
The Voluntaruist
V o l . 2 , No. 5 , Whole #11 'If one takes care of the means, the end will take care of itself." November 1984

"PRO-GOVERNMENT ANARCHISTS":
"ANARCHISTS HAVE FORGOTTEN THEIR

PRINCIPLES"
By Carl Watner

If history teaches us anything, it is that war, like
no other activity of the State, decimates anarchist move-
ments. Not only does war create a breach in libertarian
ranks (between those who endorse governmental involvement
in war and those who don't), the State inevitably uses
the patriotic fervor stimulated by war to crack down on
dissent during times of military conflict. The purpose
of this essay is to demonstrate the fundamental anti-war
position of anarchism and to shew how the war issue di-
vided and depleted anarchist ranks during World War I.

Althouÿ the title of this paper sounds like a
voluntaryist accusation directed against the "political"
anarchists today, it represents the headlines of two ar-
ticles published by Erríco Malatesta in the London
FREEDOM in 1914 and 1916. Peter Kropotkin, the Russian
exile and one of the leaders of the European anarchist
movement, had taken the position, at the outbreak of
World War I, that the French government should be sup-
ported in its fight against German militarism. His sup-
port of the Allied cause surprised many of his col-
leagues. On the other hand, the vast majority of anar-
chists, both in Europe and the United States, refused to
support any government or any form of war. To them, wars
were caused by States. Since anarchists were opposed to
aíl States; since they looked upon them as criminal and
invasive institutions, it was a relatively straightfor-
ward conclusion for them to be aga,inst war.

KropotkirVs position on World War I was something of
a mystery to his followers, although for him it formed a
consistent pattern of thought. Much of his early think-
ing was clearly anti-war, but it became clouded by his
passionate dislike of Prussia. In his classic anti-war
essay, "La Guerre", written in 1882, he viewed war "as a
means for the enrichment of the state, as the exploiter
of the masses, and as the logical extension of the vio-
lence and greed" of State capitalism. He saw war as a
threat to the workers1 revolution, vhich he hoped would
overthrow the French State. German militarism was de-
signed to crush the revolutionary tradition of France and
was therefore to be opposed. Unfortunately for his anar-
chist philosophy, the only way to oppose the German
threat was to support France, and this he chose to do.

At the turn of the century, Kropotkin had analyzed
the Boer War and the Russo-Japanese War. He had refused
to take sides in either conflict, condemning then as
"senseless slaughter." Wars of imperialism were always
to be condemned, yet here lies the key to his support of
France. In 1905, he had published a letter in LE TEMPS
in Paris, in which he was concerned with the "crucial
distinction between war and revolution, as well as defin-
ing the difference between patriotic and imperialist wars
on the one hand and wars of national defense and libera-
tion on the other." Kropotkin informed his readers that
"if Germany invaded France, he would take a rifle and de-
fend her." The important part of his message was why he
would do this. "He would fight not as a soldier of the
bourgeoisie, but rather as a soldier of the revolution."
A German invasion of France represented a threat to "con-
tinuing the revolution." A defeat of France would be "a
tragedy for civilization" since France was the most "pro-
gressive of any country in its ripeness for the coming
revolution and because of *ìts record of achievements in
past revolutions."

The uproar over this letter in 1905 foreshadowed the
debates that were to follow Kropotkin's pronouncements on
World War I. At least one prominent critic pointed out
that Kropotkin was asking anarchists "to be anti-militar-
ist revolutionaries and revolutionary nationalists at one
and the same time." This was undesirable, even if it
were within the realm of possibility. Anarchists must
accept a hard-line position against war: "if one accepts
war, he must accept all of its consequences, its hier-
archy, its servitude, its statism." The general anar-
chist attitude towards war seemed to favor this position.
At the International Anarchist Congress in Ansterdam in
1907, it was stated that anarchists were "declared
enemies of all armed force in the hands of the state."
Anarchists were to encourage working men to refuse mili-
tary service and to do everything within their power to
destroy military power. "Kropotkin was, therefore,
already in complete disagreement with the anarchist move-
ment at this time on this issue." Many of his opponents
felt he "had gone too far with his Francophilia."

When war broke out in September 1914, Kropotkin soon
repeated his thesis that the "Germans threatened new to
eradicate this Latin civilization which had given birth
to 1789, 1848, and 1871. ... These themes of the in-
trinsic value of French civilization and its revolution-
ary heritage, of the monstrous threat represented by
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