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Mostly Harmless
That a book about New York anarchists should be
edited by a press from Illinois is one of the subtle ironies
that come with the subject: while most Americans still
show an “irrational fear of socialism,” let alone anarchism, the few that have ever been brave enough to look
into the matter at all are at best familiar with the Chicago
anarchists, and have heard of the Haymarket affair (p.
213). Tom Goyens is to be applauded, therefore, for at
least trying to start plugging the gap in our knowledge
about anarchists and the variety of their associations, activities, and lives in the late 1800s and early 1900s, when
anarchism was strongest around the world and when it
first provided a glimpse at a viable alternative to capitalism and its system of reckless exploitation. Furthermore,
the approach that he announces at the start is genially
adequate to the subject: how can an elusive internationalist idea, such as anarchism, be described in terms of a
regional entity? The first of the six chapters into which
the book is divided attempts a socio-geographic answer,
looking at “the social space for a dissident subculture”
and portraying the anarchists of New York very much in
the way that the anarcho-syndicalist Industrial Workers
of the World (IWW) appears in the sixth scene of Eugene O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape (1922): mostly harmless,
big words and revolutionary rhetoric versus a peaceful
practice of beer-hall discussions and communal picnics
(p. 17). The resulting socio-geographic image of an anarchism that was largely limited to the area between Myrtle and Flushing avenues (see map on p. xi) does a lot
to humanize and deflate the stereotypical image of wildeyed, bushy-haired men in black wielding lighted Mills
bombs that the mass media successfully generated and
maintained.

The following chapters swerve away from the
“power-geography” to trace the development of the anarchist subculture (chapter 2), and then (chapters 3 and
4) to focus mostly on the impact of the most well-known
and arguably also most spectacular of the New York anarchists, Bavarian-born Johann Most, before Goyens returns to the political culture of German anarchists on
the whole (p. 8). No other book has led the way this
deep into an understanding of anarchism as a political
culture rather than as a threat to the rest of the world.
Apart from the chapters on the personal development of
Most, the period and the book’s focus are largely on and
about what Goyens calls “communist-anarchism”–from
the point of view of the later twentieth century an obvious oxymoron, but here referring to the communitarian
model of mutual aid and self-effacing solidarity propagated by the followers of Peter Kropotkin. One of the
ironies the book uncovers is the involuntary ethnic limitation of German anarchism. The one political movement that aimed at transcending nationalist, denominational, and ethnic boundaries found itself seriously impaired on many occasions by the linguistic limitations of
its publications and its very membership–in this respect,
the Chicago anarchists appear to have moved further in
the direction of trans-ethnicity.
The book traces the contradictory effects of the Haymarket judicial murders of 1887, which won many sympathies and converts to the anarchist cause, but undoubtedly also deterred many others. It also shows the gradual
retreat of anarchist groups into their own, half-sheltered
communities, under the impression of legislature like the
Anarchy Act of 1902, and constant police surveillance
and harassment. In the process, it becomes evident how
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