’ writings
converges with individualist anarchism is in its exclusive concern with the individual.
There is no consideration of community or society, class or nation, family or friends.
The only group he allows to enter his view is no larger than two: the heterosexual
couple. His unrelenting preoccupation is with the ‘soul’, the ‘self’; the ‘ego’, the ‘Tam
I’ — for ‘the philosophy of the complex vision assumes as its only axiom the concrete
reality of the “soul™.

What we are, in the first place, assured of is the existence within our own individual
body of a real actual living being composed of a mysterious substance wherein what
we call mind and what we call matter are fused and intermingled. This is our real
and self-conscious soul, the thing in us which says, Tam I’.... And since the living
basis of our personality is this real soul within us, it follows that all those energies
of personality, whose concentration is the supreme work of art, are the energies of
this real soul.*'

He repeatedly describes himself as an ‘individualist’, less often, but still substantially,
as an ‘egoist’ and his philosophy as ‘egoism’. Egoism is ‘a mental attitude, not only
lawful, but inescapable and inevitable, if we are to be in harmony with the main
pressure of the cosmic tide’. “To be a supremely successful egoist,” Powys maintains,
‘it is necessary to combine a devilish cunning with a sublime unscrupulousness and
both of these things with the detachment of a saint...’**

He recognizes that there is a problem of the existential loneliness of humans, but
his answer to the question “What to do about the loneliness of our individual soul?’
is that we must intensify the distance between our consciousness and that of others.®
Is there any other writer who systematically places the highest value upon everything
‘lonely’ and ‘loneliness’, normally eschewing praise of the merely ‘solitary’ or of
‘solitude’ (other than in 4 Philosophy of Solitude) in their favour?*4

40 Davies, ‘Introduction’, pp. 12—14; Krisdéttir, pp. 107—9, 111.

41 John Cowper Powys, The Complex Vision (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1920), pp. viii, 13.

42 Powys, Art of Happiness (1935), pp. 26-8.

43 John Cowper Powys, In Spite Of: A Philosophy for Everyman (London: Macdonald, 1953), pp.
31-3.

44 See, for example, John Cowper Powys, In Defence of Sensuality (London: Victor Gollancz, 1930),
PP- 21-3, 29, 33, 97—108, 115, 125—6, 139, 149, 266.
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But here we are, every one of us, a man, a woman, a child, a unique mind in a unique
body; for you, whoever you are, whether man or woman, boy or girl, are like nobody
else: standing, sitting, kneeling, lying, or [walking], you are absolutely unique. Your
mind has its own secret thoughts, fancies, ideas, impulses, caprices, humours, terrors,
horrors, manias, illusions.

It has fearful apprehensions, disgusting memories, appalling visions. And not one
single one of these is identical, or nearly identical, with anyone else’s. You were born
alone, and alone you will die. Why in earth’s name, then, do you let yourself give
way to this dislike of loneliness? Practise loneliness/ Never let a day pass without
making a defiant effort to snatch at least a few moments of precious loneliness, of
sacred loneliness, of divine loneliness, of the loneliness of air, of fire, of water, of the
earth, of the sun, of the moon, of the planets, of every star in space, and of heavenly
annihilation when you and your body are both dead.®

This asociality can become anti-social, harsh and unappealing. A bad-tempered
misanthropy and solipsism pervade In Defence of Sensuality and A Philosophy of
Solitude, works that I find as ‘crude’ and ‘disagreeable’ as Powys characterized The
Ego and Its Own in his extended essay on Dorothy Richardson, which dates, ironi-
cally, from exactly the same time as he was writing these egoistic books.

The universe ... is only an arbitrary and imaginary congeries, or mass-accumulation,
of individual personalities. Any individual personality — that of a bedbug even — is
superior to the universe. The universe indeed is less than nothing. The individual
is more than everything. Oh, how much greater than any abstract whole is any
particular part we know or can imagine! No one can sound or fathom the magical
power, beautiful and terrible, of the individual personality.**

These sentiments seem very Stirnerite, although pleasingly expressed, unlike the
following, equally Stirnerite, passage from 1916:

It is when my pursuit of pleasure crosses, with a direct impact, the instinct of self-
preservation in others, that the pinch comes. I am, by disposition and taste, fatally
aware of the existence of these other people, of these alien egoists in my path. It is as
disagreeable to me to rend and maul them, as it is to break the branches of delicate
trees or to pull up the roots of sensitive flowers.

An egoist myself, I know well how egoists suffer when their particular life-illusion
is interfered with, or their particular aesthetic vista blocked up. And every man,
woman or child I meet is an egoist for me. I suspect them all of living ultimately for
nothing but Pleasure — even as I do. They may talk of duty, and self-culture, and the
service of humanity, and the will of God —I seem to waive aside all that, and perceive
under every mask the old eternal pressure of the life-lust.*’

Central to Powys’s thought is his conviction that the purpose of human life is for
the individual to be happy: ‘I must confess it is hard for me to see how what we call

45 Powys, In Spite Of; p. 45 (Powys’s emphasis).

46 Powys, In Defence of Sensuality, p. 229.

47 John Cowper Powys and Llewelyn Powys, Confessions of Two Brothers (1916; London: Sinclair
Browne, 1982), pp. 64—5.
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Happiness ... can take any place but the highest place in our estimate of life’s highest
good’. We have the right to be happy yet we live in ‘an unhappy world’: “Happiness
for human beings is an artificial thing. Man has been separated from happiness in
some mysterious cosmic “fall” and his whole life is a struggle to regain what he has
lost.” Therefore:

We are not born to be happy. We are born to struggle for happiness. We are born
because of pleasure, but we are born in pain. We are surrounded by pain, and we are
lucky if our end is painless. But deep within us is a sacred fount, from whose channel,
by a resolute habit of the will, we can clear away the litter that obstructs the water of
life. Not in what we possess, not in what we achieve, not in the opinion of others, not
in hope, not in admiration, not in love, not in anything below or above the sun, is the
secret of happiness to be found. It is only to be found in ourselves.**

Powys developed his life-technique so that every one of us can ‘clear away the litter
that obstructs the water of life’ and thereby discover the secret of happiness within
ourselves. (By the late 1940s he had come to believe that it was not possible to ‘snatch
happiness by an act or will, or win it by sagacity and cunning’ and that ‘in place of
aiming at happiness, that mystery of mysteries which comes and goes like a breath
from heaven according to its own unpredictable volition, the thing to do is z0 force
ourselves to enjoy’, but this, especially since he then proceeds to advise how to do so,
seems little different from the earlier conception of a ‘cult of personal happiness’ in
which the ideal is viewed as ‘a stoical resolve to endure life happily’.)*

How then are we to struggle to be happy? First, Powys stresses the importance
of forgetting: ‘To attain the secret of the art of life is to attain the secret of the art of

’%° He recognizes the existence of pain, terror and horror, but in ‘“The Art

forgetting.
of Forgetting the Unpleasant’ of 1928, he asserts simply that the unpleasant can be
forgotten without giving any indication of how one is to do so. The same advice is

proffered in The Meaning of Culture and A Philosophy of Solitude:

At first it is so hard to forget certain horrors that one feels it is a fantastic undertaking
even to try. But when one begins to believe, lo! in the wink of an eyelid the miracle
has been half-accomplished. Practice, and a certain stubborn fierce, fighting resilience
in one’s nature will do the rest.”

One knows that by the 1920s Powys had ceased to experience acute suffering. He
seems to have been on the brink of mental breakdown or illness at times during the

48 Powys, Art of Happiness (1935), pp. 7-8, 86, 131, 221 (Powys’s emphasis). See also Powys, /n
Defence of Sensuality, pp. 13—15, 69—70.

49 John Cowper Powys, Obstinate Cymric: Essays 1935—47 (Carmarthen: Druid Press, 1947), p. 142;
Powys, In Spite Of, p. 11 (Powys’s emphasis); Powys, Art of Happiness (1935), pp. 18—20.

50 John Cowper Powys, The Art of Forgetting the Unpleasant (Girard, KS: Haldeman—Julius [1928]),
p- 24

51 John Cowper Powys, The Meaning of Culture (1929; New York: W.W. Norton, 1oth anniversary
edn, 1939), p. 262. See also ibid., p. 254, and John Cowper Powys, 4 Philosophy of Solitude (London:
Jonathan Cape, 1933), pp. 115—16.
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previous decade — and indeed it has been suggested that he underwent an actual
breakdown in 1915.> The turning point came in 1921 when he met Playter, with
whom from 1923 he lived for the rest of his life, achieving a profound intellectual
companionship and emotional stability. It was then that he was enabled to proceed
to the production of his mature fiction as well as to formulate the life-technique,
acknowledging in 1930: ‘All my philosophy came into Being since I met her’.”> One
can only assume with his personal attainment of real happiness he had forgotten the
extreme difficulties of coping with, for example, ill-health (despite his gastric ulcers
and chronic constipation), anxiety, or bereavement.

His blithe instruction gives way by 1935 to descriptions in T%e Art of Happiness of
elaborate strategies to acquire what he was to describe in /n Spite Of as the ‘mixture
of the two most essential tonics and drugs of the human soul, our fighting-power
for embracing our satisfactions by mental force and our forgetting-power for oblit-
erating our fears and horrors by the same mental force’.’* He names and explains
four techniques, the first being the ‘Ichthian act’ which is ‘a swift lumping together
of all the evils of your life — as if you turned them into one element that completely
surrounds you — followed by a fierce leap up of your inmost identity, a leap that
takes you, if only for a second, into the freer air’, thereby momentarily escaping ‘the
lumped-together evil of life, not in the strength of any outward change of conditions,
or of any hope of such a change, but solely in a spasmodic revolt against them, a
revolt wherein the indestructible spirit at the bottom of your soul refuses to yield”.”
The ‘act of de-carnation’ ‘consists in thinking of your soul as something separate
from your body, something that exists in the air...by the side of your oppressed and
persecuted body’, so that ‘the main part of your consciousness’ is able to survey your
‘agitated physical organism and all its troubles’.’® In the ‘Panergic act’ “we draw our
consciousness and our energy out of our thought-process and concentrate them on
our sensation-process’, for in defiance of its “worries, apathies, miseries’, ‘Our spirit
heaves itself up out of the depths of our being, armoured, as it were, in our most
familiar sensations, and thus armoured confronts the pain-giving world.”” Finally,
the “In-spite-of” act’ is ‘a desperate up-springing of your inmost soul, as if from the
very pit of your stomach, by which you challenge the evils that surround you...and
defy them, in the strength of a Being possessing an auto-creative power’: ““The In-
spite-of” act asks nothing, desires nothing, hopes nothing. It just asserts your own
solitary will-power, bent on resistance and resolved to be cheerful at all cost.’"*

Powys has boundless confidence in human creativity and in the imagination. As

52 Ernst Verbeek, ‘John Cowper Powys: Tempting the Gods’, Powys Review, no. 26 (1991), p. 45—6.
53 Davies, Diary, p. 139.

54 Powys, In Spite Of, p. 15.

55 Powys, Art of Happiness (1935), pp. 28—9. See also zbid., p. 64.

56 1bid.., pp. 3031, G4.

57 lbid., p. 87. See also ibid., pp. 65—6.

58 1bid., pp. 154—5. Powys recommends other techniques for happiness in 747d., pp. 188—93.
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an octogenarian he was still able to maintain in /n Spize Of that ‘the strongest creative
force in the world ... is your own private, personal, individual imagination’, every
person possessing this creative power; that all human beings have the ability ‘to
create their own private, independent, and personal way of life in defiance of every
obstacle’; that every creature is ‘a living unit of a great wave of creative power; in
fact is an integral unit of the energy that actually creates the future ... creating out
of the world that already exists the world that is going to exist’."?

It is fundamental to Powys’s way of thinking that the self s a product of the indi-
vidual’s self-creation. We have just seen him referring in The Art of Happiness to ‘the
strength of a Being possessing an auto-creative power’ and in 4 Philosophy of Solitude
he had explained:

The art of life consists in the creation of an original and unique self; and this is some-
thing that the simplest mind can achieve.

Thought creates a thought-body of its own — a new and spiritual body — which
although it is linked in space and time with the material body feels itself to be different,
feels itself to be inviolate....

What we steadily, consciously, habitually think we are, that we tend to become.

For the world is not a finished product; it is a creative flux; and what is known as

evolution is the multifarious creation of myriads of self-creating wills.*

‘This recreation of the mind by itself’ — this ‘power of my own mind to re-recreate
itself on lines selected by itself — is the ‘very essence’ of what Powys understands by
‘culture’.® What he advocates is diurnal familiarity with the classic writers, whether
poets, novelists or philosophers (for that is how he recreated his own personality
and, as will be explained, came also to synthesize the life-technique). By studying
the ‘great authors’, one can in a very real sense become a ‘great author’ oneself — by
exercising an ‘auto-creative power’:

The desirable effect upon one’s mind of imaginative literature is not to strengthen
one’s memory or enlarge one’s learning, or to inspire one to gather together a
collection of passages from ‘great authors’; it is to encourage one to learn the art of
becoming a ‘great author’ oneself; not in the sense of composing a single line, but in
the sense of sufficiently detaching oneself from the chaotic spectacle of reality so as
to catch on the wing that fleeting loveliness of which no genius has the monopoly
and which only the stirred depths of one’s deepest nature can prevail upon to pause
in its eternal flight.

The ‘cultured mind’, in this sense, ‘assimilates, spontaneously and freely, what best
suits its own individual mental fatality, in both past and present’ and ‘nourishes its
own original sensibility — of which every person has at least the rudiments — upon

59 Powys, In Spite Of, pp. 146, 213, 238, 247. See also T.]. Diffey, ‘John Cowper Powys: Some
Thoughts about His Imagination’, Powys Review, no. 14 (1984), pp. 29—44.

6o Powys, Philosophy of Solitude, pp. 55—6. See also ibid.., pp. 59—61.

61 Powys, Meaning of Culture, pp. 1—2 (Powys’s emphasis).
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those various imaginative, humorous, spiritual, analytical moods, which tally best
with its inherent bent’.%>

The individual’s creation of the self will lead, in turn, to the development of a
‘life-illusion’, a central concept in Powys’s thinking, the term being derived from
Ibsen’s The Wild Duck, Act Five, ‘stealing the phrase, though giving it a wider
significance’.” He explains: ‘A person’s life-illusion is that secret dramatic way of
regarding himself which makes him feel to himself a remarkable, singular, unusual,
exciting individual’. And again: ‘One’s life-illusion is that view of one’s self, taken
by one’s self, which includes both one’s role in the world, as it applies to others, and
the part played by one’s self, in secret solitude, i