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When George Price died in January 1975, his funeral in London was attended by five homeless men. Alongside them were Bill Hamilton and John Maynard Smith, two distinguished British evolutionary biologists. All seven men had come to mourn an eccentric American genius who helped to unpick the riddle of how altruism, or unselfish concern for the welfare of others, could exist in a world driven by survival of the fittest and who committed suicide aged just 52.

In The Price of Altruism Price’s personal and professional journey is intricately woven into a sweeping arc of modern politics and science that takes us from Darwin’s Beagle to the court of the Russian Tsar, from Marxist manifestos to Nazi heresies, and from First World War trenches to Vietnam demonstrations. Featuring some of the most brilliant minds of the modern age, it is the riveting tale of mankind’s search for the origins of kindness.
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Charles Darwin (1809–1882)


Prologue
 

THE MEN DUCKED out of the rain into the modest Saint Pancras Cemetery chapel. It was a bleak London day, January 22, 1975. The chapel was spare, its simple pews and white ceiling and walls giving it the feel of a rather uninspiring classroom. Soon they’d follow the hearse down a short path to the burial plot on East Road, where in an unmarked grave the body of the deceased would be laid to rest.1

A middle-aged man with a scraggly beard shuffled through the heavy wooden door beneath the ragstone spire, his nose red from whiskey and eyes swollen from fatigue. He’d been in and out of prison, destitute, hard on luck. A big toe jutted from torn sneakers, its nail uncut and covered in grime. Life had not smiled on Smoky. The only person who’d ever truly cared for him was George.

The bearded man was followed into the chapel by four other homeless men, the dead man’s final companions, all bundled up in discarded sweaters and scarves found in trash-bins and at the shelters—too small, belonging once to unknown strangers, but welcome protectors from the bitter cold. Some wore belts and socks that George had kindly given them, others pants and overcoats for which he had generously provided the coin. He’d been a true saint, one of them muttered, holding back tears as he passed a few solitary University of London geneticists sitting uncomfortably in silence. A distinct stench of urine followed the ragtag party as it made its way toward the front of the chapel where the coffin lay. There were ten people in the room, maybe eleven. It was a glum ending to a glum affair.2

And there, at the front of the chapel, stood the world’s two premier evolutionary biologists, brilliant men and silent rivals. “George took his Christianity too seriously,” said Mr. Apps, administering the ceremony on behalf of Garstin Funeral Directors in the absence of any family. “Sort of like Saint Paul,” Bill Hamilton whispered audibly under his breath, forcing John Maynard Smith to bite his lip. Then there was a silence. George Price had come over from America to crack the problem of altruism and uncovered something terrible. Now he was dead, the victim of his own hand.3

•  •  •

From the dawn of time mankind has been contemplating virtue. It began with an act of trickery: “. . . then your eyes shall be opened,” the snake whispers to Eve in the Garden of Eden, coaxing her to eat of the fruit, “and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.” But if judgment had replaced innocence by way of conniving, it didn’t take long before the hard questions arrived. Soon Cain rose up against his brother Abel, killing him to tame his envy. When the Lord came asking for Abel’s whereabouts, Cain answered: “Am I my brother’s keeper?” It was a question that would reverberate down the paths of history, becoming a haunting companion to humanity.4

Then came Darwin.

The devout believed that morality was infused from above on the Sixth Day, religious skeptics that it had been born with philosophy. Now both would need to reexamine their timelines. “He who understands baboon,” the sage of evolution scribbled in a notebook, foreshadowing what was to come, “would do more towards metaphysics than Locke.”5

It was like confessing a murder. If, as the Scottish geologist James Hutton wrote toward the end of the eighteenth century, the earth was so ancient that “we find no vestige of a beginning—no prospect of an end”; if, as Darwin himself argued, life on earth had evolved gradually, over eons, and, far from a ladder was more like a tree; if, just like muscles and feathers and claws and tails, behavior and the mind had been fashioned by natural selection—if all these were true, it would be inconceivable to continue believing that man’s defining feature was entirely unique. Whether life had been “originally breathed . . . into a few forms or one” by a Creator, as Darwin suggested, bowing before popular sentiment in the second edition of The Origin of Species after leaving him out of the first, virtue was no kind of human invention. More ancient than the Bible, still earlier than philosophy, morality was in fact older than Adam and Eve.6

Why do amoebas build stalks from their own bodies, sacrificing themselves in the process, so that some may climb up and be carried away from dearth to plenty on the legs of an innocent insect or the wings of a felicitous wind? Why do vampire bats share blood, mouth to mouth, at the end of a night of prey with members of the colony who were less successful in the hunt? Why do sentry gazelles jump up and down when a lion is spotted, putting themselves precariously between the herd and hungry hunter? And what do all of these have to do with morality in humans: Is there, in fact, a natural origin to our acts of kindness? Does the virtue of amoebas and bats and gazelles and humans come from the very same place?

Altruism was a puzzle. It stood blatantly opposed to the fundamentals of the theory, an anomalous thorn in Darwin’s side. If Nature was bloody in tooth and claw, a ruthless battle fiercely fought beneath the waves and through the skies and in the deserts and the jungles, how could a behavior that lowered fitness be selected? Survival of the fittest or survival of the nicest: It was a conundrum the Darwinians would need to solve.

And so, starting with Darwin, the quest to solve the mystery of altruism began. It traveled far and wide: From the Beagle in the southern seas to the court of the Russian czar Alexander II to the chambers of London’s Royal Society; from economics lecture halls at the University of Chicago to Senate hearing rooms on Capitol Hill; from Indiana prairies to Brazilian jungles to Jamaican mountains; from World War I trenches to anti–Vietnam War demonstrations, Marxist manifestos to Anglican proclamations, Quaker pacifications to Nazi heresies. Some argued that man was all of a part with Nature, bound by his animal beginnings, others that his intelligence rendered him uniquely transcendent. Some championed a return to origins, others the clawing climb of culture away from them, still others an uneasy marriage between the two. Emphatic and zealous, each saw the problem from where they were standing, sometimes translating prior commitments about what’s right and wrong directly onto nature. And so the quest remained far from complete. As we shall see, 150 years after Darwin it continues just as passionately.

But if the search for the natural origins of goodness has woven a historical tapestry of unusual complexity and color, of strikingly original science and dramatic personalities and events, one important thread has so far been missing. It is the thread of the unique life and tragic death of the forgotten American genius George Price, atheist-chemist and drifter turned religious evolutionary–mathematician and derelict, the man who rests in an unmarked grave in Saint Pancras Cemetery to this very day. Some of the greatest scientific minds of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have grappled with the reality of true selflessness, from economics to biology, mathematics to philosophy, ecology to theology to genetics. In the face of the difficult odds posed by egoism, they found it far from an easy problem to crack. Then, like a phantom, came George.

As the thread of George Price’s life is woven into the tapestry of the search for the origins of altruism for the very first time,7 the colors of the pageant suddenly change in radiance and hue. For using Darwin’s great insight to penetrate the mystery of kindness, Price came to see what had eluded many before him: Whereas others, in their hunt to fathom goodness, pitted different levels of organization of life against one another—the gene conniving against the individual, the individual subverting the group, one group fighting doggedly against another—this lonely outsider understood that they would all have to be part of a single equation. It was a dramatic flash—a penetration that would forever change our view of the evolution of life. Unknown, untrained, in a foreign country, dejected and alone, he had caught a glimpse of the great canvas of natural selection and seen its splendor and broadness. And, writing the elegant equation, he literally came off the street, anonymous, to present it to the world.

But if George Price’s mathematics helped penetrate the origins of altruism deeper than ever before, his life itself was an attempt to answer its most burdensome and mystifying riddle. The level at which selection operates is a technical issue but bears heavily on a fundamental conundrum: If altruism evolved over time in nature, it surely must have served some utilitarian purpose, and if it serves an ulterior purpose it is never what it seems. Part of some natural metric, the purity of selflessness is undermined by the scourge of self-interest: What looks like sacrifice may in fact be the road to personal gain. And so, when it comes to us, a dreaded question arises: Beneath its evolutionary veneer, and despite the refinements of culture, does true selfless altruism exist? It’s a question every human since Adam and Eve has sought desperately to answer.

It is a question, too, that modern scientists tackled fearlessly. Whether they ever succeed entirely is doubtful: The problems science is equipped to answer, we shall see, are fundamentally of a different kind. George Price’s life, on the other hand, provides a precious and original counterpoint. From the depths of the Great Depression in New York City to Swinging London in the sixties, and from the glamour of secrecy at the Manhattan Project to the humiliation of homelessness off Soho Square, it traces a dramatic trajectory. From militant atheism to religious ecstasy; from comfort and respectability to self-imposed vagrancy; from selfishness to selflessness and finally to the depths of anguish and suicide—George Price’s life, like the grander tale of attempts to crack the mystery of altruism, is a powerful reminder of the inescapable duel between biological necessity and the transcendence of the human spirit. But if ultimately, just like science, it too fails to provide a full answer to the mystery of kindness, it illuminates, more clearly than ever before, the meaning of the mystery.

•  •  •

This is the timeless story of the search for the origins of kindness. It is a tale of animal and man, of nature and politics, of true goodness and deceptive appearances. Its characters are many and colorful: the Russian anarchist Prince Peter Kropotkin; the “Devil’s disciple” Thomas Henry Huxley; the Hungarian-born mathematical wizard and father of game theory, John von Neumann; the English polymath and “last man to know all there is to know” J. B. S. Haldane; the “Orwellian” psychologist B. F. Skinner; the father of information theory, Claude Shannon; “the most distinguished Darwinian since Darwin,” Bill Hamilton; John D. Rockefeller, Vladimir Ilych Lenin, Adolf Hitler, Franklin Roosevelt, Richard Nixon, the Beatles, and many more.

But more than a personal history of men, this is also a collective chronicle of humanity. From its lowly beginnings in some primordial soup through slime mold to ant to antlered deer to inquisitive monkey, the story of the search for goodness climbs all the way from the oceans and the jungles to titanic twentieth-century battles between systems of government and economics. From the promise of democracy and the free market to communism and the hope of equality, and from the liberations and perils of individualism to the inebriation of nationalism and unity, the quest to crack the altruism code traces an epic voyage. From baboons fighting in trees, to the Russian Revolution, to Nazi Germany, to the atom bomb, to twenty-first-century neurogenetics and brain imaging today, it is mankind’s soaring, Sisyphean journey to return to the paradise of the Garden of Eden.

And it is also the tragic tale of the tortured soul of one man, George Robert Price, the hitherto missing thread now woven into the tapestry of the greater story. More than any other person, Price came closest to seeing how sacrifice could be born of the ruthless cull of evolution, even if his penetrating mathematics could never tell him if selflessness was ever truly genuine and pure. Unable to find the answer to this greatest of human conundrums in science, he went looking for it in other places. What he found is a lesson to all those who came before and after him.

 And perhaps, in some small sense, it is also an answer to Cain.


Part One




1
 

War or Peace?

HE WOULD WAIT until dusk. That would be the best time to slip away unnoticed. As he packed a small valise, memories of his animated talk on the glacial formations of Finland and Russia at the Geographical Society the previous evening still lingered in his mind. It had gone well, he thought. The country’s leading geologist, Barbot-de-Marny, had spoken up in his favor. It was even proposed that he be nominated president of the physical geography section of the society. Years of journeying to the frozen hearts of faraway places had finally paid off. But now he must concentrate. Now he must flee. “You had better go by the service staircase,” one of the servant girls whispered.1

A horse-drawn carriage stood at the gate. He jumped in. The cabby whipped the horse and turned onto Nevsky Prospekt, the majestic avenue planned by Peter the Great in the city that called itself by his name. It was a short ride to the rail station, and from there, please the spirits, to freedom. Russia was a vast land, and in the remoteness of its eastern expanses it was his intention to start a land league, like the ones that would become so powerful in Ireland in the years just ahead. It was the beginning of spring 1874.

Suddenly a second cab galloped by. To his great surprise there in its carriage, was one of the two weavers who had been arrested the week before, waving his hand at him. Perhaps he has been released, he thought, and has an important communication to make to me. Duly he ordered the cabby to stop, but before he could greet the weaver, a second man, sitting beside him, appeared. Two years of clandestine meetings, disguises, and sleeping in other people’s beds had come to an end. Jumping into his carriage, the second man, a detective, cried out: “Mr. Borodin, Prince Kropotkin, I arrest you!” Later that night, in the bowels of the infamous Third Section, a gendarme colonel solemnly read the charge: “You are accused of having belonged to a secret society which has for its object the overthrow of the existing form of government, and of conspiracy against the sacred person of his Imperial Majesty.” For Prince Peter Alekseyevich Kropotkin, alias Borodin, the game was finally up.2

•  •  •

Across the Baltic and North seas at the very same time, Thomas Henry Huxley was fastening his bow tie in preparation to open, together with the president, Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker, the Thursday meeting of the Royal Society in Burlington House, Piccadilly, London.

Pictures of his carriage ride that afternoon flashed like fiery moths in his mind: Magsmen, cracksmen, shofulmen and prostitutes, child fences, religious fakes, and grimy boxers and promoters—this was the Victorian underworld, lying on his route to England’s sanctum sanctorum of science. He knew the gutters and fever nests well: He had come from them. As he settled into the velvet-cushioned oak chair, he stole a nervous glance across the room.

Born in 1825 above a butcher shop in Ealing, a small village twelve miles west of London, he was forced at ten to abandon school to earn the pittance his unemployed father could not provide him. At thirteen he was apprenticed to a “beer-swilling, opium-chewing” medical man of a brother-in-law in Coventry, before being fastened to a lowlife mesmeric doctor back in town. At times the young Huxley thought he might drown in what a later biographer would call the “ocean stream of life” that was London—teeming with “whores, pandars, crimps, bullies.” He found refuge in the dreary apothecary shop, grinding drugs in solitude. Steadily a rage grew within him. How could the middle class remain so coldly indifferent, he wondered in his diary and in countless letters to friends, to such unabashedly squalid suffering?3

With hard work and determination he gained a scholarship to Charing Cross Hospital, and later won the gold medal for anatomy and physiology at the University of London. At twenty, to pay back debts, he joined the Royal Navy as assistant surgeon on board the HMS Rattlesnake, surveying the coasts and innards of Papua New Guinea and Australia and dissecting otherworldly invertebrates from the wild southern seas. The specimens and papers he sent back home quickly made a name for him as an authority on the oceanic hydrozoa. At twenty-five he was elected to the Royal Society. Before long he was the professor of natural history at the Royal School of Mines, Fullerian professor at the Royal Institution, Hunterian professor at the Royal College of Surgeons, and president of the British Association for the Advancement of Science. He led important royal commissions, setting out to fix the British world: Trawling for Herrings on the Coast of Scotland, Sea Fisheries of the United Kingdom, the Contagious Diseases Acts, Scientific Instruction and the Advancement of Science.

He shuffled the papers in front of him. The seat of Britain’s most learned men of science for more than 300 years, the Royal Society was undergoing dramatic change, mirroring the very face of the nation. Gone were the courtly days of yesteryear, the unchallenged loyalties to Crown and Church. As doctors, capitalists, and even those strange birds, “academics,” began ringing at the bell, a fresh spirit was being ushered in. The new patrons were merchants and builders of empires abroad, not “blue blooded dilettantes” and “spider-stuffing clergy.” For Britain itself, as for its august Royal Society, the new gods became “utility and service to state; its new priests, the technocrats and specialists.” Men, that is, just like Huxley.4

Earlier that week he had been hosted by the radical caucus of Birmingham. A statue of the chemist Joseph Priestley was being unveiled, and Huxley seemed just the man to do the talking. With the city fathers hanging on his every word, he painted the townsfolk a vision of “rational freedom” sanctioned by a science-driven state. The post, the telegraph, the railway, vaccination, sanitation, road building—all would be well served if run by government. Improving life for British citizens in this way was the only way to stave off the bloody revolutionary rage scourging the rest of Europe.5

Clearing his throat to open the meeting, Huxley had calmed. It was the spring of 1874 and he was secretary of the Royal Society. The imperial botanist, Hooker, sitting beside him, had just declined a knighthood as beneath the dignity of science. Huxley smiled to himself. If a little boy from Ealing could make it, the system must be true and just after all. In a cutthroat world of competition, he had clawed his way from the gutter to the very heights of Victorian living. Brimming with fiery spirit—“cutting up monkeys was his forte, and cutting up men was his foible” the Pall Mall Gazette observed of him—he was the unblinkered professional public servant at the service of the modern, benevolent state.6

“My fellows, I call this meeting to order.”

•  •  •

When the four-wheeled carriage crossed the Palace Bridge over the Neva some days and interrogations later, notwithstanding the silence of the stout Circassian accompanying officer, Kropotkin knew he was being taken to the terrible fortress of Saint Peter and Saint Paul.

Here Peter the Great had allegedly tortured and killed his son Alexis with his own hands; here Princess Tarakanova was kept in a water-filled cell, “the rats climbing upon her to save themselves from drowning”; here Catherine buried political prisoners alive. And here, too, great men of letters had recently been chained: Ryleyev and Shevchenko, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Pisarev. The revolutionary Mikhail Bakunin, too, had spent eight hard years there before the czar offered him the choice of banishment to Siberia, which he gladly accepted. Bakunin ended up escaping from Siberia in 1861 to Yokohama and from there to San Francisco and then New York. When he finally burst into fellow revolutionist and exile Alexander Herzen’s apartment in London sometime later, “Can one get oysters here?” was the first thing the great anarchist bellowed. With such thoughts in his mind Kropotkin smiled under his beard and promised himself: “I will not succumb here!”7

Immediately he was ordered to strip and handed a green flannel dressing gown and gigantic woolen stockings of “an incredible thickness.” Boat-shaped yellow slippers were thrown at his feet, so big that they fell off when he tried to walk. The prince was to be treated like any other inmate. Still, the military commander of the fortress, General Korsakov, a thin and tired old man, betrayed enfeebled vestiges of the tug of stature in czarist Russia, seeming visibly embarrassed by the occasion. “I am a soldier, and only do my duty,” he said, not quite looking the prince in the eye. Kropotkin was paraded through a dark passageway guarded by shadowed sentries. A heavy oak door was closed behind him, and a key turned in its lock.

The room was a casemate, “destined for a big gun,” Kropotkin later wrote in his memoirs, with an iron bed and a small oak table and stool. The sole window, a long, narrow opening cut in a wall five feet deep and protected by an iron grating and a double iron window frame, was so high that he could hardly reach it with his outstretched fingers. Defiant, he began to sing, “Have I then to say farewell to love for ever?” from his favorite Glinka opera, Russlan and Ludmila, but was soon silenced by the basso reproach of an invisible guard.

The cell was half dark and humid. Absolute silence reigned all around. Assessing his surroundings, the prince determined to keep his body fit. There were ten steps from one corner to the other. If he paced them 150 times, he would have walked one verst—two-thirds of a mile. Then and there he decided to walk seven versts every day: two in the morning, two before dinner, two after dinner, and one before going to sleep. And so he did, day in and day out, month in and month out. And he let his mind roam.8

•  •  •

Darwin called him “my good and kind agent for the propagation of the Gospel,” though “good” and “kind” were perhaps not quite the words for the slashing rapier of “Darwin’s bulldog.” For Huxley the alternative was “to lie still and let the Devil have his own way,” for the resistance to the logic of materialism and evolution seemed to him nothing short of the workings of Satan. Darwin’s nemesis, Britain’s leading anatomist, Richard Owen, had called Huxley a pervert with “some, perhaps congenital, defect of mind” for denying divine will in Nature, but this sort of thing only stoked his internal fires. Finally, from the heights of the Royal Society, Huxley, known to his enemies as “the Devil’s disciple,” could begin to bring about the revolution.9

The first blow was struck from Russia. Vladimir Kovalevskii had come to London to work on hippopotamus evolution and was soon befriended by Huxley. Darwin’s philosophy of descent with modification by the merciless hand of Nature’s blind selector had been fought over with rancor on the pages of popular newspapers and debated with disdain in the halls of museums. But evolution still remained at the margins of true scientific discourse. More than a decade following the publication of the Origin of Species, the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society had yet to print one article related to Darwinism, stubbornly clinging to “facts” and avoiding “theory,” and keeping as far from controversy as its blue-bloodedness could afford. But Huxley and his X-Club friends were now the new masters.10 When the secretary read Kovalevskii’s paper to the society, George Gabriel Stokes complained that it was an abomination that a nihilist known to the Russian secret police be allowed to air such folly. Comparing Darwinian speculations with the axioms of Newton was a blow to the very foundations of knowledge. For Stokes, Cambridge’s Lucasian professor of mathematics, the “continuous curve” connecting the creative acts was a piece of “divine geometry,” the very considered opposite of “Creation by Caprice.” Yet Huxley arranged for sympathetic reviewers, and “On the Osteology of the Hyopotamidae” soon appeared in the pages of Transactions. It took the hippopotami and a nihilist Russian, but the fiery lad from Ealing had finally traversed the Royal Society’s impasse. A flood of “free-thinking” was about to violently burst open the pearly gates of England’s scientific holy of holies.11

•  •  •

Kropotkin was born in Moscow in the winter of 1842. His maternal grandfather had been a Cossack army officer—some said of note—but his father’s side provided the truly important pedigree. The Kropotkins were scions of the great Rurik dynasty, first rulers of Russia before the Romanovs.12 At a time when family wealth was measured in numbers of serfs, the family owned nearly twelve hundred souls in three different provinces. There were fifty servants in the Moscow home, and another seventy-five at the Nikolskoye country estate. Four coachmen attended the horses, five cooks prepared the meals, and a dozen men served dinner every evening. It was a world of birch trees, governesses, samovars, sailor suits, and sleigh rides that young Peter was born into, “the taste of tea and jam sharpened and sweetened by the sense of the vast empty steppes beyond the garden and imminent end of it all.”13

Not all was idyllic. Like other famous sons of Russian landed nobility—Herzen, Bakunin, Tolstoy—Peter would come to despise the particular flavor of Oriental despotism baked in the juices of Prussian militarism and overlaid with a foreign veneer of French culture. Ivan Turgenev’s short story “Mumu,” describing the misfortunes of the serfs, came as a startling revelation to an apathetic nation: “They love just as we do; is it possible?” was the reaction of sentimental urban ladies who “could not read a French novel without shedding tears over the troubles of the noble heroes and heroines.”14 Images etched themselves on young Peter’s mind: the old man who had gone gray in his master’s service and chose to hang himself under his master’s window, the cruel laying waste of entire villages when a loaf of bread went missing, the young girl who found her only salvation from a landlord-arranged marriage in drowning herself. Increasingly, thinking and caring sons of the ruling elites of imperial Russia witnessed up close the meanness and sterility of the feudal world into which they were born, and fretted over the future of their beloved Russia. Many wondered: What is to be done?15

Aleksei Petrovich Kropotkin, a retired army officer who had seen little real action but nevertheless lived entirely according to military custom, thought he knew very well what his son needed to do: Little Peter’s artistically inclined mother died of consumption when he was just four, and thereafter he would be groomed for the life of a soldier. When a serendipitous opportunity presented itself to showcase his son at a gala costume party in honor of Czar Nicholas I’s twenty-fifth anniversary, eight-year-old Peter’s uniform was prepared with particular attention. And there he was, dressed as a Persian page with a belt covered with jewels, and hoisted by his uncle, Prince Gagarin, to the platform, when the czar himself beheld him. Taking the young boy by the arm, Nicholas I led him to Maria Alexandrovna, the pregnant wife of the heir to the throne, saying: “That is the sort of boy you must bring me.”16

The czar would not live to regret his words, but his heir would. The Corps of Pages in St. Petersburg was the training ground for Russia’s future military elite; only 150 boys, mainly sons of the courtly nobility, were admitted to the privileged corps, and upon graduation could join any regiment they chose. The top sixteen would be even luckier: pages de chambre to members of the imperial family—the card of entry to a life of influence and prestige. When Peter was sent there by his father at fifteen, he already considered it a misfortune. But despite himself he graduated at the top of the class and was made personal liege to Alexander II, Nicholas having died some years earlier. It was 1861, and insurrections were growing more violent and expensive, opposition more damagingly vocal. The new czar was coming under increasing pressure to grant freedom to his serfs. When he finally signed the Edict of Liberty on March 5 (according to the old Russian calendar), Alexander seemed to Peter transcendent. The sentiment was fleeting. The glamour of richly decorated drawing rooms flanked by chamberlains in gold-embroidered uniforms took his breath away at first, but soon he saw that such trifles absorbed the court at the expense of matters of true importance. Power, he was learning, was corrupting.

As he shadowed the czar at a distance, with the requisite combination of “presence with absence,” the aureole he once imagined over the imperial ruler’s person gradually gloomily eroded. The czar was unreliable, detached, and vindictive, and many of the men around him were worse. With the Corps of Pages, Kropotkin had learned to march and fence, build bridges and fortifications, but his true interests, he already knew, lay elsewhere. Secretly he began to read Herzen’s London review, the Polar Star, and even to edit a revolutionary paper. When the time came to pick a commission he determined to travel to the far expanses of eastern Siberia, to the recently annexed Afar region. His father and fellow cadets were shocked—after all, as sergeant of the corps the entire army was open to him. “Are you not afraid to go so far?” Czar Alexander II asked him before he was to leave, surprised. “No. I want to work. There must be much to do in Siberia to apply the great reforms which are going to be made.” “Well, go; one can be useful everywhere,” the czar replied, but with such an expression of fatigue and complete surrender that Kropotkin thought at once, “He is a used up man.”17

•  •  •

Thirty years before Kropotkin set out for the Afar, Charles Darwin set sail on the HMS Beagle. En route to Buenos Aires in October 1832, Darwin noticed swarms of phosphorescent zoophytes, each smaller than the dot above this i. They illuminated the waves surrounding the ship with the glow of a pale green light as it sailed into the dark unknown ocean. Darwin was aware of the prevalent explanation: The tiny marine creatures had been put there by God to help sailors avoid shipwreck on gloomy nights at sea. This was the doctrine of finalism, or teleology, the very backbone of a tradition of natural theology on which Darwin’s generation had been reared.18

But the young lad from Shrewsbury would not have God’s benevolence stand as a proxy for scientific explanation. The glow ordained to direct lost sailors, he was certain, was simply phosphorescence caused by the decomposing bodies of the millions of dead zoophytes caught among the live ones—a process by which the ocean purified itself. This was purpose enough, God’s benevolence notwithstanding. The true beauty of Nature could be unmasked only by uncovering her own laws, not God’s divinations. The Reverend William Paley figured natural design to be proof of godly design—how else to explain the excellence of the crystalline lens of the eye of the trout, or the aerodynamic perfection of the wing of the eagle? But the answers in his Natural Theology now seemed to Darwin like questions: If God were bracketed, and natural laws sought out in his stead, how could the seamless fit between organisms’ forms and functions be explained? How did Nature come to seem so perfect?19

One way to look at the problem would be to study Nature’s imperfections, long recognized as a puzzle, and unsuccessfully explained away by the argument for design. Why on earth do flightless kiwis have vestiges of wings, snakes relics of leg bones, or moles traces of once-busy eyes? The mysteries of biogeography kept tugging at his mind, too: Why are there fewer endemic species on islands than on the mainland? Where did these species come from? Why are they so similar to mainland species if their natural surroundings are so different? A fixity-of-species man upon embarkation, Darwin returned to England in October 1836 leaning toward a more dynamic view of Nature and her ways. Still unsure of the physical law to explain away all conundrums, he nevertheless arrived after nearly five years at sea with “such facts [that] would undermine the stability of species.”20

And then something momentous happened.21 In October 1838 Darwin read An Essay on the Principle of Population by the clergyman and former professor of political economy Thomas Malthus. The idea that population increases geometrically while food supply increases arithmetically was meant by Malthus to prove that starvation, wars, death, and suffering were never the consequence of the defects of one political system or another, but rather the necessary results of a natural law. A Whig and a supporter of Poor Law action to ameliorate the condition of the destitute, Darwin was not sympathetic to Malthus’s reactionary politics, but applying the clergyman’s law to nature was different. Immediately he realized that given the struggle for existence everywhere, “favorable variations would tend to be preserved, and unfavorable ones to be destroyed. The result of this would be the formation of new species. Here, then,” he wrote, “I had at last got a theory by which to work.” Evolution by natural selection was nothing more and nothing less than “the doctrine of Malthus, applied to the whole animal and vegetable kingdoms.”22

After all, if one great lesson had been gleaned from the journey, it was the awesome abundance of life on the planet. On the massive vines of “wonderful” kelp off the coast of Tierra del Fuego, plummeting forty-five fathoms into the darkness, Darwin found patelliform shells, troche, mollusks, bivalves, and innumerable crustacea. When he shook, out came “small fish, shells, cuttle-fish, crabs of all orders, sea-eggs, star-fish, beautiful holuthuriae, planariae, and crawling nereidous animals of a multitude of forms.” The “great entangled roots” reminded Darwin of tropical forests, swarming with every imaginable species of ant and beetle rustling beneath the feet of giant capybaras and slit-eyed lizards, under the watchful gaze of carrion hawks. The splendor and variation were endless. “The form of the orange tree, the coconut, the palm, the mango, the tree-fern, the banana,” Darwin wrote nostalgically, surveying the tropical panorama at Bahia as the Beagle pushed for home, “will remain clear and separate; but the thousand beauties which unite these into one perfect scene must fade away; yet they will leave, like a tale heard in childhood, a picture full of indistinct, but most beautiful figures.”23

In truth, Darwin knew, nature was one grand cacophonous battle—brutal, unyielding, and cruel. For if populations in the wild have such high rates of fertility that their size would increase exponentially if not constrained; if it is known that, excepting seasonal fluctuations, the size of populations remains stable over time; if Malthus was right, as he surely was, that the resources available to a species are limited—then it follows that there must be intense competition, or a struggle for existence, among the members of a species. And if no two members of a population are identical, and some of these differences render the life chances, or fitness, of some greater than others—and are inherited—then it follows that the selection of the fitter over the less fit will lead, over time, to evolution. The consequences were unthinkable, yet Darwin’s logic was spotless. From the “war of nature, from famine and death” the most exalted creatures had been created. Malthus had brought about in him a complete “conversion,” one which, he wrote to his trusted friend Joseph Hooker in 1844, was “like confessing a murder.”24

•  •  •

Prisons to reform, schools to build, tribunals to assemble—the great administrative apparatus of the state was waiting to be marshaled. Wide-eyed, Kropotkin had joined the Cossack regiment, eager to bring justice to faraway districts. Gradually he saw his considered recommendations all dying a silent death on the gallows of bureaucracy and official corruption. When a Polish insurrection broke out in the summer of 1863, Alexander II unleashed a terrible reaction, all reforms and their spirit long forgotten. Disillusioned, Kropotkin gradually turned to nature. Fifty thousand miles he traveled—in carts, on board steamers, in boats, but chiefly on horseback, with a few pounds of bread and a few ounces of tea in a leather bag, a kettle and a hatchet hanging at the side of his saddle. Trekking to Manchuria on a geographical survey he slept under open skies, read Mill’s On Liberty, and beheld with astonishment “man’s oneness with nature.”25

Kropotkin’s primary concern now became working out a theory of mountain chains and high plateaus, but he was keen, too, to find evidence for Darwin’s great theory. He had read The Origin of Species at the Corps of Pages, and in a way this was his polar voyage of the Beagle. What he saw, then, came as a great surprise: Darwin spoke of a fierce struggle between members of the same species, but everywhere he looked Kropotkin found collaboration: horses forming protective rings to guard against predators; wolves coming together to hunt in packs; birds helping each other at the nest; fallow deer marching in unison to cross a river. Mutual aid and cooperation were everywhere.

Like Darwin upon his return from his journey, after five years of adventure Kropotkin had yet to develop a fullblown theory of nature. But if Darwin’s belief in the fixity of species had been shaken on the Beagle, Kropotkin’s assurance of the struggle for existence was completely shattered on the Afar. By the time he arrived in St. Petersburg in April 1867, he wrote, “the poetry of nature” had become the philosophy of his life.26 At the same time, he had lost all faith in the state: Once a constitutionalist who believed, like Huxley, in the promise of benevolent administration, Kropotkin emerged from the great Russian expanses fully “prepared to become an anarchist.”27

It was in Switzerland some years later that he became a full-fledged revolutionary. The death of his father finally setting him free, news of the Paris Commune drew Kropotkin to Europe. In Zurich he joined the International, gaining a taste for revolutionary politics. But it was in Sonvilliers, a little valley in the Jura hills, that something really moved him. In the midst of a heavy snowstorm that “blinded us and froze the blood in our veins,” fifty isolated watchmakers, most of them old men, braved the weather in order to discuss their no-government philosophy of living. This was not a mass being led and made subservient to the political ends of a few apparachiks. It was a union of independents, a federation of equals, setting standards by fraternal consensus. He was touched and deeply impressed by their wisdom. “When I came away from the mountains,” Kropotkin wrote, “my views upon socialism were settled. I was an anarchist.”28

Back in St. Petersburg he joined the Chaikovsky Circle, an underground group working to spread revolutionary ideas. For two years, between learned debates at the Geographical Society and lavish imperial soirees, Kropotkin became “Borodin.” Disguised as this peasant he ducked into shady apartments to lecture on everything from Proudhon to reading and arithmetic, slipping away again like a phantom. Communalism and fraternity were the anarchist response to the state, order without Order. Here was the creed: Left to his own devices, man would cooperate in egalitarian communes, property and coercion replaced by liberty and consent. Progress was being made uniting the workers in revolt against the czar when the police began taking serious counteraction. A group of agitating weavers had been arrested, and a raid on a student apartment produced a revolutionary manifesto authored by one P. A. Kropotkin. It was then that he knew that he would have to leave without delay. Now, pacing in his prison cell, Kropotkin could not help but grimace: if only he had forgone that last talk on glacial formations!

•  •  •

If competition between individuals was, scandalously, Nature’s way, she had forgotten to whisper the news to some of her smaller creatures. Many an ant species, Darwin knew, was divided into fixed, unbreachable castes. The honeypot ant of the American deserts has workers whose sole job is to hang upside down, motionless, like great big pots of sugared water, so that they may be tapped when the queen and her brood are thirsty. Members of another caste in the same species have gigantic heads with which, Cerberus-like, they block the nest entrance before intruders. The leaf-cutter ants of South America sport castes that differ in weight up to three hundredfold, from miniature serene fungus gardeners to giant ferocious soldiers. In the ant world some tend to the queen, others to the nest, others to food, others to battle—each to his caste and each to his fate. What Darwin found amazing was that besides the queen and a few lucky males, all the rest of the ants are effectively neuters. This made no sense if success in the battle for survival was measured by production of offspring.29

For Darwin the mystery lay in trying to explain how such different behavior and morphology arose in a single species, for since all the workers had no offspring, natural selection could hardly be fashioning their traits through their own direct kin. What this meant was that the queen and her mate were somehow passing on qualities through their own progeny—massive heads, gardening scissor teeth, and mysterious altruistic behavior—that they themselves did not possess, an obscurity that Darwin found “by far the most serious special difficulty, which my theory has encountered.”30 This was a problem of heredity: How could traits, both of form and of behavior, perform such Houdini acts in their journey from generation to generation?

It was also a glaring exception to “nature, red in tooth and claw.”31 If evolution by natural selection was the doctrine of Malthus applied to the whole of living creation, little ants and bees and termites were islands of chivalry in a sea of conflagration. Why—how—this anomalous sanctuary of “goodness”?32 To solve the mystery Darwin asked a simple question: Who benefits? The answer, he thought, was the “community,”33 for those who could forage or fight would surely free others to partake in procreation, on the very same principle that rendered the division of labor “useful to civilised man.” If selection sometimes worked at a level higher than the individual, even the ultimate sacrifice of the stinging bee or ant centurion could evolve. This was quite an idea, for the very essence of Darwin’s theory, as he declared in The Origin of Species, was that “every complex structure and instinct” should be “useful to the possessor.” Natural selection could “never produce in a being anything injurious to itself, for natural selection acts solely by and for the good of each.”34 And yet it did.

Darwin was impressed. It was the strongest evidence yet, he thought, for the incredible power of natural selection. In truth, he would come to believe, it was actually entirely much bigger. “The social instincts,” he wrote in The Descent of Man, “which no doubt were acquired by man, as by the lower animals, for the good of the community, will from the first have given him some wish to aid his fellows, and some feeling of sympathy.”35 Evolution was the key to the beginnings of morality in humans.

•  •  •

Rheumatism had almost killed Kropotkin. With the help of family connections and a friendly doctor’s note, he was transferred after twenty-one months to the detention house and from there to the military hospital. Finally, even though he was sickly and frail, there was a glimmer of hope: The hospital was not nearly as well guarded as the fortress. The day of the escape was fixed. It was to be June 29 (old style), the day of Saints Peter and Paul—his friends having decided to throw, he later wrote, “a touch of sentimentalism into their enterprise.”36 A red balloon climbing into the blue sky would be the signal to make a dash for the gate, where a carriage would whisk him to freedom. But the impossible happened that day: No red balloons could be found in all of St. Petersburg, and when one was finally discovered and snatched from the hand of a howling boy, it would not fly, nor would the apparatus for making hydrogen, hurriedly bought from an optician’s shop, revive it. The woman who finally strung the flaccid balloon to an umbrella, walking up and down behind the hospital wall, did not help either: The wall was too high and the woman too short, and the signal never reached poor Kropotkin.

The next morning a relative came to visit at the hospital carrying a watch that she asked that he be given. Unsuspected, it was passed to him, though the timepiece was far from innocent. Hidden inside was a cipher, detailing the new plans for escape that very day. At 4 p.m. Kropotkin went out to the garden for his afternoon stroll. When he heard the cue of an excited violin mazurka, he made a desperate dash for the gate. “He runs! Stop him! Catch him!”—a sentry and three soldiers were in hot pursuit, so close that he could feel the wind of the bayonet thrust toward him.37

That evening they clinked glasses at Donon’s, St. Petersburg’s finest restaurant: The secret police would never think of looking there. The escape was a feat of true altruism: Untold accomplices had selflessly braved grave danger—one signaling with handkerchiefs, a second by means of synchronized cherry eating, a third distracting the guard, a fourth playing the violin, a fifth commanding the carriage—Kropotkin was aglow with pride. But he would have to leave. Soon he crossed the Finnish border and was on a steamer headed for London.

•  •  •

Mady Huxley died of pneumonia on November 20, 1887. The great neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot had come to England to examine her—the loss of vision and voice having led her father to fear “the worst of all ends—dementia.” She was to him a “brilliant creature,” his fair and beloved third child. A specialist on “hysteria” and teacher to the young Sigmund Freud, Charcot determined that Mady suffered from a grave mental illness and invited her to Paris for hypnosis. It was too late. Arriving at the Salpêtrière Hospital, exhausted, she succumbed before the treatment could remove her emotional “conflicts.”38

Staggering, in pain, Huxley traveled to Manchester for a talk he felt honor bound to give. As the train sped north through the West Midlands—Coventry, Birmingham, Wolverhampton, Stoke-on-Trent—he glanced at England passing by. For more than four years now he was president of the Royal Society, the winner of medals, and very sun of the scientific orbis terranum.39 But if Huxley had come a long way from above the butcher’s shop in Ealing, so too had England from its affluent “Age of Equipoise.” Dissenters and Nonconformists had waged a battle for meritocracy against Church and Crown in the 1850s, ’60s, and ’70s, but this was long yesterday’s triumph. Great boring machines were now miraculously digging the Channel tunnel deep beneath the sea, yet millions in the cities and countryside took to bed hungry. The “interminable Depression” had coincided with “a specialist age”; at its finest hour technology was failing the masses.40

And the masses were swelling. Britain’s population had reached 36 million and was adding nearly 350,000 hungry mouths every year. As growth rates had surged, a new phrase made its way from France and Germany. English Darwinians had by tradition few qualms about folding the social into the biological: For them animals and man bowed just as humbly before Nature and her laws. But as political socialism took a bite at the Malthusian core of survival of the fittest; as suffrage, labor unrest, and the “Woman Question” ushered in a new age of extremes—a currency was needed to remind civilization of its beastly beginnings. Were the teeming congestion and competitive strife not confirmation enough of Malthus’s prediction? Huxley called industrial competition with Germany and the United States a form of international “warfare,” and Nature and the Times applauded.41 But if mercantalism had morphed into an all-out image of battle, if Darwin’s Malthusian struggle had been writ large on the world as a whole—there were those who were prepared to fight it. It was against such men and women that “social Darwinism” would now be wielded.42

Leading the way was Herbert Spencer, Huxley’s X-Club companion, a “bumptious” man with a “breathless vision” of evolution galloping ahead to perfection. No one had swallowed Darwin so wholly, even if some (including Darwin himself) thought it had gone down the wrong pipe. For the “Prince of Progress” the physical, biological, social, and ethical all danced to the tune of evolution.43 Historical destiny was like the womb and the jungle, the growth of civilization “all of a piece with the development of the embryo or the unfolding of a flower.”44 An eminent Victorian who had dabbled in phrenology, he had coined the “survival of the fittest.”45 Friend to Mill, follower of Comte, and a lover of George Eliot, Spencer honed to perfection the belief in human perfectibility. But it was the strong, not the meek for him, who carried the future in their bones, their struggles and triumphs the true holy of holies, their might—the right and just. To let it be, government would need to step aside, even when its actions seemed “progressive.” Intervention, after all, was really a curse disguised as a blessing, the conquest by maudlin sensibility of the necessity of natural law. Unfettered competition alone would lead to the advance of civilization in the long run—endowments and free education be damned and myopia forlorn.

From the Left other voices came buzzing. Henry George’s Progress and Poverty, a popular appeal for land nationalization, was rapidly gaining readers.46 Touting Rousseau’s noble savage, George led a frontal attack on property and competition. Even the codiscoverer of natural selection, Alfred Russel Wallace, from his retirement nest in Dorset, took a jab at “Darwinism”—a term no one had done more than he to establish.47 Women, he now claimed, when liberated economically by socialism, would freely choose the righteous among men. As such they would be humankind’s great redeemers, breeders of goodness into future generations.48 This was a different woman from Darwin’s in his Descent of Man, to say the least.49 But even if Wallace’s utopia seemed far-fetched and would need to be nudged along by higher forces (a spiritualist, he had removed man from the arena of natural selection), it hardly mattered anymore. Beaten over the head by natural rights, ancient communes, and the promise of equality, the Darwinian establishment was reeling. Perhaps competition was not the natural law they said it was. Perhaps their “religion of Science” was an illusion, nothing but a false “religion of despair.”50

Huxley was taking the fire. After all, he had fashioned himself the very embodiment of “science as panacea.” Spencer was a “long-winded pedant,” he thought, a “hippopotamus,” as misguided in his sacrifice of the masses on the altar of Darwinism as he was in his belief in the inheritance of acquired characteristics. And yet nature really was brutal, like “a surface of ten thousand wedges” each representing a species being “driven inward by incessant blows.”51 Success always came at the expense of another’s failure. How then to escape the trap into which the patrician Spencer had willfully fallen? How to wrest morality for the masses from the bloody talons of Nature?

These were his mind’s torments as the train pulled into London Road Station, Manchester. At Town Hall, before his crowd, the darkness in his soul poured itself onto the natural world. Glassy-eyed and imagining his daughter, Huxley unmasked the vision of Nature’s butchery: “You see a meadow rich in flower & foliage and your memory rests upon it as an image of peaceful beauty. It is a delusion. . . . Not a bird that twitters but is either slayer or [slain and] . . . not a moment passes in that a holocaust, in every hedge & every copse battle murder & sudden death are the order of the day.”52

As “melancholy as a pelican in the wilderness,” as he wrote to a friend, Huxley was sinking into depression.53 The Manchester address was printed in February’s Nineteenth Century, and soon became a disputed cause célèbre. In “The Struggle for Existence in Human Society: A Programme” Huxley asked readers to imagine the chase of a deer by a wolf. Had a man intervened to aid the deer we would call him “brave and compassionate,” as we would judge an abetter of the wolf “base and cruel.” But this was a hoax, the spoiled fruit of man’s translation of his own world into nature. Under the “dry light of science,” none could be more admirable than the other, “the goodness of the right hand which helps the deer, and the wickedness of the left hand which eggs on the wolf” neutralizing each other. Nature was “neither moral nor immoral, but non-moral,” the ghost of the deer no more likely to reach a heaven of “perennial existence in clover” than the ghost of the wolf a boneless kennel in hell. “From the point of view of the moralist the animal world is on about the same level as a gladiator’s show,” Huxley wrote, “the strongest, the swiftest, and the cunningest . . . living to fight another day.” There was no need for the spectator to turn his thumbs down, “as no quarter is given,” but “he must shut his eyes if he would not see that more or less enduring suffering is the meed of both vanquished and victor.”54

Darwin and Spencer believed that the struggle for existence “tends to final good,” the suffering of the ancestor paid for by the increased perfection of its future offspring. But this was nonsense unless, “in Chinese fashion, the present generation could pay its debts to its ancestors.” Otherwise, it was unclear to Huxley “what compensation the Eohippus gets for his sorrows in the fact that, some millions of years afterwards, one of his descendants wins the Derby.” Besides, life was constantly adapting to its environment. If a “universal winter” came upon the world, as the “physical philosophers” watching the cooling sun and earth now warned, arctic diatoms and protococci of the red snow would be all that was left on the planet. Christians, perhaps, imagined God’s fingerprint on nature, but it was Ishtar, the Babylonian goddess, whose meddling seemed to Huxley more true. A blend of Aphrodite and Ares, Ishtar knew neither good nor evil, nor, like the Beneficent Deity, did she promise any rewards. She demanded only that which came to her: the sacrifice of the weak. Nature-Ishtar was the heartless executioner of necessity.55

But what, then, of man—was he, too, to bow in deference to the indifferent god of inevitability? As for all other creatures “beyond the limited and temporary relations of the family,” for man too the “Hobbesian war of each against all” had been the normal state of existence. Like them he had “plashed and floundered amid the general stream of evolution,” keeping his head above water and “thinking neither of whence nor whither.” Then came the first men who for whatever reason “substituted the state of mutual peace for that of mutual war,” and civilization was born. Self-restraint became the negation of the struggle for existence, man’s glorious rebellion against the tyranny of need. But no matter how historic his achievement, ethical man could not abolish “the deep-seated organic impulses which impel the natural man to follow his non-moral course.” Chief of these was procreation, the greatest cause of the struggle for existence.56

Of all the commandments, “Be fruitful and multiply” was the oldest and the only one generally heeded. Despite his best intentions, then, ethical man was locked once more in the nonmoral “survival of the fittest.” Population was driving him to war. For the dark moment Huxley could see no tonic, though, contra the socialists, he was certain that no “fiddle-faddling with the distribution of wealth” could deliver society from its tendency toward self-destruction. Industrial warfare having replaced natural combat, the corporatist Huxley made a plea for state-sponsored technical education. But this was as much medicine, he knew, as an eye doctor’s recommending an operation for cataract on a man who is going blind, “without being supposed to undertake that it will cure him of gout.”57

For Darwin morality had come from the evolution of the social instincts, but for Huxley they were a vestige of amoral beginnings. Instincts were antisocial; their primeval lure the bane of man’s precarious existence. Desperately seeking the cure for social ills, Huxley nevertheless would not search for it in nature. Nor, weeping over the loss of Mady on the train ride back from Manchester, could he find any solace there.

•  •  •

Malthus was already dead when Russian Nights became a best seller in the 1840s. The novel’s author, Prince Vladimir Odoesky, had created an economist antihero, driven to suicide by his gloomy prophecies of reproduction run amok. The suicide was cheered on by the Russian reading masses: After all, in a land as vast and underpopulated as theirs, Malthusianism was a joke. England was a cramped furnace on the verge of explosion; Russia, an expanse of bounty almost entirely unfilled. But it was more than that. “The country that wallowed in the moral bookkeeping of the past century,” Odoesky explained, “was destined to create a man who focused in himself the crimes, all the fallacies of his epoch, and squeezed strict and mathematical formulated laws of society out of them.” Malthus was no hero in Russia.58

And so when the Origin of Species was translated in 1864, Russian evolutionists found themselves in something of a quandary. Darwin was the champion of science, the father of a great theory, but also an adherent to Malthus, that “malicious mediocrity,” according to Tolstoy.59 How to divorce the kind and portly naturalist Whig from Downe from the cleft-palated, fire-breathing, reactionary reverend from Surrey?60 Both ends of the political spectrum had good grounds for annulment. Radicals like Herzen reviled Malthus for his morals: Unlike bourgeois political economy, the cherished peasant commune allowed “everyone without exception to take his place at the table.” Monarchists and conservatives, on the other hand, like the Slavophile biologist Nikolai Danilevsky, contrasted czarist Russia’s nobility to Britain’s “nation of shopkeepers,” pettily counting their coins. Danilevsky saw Darwin’s dependence on Malthus as proof of the inseparability of science from cultural values. “The English national type,” he wrote, “accepts [struggle] with all its consequences, demands it as his right, tolerates no limits upon it. . . . He boxes one on one, not in a group as we Russians like to spar.” Darwinism for Danilevsky was “a purely English doctrine,” its pedigree still unfolding: “On usefulness and utilitarianism is founded Benthamite ethics, and essentially Spencer’s also; on the war of all against all, now termed the struggle for existence—Hobbes’s theory of politics; on competition—the economic theory of Adam Smith. . . . Malthus applied the very same principle to the problem of population. . . . Darwin extended both Malthus’s partial theory and the general theory of the political economists to the organic world.” Russian values were of a different timber.61

But so was Russian nature. Darwin and Wallace had eavesdropped on life in the shrieking hullabaloo of the tropics. But the winds of the arctic tundra whistled an altogether different melody. And so, wanting to stay loyal to Darwin, Russian evolutionists now turned to their sage, training a torch on those expressions Huxley and the Malthusians had swept aside. “I use this term in a large and metaphorical sense,” Darwin wrote of the struggle for existence in Origin. “Two canine animals, in a time of dearth, may be truly said to struggle with each other which shall get food and live. But a plant on the edge of a desert is said to struggle for life against the drought, though more properly it should be said to be dependent on the moisture.”62 Here was the merciful getaway from bellum omnium contra omnes, even if Darwin had not underscored it. For if the struggle could mean both competition with other members of the same species and a battle against the elements, it was a matter of evidence which of the two was more important in nature. And if harsh surroundings were the enemy rather than rivals from one’s own species, animals might seek other ways than conflict to manage such struggle. Here, in Russia, the fight against the elements could actually lead to cooperation.

•  •  •

London did not keep Kropotkin for long. The Jura Federation that had turned him anarchist during the blizzard in Sonvilliers beckoned once again, and within a few months he was in Switzerland knee deep in revolutionary activity. On March 18, 1877, he organized a demonstration in Bern to commemorate the Paris Commune. Other leaders of the Jura feared police reaction, but Kropotkin was certain that in this instance violence would serve the cause. He was right. Police brutality galvanized the workers, and membership in the federation doubled after the demonstration. The peacefulness of the Sonvilliers watchmakers notwithstanding, Peter was developing a political program: collectivism, negation of state, and “propaganda of the deed”—violence—as the means to the former through the latter.

It was the young people who would bring about change. “All of you who possess knowledge, talent, capacity, industry,” Kropotkin wrote in 1880 in his paper Le Révolté, “if you have a spark of sympathy in your nature, come, you and your companions, come and place your services at the disposal of those who most need them. And remember, if you do come, that you come not as masters, but as comrades in the struggle; that you come not to govern but to gain strength for yourselves in a new life which sweeps upward to the conquest of the future; that you come less to teach than to grasp the aspirations of the many; to divine them, to give them shape, and then to work, without rest and without haste, with all the fire of youth and all the judgment of age, to realize them in actual life.”63

On March 1 (old style), 1881, Alexander II was assassinated in Russia. Once his trusted liege, Kropotkin welcomed the news of his death as a harbinger of the coming revolution. But he would have to watch his back now. The successor, Alexander III, had formed the Holy Brotherhood, a secret counteroffensive that soon issued a death warrant against Kropotkin. Luckily Peter had been expelled from Switzerland for his support for the assassination, and now, back in London, he was given warning of Alexander’s plot. Undeterred, he exposed it in the London Times and Manchester Chronicle, and a deeply embarrassed czar was made to recall his agents. Still, if Kropotkin had escaped with his life, he was less lucky with his freedom. Despairing of the workers’ movement in England, he traveled to France, where his reputation as an anarchist preceded him. Within a few months he was apprehended and sentenced, and spent the next three years in prison. It was soon after his release following international pressure that the news arrived: his brother Alexander, exiled for political offences, had committed suicide in Siberia.64

It was a terrible blow. Alexander had been his lifelong friend, perhaps his only true one. But his suicide also made Peter all the more determined to find confidence in his revolutionary activities. Increasingly he turned to science: the science of anarchy and the science of nature. They had evolved apart from each other, but the two sciences were now converging, even becoming uncannily interchangeable. When Darwin died in the spring of 1882, Kropotkin penned an obituary in Le Révolté. Celebrating, in true Russian fashion, the sage of evolution entirely divorced from Malthus, the prince judged Darwin’s ideas “an excellent argument that animal societies are best organized in the community-anarchist manner.”65 In “The Scientific basis of Anarchy,” some years later, he made clear that the river ran in both directions. “The anarchist thinker,” Kropotkin wrote, “does not resort to metaphysical conceptions (like the ‘natural rights,’ the ‘duties of the state’ and so on) for establishing what are, in his opinion, the best conditions for realising the greatest happiness for humanity. He follows, on the contrary, the course traced by the modern philosophy of evolution.” 66 Finding the answers to society’s woes “was no longer a matter of faith; it [is] a matter for scientific discussion.”67

•  •  •

Meanwhile, navigating anxiously between Spencer’s ultraselfish ethics and George and Wallace’s socialist Nature, Huxley had found an uneasy path to allay his heart’s torments. If instincts were bloody, morality would be bought by casting away their yoke. This was the task of civilization—its very raison d’etre: to combat, with full force, man’s evolutionary heritage. It might seem “an audacious proposal” to create thus “an artificial world within the cosmos,” but of course this was man’s “nature within nature,” sanctioned by his evolution, a “strange microcosm spinning counter-clockwise.” Huxley was hopeful, but this was optimism born of necessity: For a believing Darwinist any other course would mean utter bleakness and despair.68

Like Darwin, Huxley saw ants and bees partake in social behavior and altruism. But this was simply “the perfection of an automatic mechanism, hammered out by the blows of the struggle for existence.” Here was no principle to help explain the natural origins of mankind’s morals; after all, a drone was born a drone, and could never “aspire” to be a queen or even a worker. Man, on the other hand, had an “innate desire” to enjoy the pleasures and escape the pains of life—his aviditas vitae—an essential condition of success in the war of nature outside, “and yet the sure agent of the destruction of society if allowed free play within.” Far from trying to emulate nature, man would need to combat it. If he was to show any kindness at all outside the family (to Huxley the only stable haven of “goodness”), it would be through an “artificial personality,” a conscience, what Adam Smith called “the man within,” the precarious exception to Nature-Ishtar. Were it not for his regard for the opinion of others, his shame before disapproval and condemnation, man would be as ruthless as the animals. No, there could be no “sanction for morality in the ways of the cosmos” for Huxley. Nature’s injustice had “burned itself deeply” into his soul.69

•  •  •

Years in the Afar, in prisons, and in revolutionary politics had coalesced Kropotkin’s thoughts, too, into a single, unwavering philosophy. Quite the opposite of Huxley’s tortured plea to wrest civilized man away from his savage beginnings, it was rather the return to animal origins that promised to save morality for mankind. And so, when in a dank library
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