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Editorial  
The first issue of the relaunched Black Flag in 2021 marked the 100th anniversary of the death of Kropotkin with an 

article on his life by Robert Graham and the publishing of eight newly translated or rare articles by him. Now, to mark 

the 180th anniversary of the birth of one of anarchismôs greatest theorists, we dedicate a special issue to him and his 

ideas. With recent new editions of Modern Science and Anarchy and Words of a Rebel, our publishing newly 

translated or rare articles and pamphlets on a range of topics ï anarchism, class war, Marxism, war, revolution, 

eugenics, amongst others ï will help modern revolutionaries better understand his ideas and their importance. 

Kropotkinôs legacy was undoubted harmed by his wrong position during the First World War but far more by his 

being championed by reformist anarchists after the Second World War. Rather than being remembered as the 

revolutionary class struggle anarchist he was, we were subjected to a sanitised account of a reformist, quasi-pacifist 

ñanarcho-Santaò by the likes of George Woodcock and others associated with Freedom. 

We start, however, with evaluations of Kropotkinôs ideas by Rudolf Rocker, Camillo Berneri, Marie Goldsmith, 

Errico Malatesta and Gaston Level. It should be noted that Berneriôs critique ï better known as Peter Kropotkin: His 

Federalist Ideas ï is translated in full (previously ones amounted to around three-quarters of the Italian original). 

Likewise, while Malatestaôs account of Kropotkin is well-known, Levalôs reply is less so and is of note. We hope this 

shows our special issue is not motivated by hagiography but rather by an awareness of the need to learn from his ideas 

rather than mechanically repeat or apply them today ï as Kropotkin himself would have hoped, we are sure. 

Then we move onto Kropotkinôs own writings, which we have grouped together by themes ï On Anarchism, Class 

War, Marxism, Revolution, Other Libertarians, Eugenics, War ï before ending with an interview and letters as well as 

prefaces to his most famous anarchist work, The Conquest of Bread. These are a combination of rare English-language 

texts and new translations, works which will hopefully help increase our understanding of Kropotkinôs ideas and show 

why he is still important and relevant today, 180 years after his birth. 

Then there is a contribution to completing Kropotkinôs bibliography and why this is important to understanding his 

ideas and contribution to anarchism. We end with Wayne Priceôs critique of those who have sought to defend 

Kropotkinôs infamous rallying to the Allied side during the imperialist slaughter of the First World War.  

We should note that we will be publishing more translations of Kropotkinôs writings in future issues of Black Flag, for 

example when we discuss anarchism and the general strike in the next issue. 

If you want to contribute rather than moan at those who do, whether its writing new material or letting us know of on-

line articles, reviews or translations, then contact us: 

blackflagmag@yahoo.co.uk 

mailto:blackflagmag@yahoo.co.uk
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On Kropotkin  
Peter Kropotkin joined the anarchist movement in 1872 and remained a 

significant member of it until his death in 1921 (bar the period when he 

supported the allies during World War I, which saw his influence 

disappear). Unsurprisingly, other anarchists wished to evaluate the 

impact of his ideas on the movement and anarchist theory. Here we 

present a few of these evaluations  

First, we present Rudolf Rocker ôs summation of his ideas, written for 

the album published to mark Kropotkin ôs funeral by Russian anarcho -

syndicalists. This presents an excellent overview of his ideas and t heir 

lasting importance.  

Second, we include a complete translation of Camilo Berneri ôs famous 

essay on Kropotkin, better known as  Peter K ropotkin: His Federalist 

Ideas . Translated into English in May 1942 by Freedom Press, it is an 

unsurpassed account and critical discussion of a key aspect of 

Kropotkin ôs ideas  and, unsurprisingly, has been much reprinted (the last 

being a slightly more complete version in The Raven: Anarchist 

Quarterly  No. 31 (Autumn 1995). We have includ ed the missing quarter 

of the text of that translation as well as using Berneri ôs original title.  

Third, there is an article by Marie Goldsmith (1871 -1933), pseudonyms M. 

Korn or M. Isidine, who was a Russian anarchist and biologist who spent 

most of her life in France. She was a close friend and colleague to 

Kropotkin and translated many of his publications between French and 

Russian during their lifetime. Their correspondences even reveal that 

there were plans for Gold smith to help him assemble second volumes of 

both Mutual Aid  and Ethics . This makes her well -placed to summarise his 

libertarian communist ideas. While well  known in the movement during 

her lifetime,  she has been  sadly overlooked since her untimely passing . 

Goldsmith ôs life and work are now the subject of a research project 

meant to bring her scientific and anarchist writing into the twenty -first 

century  ( for more details: https://mariegoldsmith.uk/  ) .  

We are gra teful for the comrades of this project for supplying this 

translation and we hope they will provide more in a future issue.  

Fourth , there is Errico Malatesta ôs justly famous recollections of his old 

friend and college, written in 1931 to mark Kropotkin ôs death. Living in 

exile with the Russian in London for many years, Malatesta was well -

placed to evaluate him and his influence on the anarchist movement and 

while some of his comments may be open to debate, it is undoubtedly the 

case that his an alysis does highlight certain limitations in Kropotkin ôs 

anarchism.  

We end with Gaston Level ôs critique of Malatesta ôs recollections of 

Kropotkin . This somewhat angry ï and at times unjust ï polemic is a 

necessary supplement to Malatesta ôs critique as it s hows why so many 

comrades hold Kropotkin in very high esteem as both an anarchist 

thinker and as a scientist.  
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Introduction  
Rudolf Rocker  

Funeral of P.A. Kropotkin in Moscow, February 13, 1921 : album (Berlin: All-Russian Confederation of Anarcho-

Syndicalists, 1922) 

Among the contemporary 

thinkers who have fertilized the 

theories of the socialist movement 

during the last 40 years, Peter 

Kropotkin was one of the few 

who helped us in the acquirement 

of a deeper insight into the entire 

socialist world of ideas, and who 

opened new perspectives to our 

understanding. His grand 

philosophy of Mutual Aid which 

is the keynote to his whole 

teaching, and which captivates 

our reason by its irresistible 

appeal, is really the very essence 

of the entire socialist 

ñWeltanschauungò. And that 

which gives to this conception of social life its 

lasting significance, is the fact that it is not the 

speculative product of a scientist, out of touch with 

the practical side of life, but the result of concrete 

scientific research and exhaustive historical 

studies; and as such it must be rated. Kropotkinôs 

enlightened view of the development of the 

manifestations of social life was a splendid 

refutation of the one-sided and narrow 

interpretation of Darwinôs thesis regarding the 

ñStruggle for Existenceò, which for some tens of 

years was propounded by the greatest authorities of 

modern natural sciences ï representing this 

struggle as not only taking place between the 

various species, but also as an uninterrupted 

conflict within each single one, in the course of 

which the ñstrongerò survive, and the ñweakerò 

perish. This interpretation by the exponents of the 

so-called Social Darwinism, at whose head figured 

the English savant T.H. Huxley, gave the 

possibility for the sombre doctrines of Malthus 

about the Table of Life not being served for all, to 

acquire new glory which was supposed to rest on 

scientific foundation. And here came Kropotkin, 

and showed us, by means of an inexhaustible 

collection of data, that this conception of Nature 

was only a grotesque caricature of the real 

manifestations of life; and that besides this brutal 

form of the struggle for existence, upon which so 

many followers of Darwin laid 

such special stress, there was also 

another form ï that of social unity 

and co-operation among the 

weaker species which finds its 

practical expression in mutual 

aid. But this second form of the 

struggle for existence proves to 

be much more effective for the 

life of the individual as well as 

that of the community, compared 

with the brutal war of the strong 

against the weak. This is proved 

by the significant retrogression 

and extinction of those species 

living isolated and attempting to 

exist merely by means of their 

physical or psychical superiority. 

Most distinctly is this seen in the history of human 

development. In each special phase of this 

development we meet with many thousands of 

social institutions and customs which owe their 

origin to the feeling for mutual solidarity, all 

finding their common root in the general interest of 

the community. In the clan organisations of the 

primitive peoples and in the Village Communities 

of the barbarians, in the art and craft guilds of the 

free cities of the Middle Ages, as well as in the 

innumerable organizations of our own time, the 

spirit of mutual aid works and creates, and shows 

itself everywhere as the most powerful factor of 

every social and cultural development. Not man 

was the creator of society, but society and the 

instinct for sociability were his heritage, 

transmitted to him by those species whose womb 

gave rise to his birth, and which existed prior to his 

becoming man. And this spirit of sociability which 

has become intuitive in the broad masses, spurs on 

the initiative and the creative activities of the 

people. 

Thus does Kropotkin explain the origin and 

development of moral sentiments in Man. Neither 

the famous ñCategoric Imperativeò propounded by 

Kant, nor the sonorous phraseology of the great 

amoralist Nietzsche, which does not deceive one as 

 
Rudolf Rocker (1873-1958) 
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to its inner hollowness in respect of the brilliant 

ñBeyond good and evilò theory, were able to give 

him any definite elucidation here. On the basis of 

concrete scientific investigation, Kropotkin 

recognised the ethical sentiments of Man as the 

natural outcome of his social life, and as the 

expression of mutual sympathy which ultimately 

found its expression in the customs and habits of 

the people. This heritage, transmitted from 

primeval times in the form of social instincts and 

customs, is the 

most valuable 

possession of Man, 

forming as it does 

the real basis of 

every progressive 

development. In 

this sense, 

Socialism is not a 

lofty utopia for 

Kropotkin, but the 

most perfected 

expression of that 

species of mutual 

aid which is the 

certain, definite 

tendency of human 

development. 

Kropotkinôs 

Socialism is revealed to us, as the result of the 

creative capacity in the life of the people, 

developing from base to summit; like a plant 

beginning at the root and ultimately progressing to 

bud and fruit. It is impossible to dictate this 

capacity at will, nor is it possible to call it into life 

artificially, by government-made laws and decrees. 

Every such attempt carries with it the germ of its 

own destruction, as it must unfailingly lead to State 

Capitalism ï the worst form of all exploitation. 

The uninterrupted conflict between Authority and 

Freedom, between state-slavery and free unions, 

between government and administration, between 

organized force and mutual understanding, which 

are conspicuous throughout human history, is only 

a manifestation of two different tendencies in 

society which are always antagonistic to each 

other. The first of these, which embodies the brutal 

form of the struggle for existence, is naturally 

antisocial; it always aims at the subjugation and 

exploitation of the broad masses, in favour of a 

privileged minority. It infallibly appears in the 

guise of public power and has always been a 

hindrance to every kind of social progress. The 

second tendency is the outcome of the peopleôs 

social instincts and develops their desire for 

activity and their creative initiative. In thousands of 

public institutions and unions is its favourable 

influence upon culture to be seen. 

Kropotkinôs socialism is a kind of synthesis in 

which the longing for personal freedom and social 

equality unite. Socialism will be free or it will not 

be at all. Together with the exploitation of Man by 

Man, the 

domination of Man 

over Man must 

disappear; together 

with the monopoly 

of property, must 

also vanish the 

monopoly of power. 

Not the conquest of 

the State but its 

elimination is the 

great political aim of 

Socialism. In place 

of the centralized 

machinery of power 

must come the free 

federation of 

autonomous 

communities; in 

place of legal force, 

free agreement and mutual understanding. 

Kropotkin sees the tendencies towards this 

development in the many forms of free cooperation 

in every stratum of social life, which solely owe 

their existence to generally felt requirements and 

the free initiative of Man. 

Kropotkin recognizes the same signs of 

development in the domain of public economy, and 

his ideas laid down in his ñFields, Factories and 

Workshopsò, must be regarded as pioneer works in 

this direction. Most social thinkers, during the first 

half of last century, were hypnotised by the 

immense progress of industry and technique in all 

spheres of industrial production. It is therefore not 

surprising that they directed their chief attention to 

industry, and neglected the agricultural side of the 

problem. The originators of Political Economy 

were likewise dazzled by the result of this latest 

form of human production and saw therein the iron 

foundations of economical development, with 

unbounded possibilities and perspectives. And so 

great was the influence of their teachings, that a 

large number of socialist thinkers accepted their 

ideas, and imagined the modern subdivision of 

 
Kropotkinõs funeral procession in Moscow 
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labour, and the centralization of industry to be the 

indispensable condition for the realization of 

Socialism.  

Kropotkin emphatically 

refuted the theory of so-

called subdivision of 

labour, and showed that it 

in no way increases the 

possibilities for productive 

output, but on the contrary, 

is a direct hindrance. By 

forgetting that production is 

in no case the purpose of 

our life, but only a means 

whereby to make life more 

agreeable, it was natural to 

arrive at the conclusion that 

Man existed for the sake of 

production, and not 

production for the sake of 

Man. In this sense, the 

subdivision of labour was a 

very important factor for 

the capitalist system of 

exploitation, but by no 

means for Socialism, which 

must necessarily express a 

view in direct opposition to the former. Kropotkin 

therefore advocates the working unity, the many-

sided, and where possible, the varying employment 

of the people, as the only basis for Socialism. On 

the strength of an enormous quantity of concrete 

facts, he shows centralization of industry to have 

been only a passing stage in our economic life; and 

that the very perfecting of technique, and the 

progressive adaptation of productive work to 

scientific foundations, lead to a continually 

increasing decentralization of industry. The desire 

for individual independence which has to-day taken 

hold of all countries, accelerates this process in an 

unthought-of way; thereby giving the economic 

development of our times a certain trend, which 

becomes more distinct as it is freed from 

manifestations of a secondary nature. But the unity 

of work demands also a rational balancing of 

industry and agriculture, and this Kropotkin 

sketches on broad lines, aided by a great quantity 

of material, in an attempt to solve practically this 

most difficult of all problems. For this purpose a 

new kind of education would be necessary, wherein 

the artificial boundaries set between brain and 

manual work are entirely eliminated and the aim 

will be the universality of individual knowledge 

and capacity. We are in need of an education which 

does not again specialize, but which is able to unite 

our knowledge, enabling us to bridge the gulfs 

between its various domains by 

means of large synthesis. Only in 

this way can Man be liberated 

from the yoke of uniformity and 

mental stagnation, and be made 

conscious of his personality by 

the development and 

strengthening of that which 

constitutes his individuality. Not 

centralisation, but 

decentralisation; not subdivision 

of labour, but unity of labour 

will become the watchword of 

the future. This is the direction 

of the path to Socialism. 

Kropotkin points out to us the 

germs of this new development. 

He shows that at the present 

stage of our technical and 

scientific progress, how easy it 

would be to guarantee the 

relative well-being of each 

member of society. And this 

knowledge leads him to negate 

all estimates of the individual share of the general 

labour results, as these can never be just; and also 

to condemn the wage-system in every form. 

Anarchy and Communism are the two corner-

stones of his Socialism. The means for their 

achievement ï the Social Revolution. And as he 

expects all social upheavals only from the depths of 

the people, he lays such great import on the 

economic unions and the contemporary labour 

movement, for therein does he see the true bearer 

of social regeneration. 

What the general Socialist Movement has lost in 

Kropotkin is not to be estimated. This loss is the 

greater, as there is not one among the present 

generation capable of filling his place adequately. 

Just in our time when an old civilization is 

hastening to its end, and we already perceive the 

first faint signs of a new social order; just at this 

period, when on the two fronts of the Socialist 

World the watchwords ñState Capitalismò and 

ñFree Socialismò are resounding upon our ears, 

with more clarity than ever before; just to-day, the 

name of Kropotkin comes to us as a symbol of the 

time to be, when we shall be liberated from the 

curse of thraldom and exploitation, and advance to 

the new horizon of a freer life. 



7 

A Russian Federalist: Peter Kropotkin 
Camil lo Berneri  

Un federalista Russo: Pietro Kropotkine (Rome, 1925) 

One of the most interesting 

aspects of Kropotkinôs 

political thought is 

federalism, something which 

constantly recurs in his 

writings and forms one of the 

foundations of his anarchist 

ideology. Although 

Kropotkinôs federalism is not 

a systematic theory and 

cannot be clearly 

differentiated from the 

federalism of Proudhon and 

Bakunin, it has various 

characteristics which make 

its study of interest.  

This study requires a 

biographical excursus to 

illuminate for us the genesis 

of Kropotkinôs federalist 

thought in relation to the 

surroundings in which this 

thought was formed and affirmed. An Italian 

philosopher writing about Kropotkin rightly 

remarks: ñWe will never understand the inner spirit 

of the anarchist movement if we do not consider it 

historically as a radical and violent reaction against 

the profound transformation undergone during the 

nineteenth century by the institution of the State.ò 

(A. Tilgher, ñA Philosopher of Anarchismò, in Il 

Tempo, Rome, 2 July 1921) 

Kropotkin, anarchist-prince, is, in fact, the best 

example of this assertion.  

I. Experiences 

Kropotkinôs clear and detailed autobiography 

(Memoirs of a Revolutionist) makes it possible for 

us to follow step by step the different stages in the 

formation of his federalist thought.  

At the age of nineteen, when he was an officer in 

the Cossacks, he went to Transbaikalia where he 

took a passionate interest in the great reforms 

started by the government in 1862 and entrusted to 

 
1 Memoirs of a Revolutionist (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 

1989), 183-4. (Black Flag) 

the Higher Administration of 

Siberia. As secretary to 

government committees, in 

contact with the best of the 

officials, he began to study the 

various projects of municipal 

administration but he soon saw 

that all the reform efforts were 

hampered by the District 

Chiefs, protected by the 

Governors General who, in 

their turn, were subject to the 

orders and influences of the 

central government. 

Administrative life revealed to 

him absurd systems and 

methods every day, so that 

given the impossibility of 

achieving any reforms in 1863 

he took part in an expedition 

along the Amur.  

During a storm forty barges 

were sunk with the loss of 2,000 tons of flour. This 

catastrophe gave him the opportunity of getting to 

know the central bureaucracy even better. The 

authorities refused to believe in the disaster and 

these same officials for Siberian Affairs in 

Petrograd revealed a complete ignorance of all that 

concerned their particularé specialty. A high 

functionary said to him: ñBut my dear fellow, how 

would it be possible for 40 barges to be destroyed 

on the Neva without anyone rushing to save them!ò 

When Kropotkin replied that the Amur is four 

times as big as the Neva, the astonished 

functionary asked: ñIs it really as big as that?ò ï 

and passed on, annoyed, to talk of some frivolity.1 

Kropotkin left for Manchuria more than ever 

distrustful of the central administration. He 

certainly thought of the Petrograd bureaucrats 

when at the Chinese frontier an official of the 

Celestial Empire refused his passport because it 

consisted of a modest sheet of stamped paper 

whilst showing the greatest respect for an old copy 

 

Camillo Berneri (1897-1937) 
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of the bulky Moscow Gazette which was shown to 

him as a passport.1 

Having become an attach® to the ñGovernor 

General for Cossack affairsò, Kropotkin made a 

thorough investigation into the economic 

conditions of the Ussuri Cossacks. On his return to 

Petrograd he was congratulated, promoted and 

honoured. But his proposals were not put into 

practice because of the officials who stole money 

and continued to flog the peasants, instead of 

providing them with cattle and alleviating, by 

prompt and suitable assistance, the ravages of 

famine. ñAnd thus it went on,ò says Kropotkin, ñin 

all directions, beginning with the winter palace at 

St. Petersburg and ending with the Ussuri and 

Kamchatka. The higher administration of Siberia 

was influenced by excellent intentions, and I can 

only repeat that, everything considered, it was far 

better, far more enlightened, and far more 

interested in the welfare of the people than the 

administration of any other province in Russia. But 

it was an administration ï a branch of the tree 

which had its roots at St. Petersburg ï and that was 

enough to paralyse all its excellent intentions, 

enough to make it interfere with and kill all the 

beginnings of local life and progress. Whatever 

was started for the good of the country by local 

men was looked at with distrust, and was 

immediately paralysed by hosts of difficulties 

which came, not so much from the bad intentions 

of the administrators, but simply from the fact that 

these officials belonged to a pyramidal, centralised 

administration. The very fact of their belonging to 

a government which radiated from a distant capital 

caused them to look upon everything from the 

point of view of functionaries of the government, 

who think first of all about what their superiors will 

say, and how this or that will appear in the 

administrative machinery. The interests of the 

country are a secondary matter.ò2 

Alongside knowledge of the inefficiency of 

centralised administration bodies, the observations 

on the free agreement between those with common 

interests which he made throughout his long 

journeys in Siberia and Manchuria also contributed 

to the formation of his anarchist personality. He 

saw clearly the role played by the anonymous 

masses in great historic events and in the 

development of civilisation in general. This 

appreciation, as we shall see later, then informed 

 
1 Memoirs of a Revolutionist, 192-3. (Black Flag) 
2 Memoirs of a Revolutionist, 199. (Black Flag) 

all of his sociological criticism and was the 

foundation of his method of historical research.  

When he came to the West, to Switzerland, his 

libertarian and federalist tendencies were greatly 

influenced by contact with the Jura Federation, 

whose militants were imbued with Bakuninôs 

libertarian federalism. As early as 1872 that 

organisation had assumed a distinctly autonomist 

and anti-authoritarian direction (Kropotkin saw in 

that experience ñthe first spark of anarchismò3). It 

should be noted that the highly centralised, it can 

be said tyrannical, domination of the 

Internationalôs General Council had contributed 

greatly to the development of these tendencies.  

Returning to Russia and contacting groups of left-

wing intellectuals, Kropotkin notes again the 

uselessness of the efforts made by those who tried 

to regenerate the country through the zemstvos, or 

district and provincial councils. The idea that 

Russia needed to be a federative regime, agitated 

for by the Decembrists since the beginning of the 

XIX century (around 1825), was taken up by 

members of Pétrachewskyôs socialist group (1848), 

by Cernycewsky between 1855 and 1861 and 

finally by Bakunin and the populists of the 1870-80 

period. The example of the United States of 

America and certain local institutions and traditions 

also led officials to devise administrative 

organisations based on the principle of autonomy. 

For example: Speranskyôs administrative project 

for Siberia included councils comprising of 

representatives from all departments whose task 

would have been to manage all local affairs. 

Such work was suspected as being separatist, of 

tending to create a State within the State, and was 

persecuted to such an extent that any attempt to 

improve the spheres of administration, health and 

education was a miserable failure, bringing with it 

the ruin of entire groups elected to the zemstvos.  

Despite the disappointments suffered during his 

previous administrative activities, before he left 

Russia Kropotkin set to work once more, and 

having inherited his fatherôs property at Tambov, 

he went to live there and devoted all his energies to 

the local zemstvo. But he realised once again the 

impossibility of setting up schools, co-operatives, 

or model-farms without creating new victims of the 

central government.  

3 Memoirs of a Revolutionist, 262. (Black Flag) 
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II. Critique  

From the articles that Kropotkin published between 

1879 and 1882 in Le Révolté of Geneva, it is clear 

that the administrative life of the Western States 

only provided him with 

new material for anti-

State criticism and 

confirmed him still 

further in his federalist 

and libertarian ideas. 

Wherever there is 

centralisation he found a 

powerful bureaucracy, 

ñan army of officials, 

spiders with greedy little 

fingers, who know the 

world only through the 

dirty windows of their 

offices, or by their 

paperwork of grimoire-

like absurdity ï a black 

band with only one 

religion, that of money ï 

one concern, that of 

clinging to any party, 

black, purple, or white, 

so that it guarantees a 

maximum of income for 

a minimum of work.ò1 

(Words of a Rebel) And 

centralisation, which 

leads to extensive 

bureaucratism, appeared 

to Kropotkin as one of the characteristics of the 

representative system. He saw in parliamentarism 

the triumph of incompetence, and so he speaks 

with picturesque irony of the administrative and 

legislative activities of the representative who is 

not called upon to judge and arrange matters on 

which he has a particular competency and relates to 

his own constituency, but is asked to give an 

opinion, to vote on the varied and infinite series of 

questions that arise in that mammoth machine that 

is the centralised State:  

He will have to vote on the tax on dogs and 

the reform of university education, without 

ever having set foot in a university nor 

knowing what a field dog is. He will have 

to decide upon the advantages of the Gras 

rifle and to choose the location for the 

 
1 ñThe Breakdown of the Stateò, Words of a Rebel (Oakland: 

PM Press, 2022), 9. (Black Flag) 

Stateôs stud farm. He will vote on 

phylloxera, guano, tobacco, primary 

education and the sanitation of towns; on 

Cochinchina and Guiana, on chimney flues 

and on the Paris Observatory. He, who has 

only seen soldiers on 

parade, shall allot army 

corps, and without ever 

having seen an Arab, he 

will write and rewrite the 

Muslim land law in 

Algeria. He will vote on 

military headwear 

according to the tastes of 

his spouse. He will protect 

sugar and sacrifice wheat. 

He shall kill the vineyard 

believing he is protecting it; 

and he will vote for 

reforestation against 

pastureland and to protect 

pasture against the forest. 

He will protect the banks. 

He will kill such-and-such 

canal for a railway without 

being entirely sure in which 

part of France either of 

them is. He will add new 

articles to the Penal Code 

without ever having read it. 

An omniscient and 

omnipotent Proteus, today a 

soldier, tomorrow a pig 

farmer, a banker, an academic, a sewer-

cleaner, a doctor, an astronomer, a 

pharmacist, a tanner or merchant, according 

to the agenda of the Chamber, he will never 

hesitate. Accustomed in his role as a 

lawyer, journalist, or public orator to talk 

on what he knows nothing about, he will 

vote on all of these issues, with the sole 

difference that in his newspaper he amused 

the janitor at his stove, and at the court he 

awoke drowsy judges and jurors with his 

voice, while in the Chamber his opinion 

will become law for thirty or forty million 

people.2 (Words of a Rebel) 

But the western world, together with the 

administrative absurdities of the centralised 

representative regimes, revealed to him that 

immense strength, more extensive and complex, 

2 ñRepresentative Governmentò, Words of a Rebel, 118. 

(Black Flag) 
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observed in the Russian Mir:  that of the free 

associations which ñare spreading and are already 

starting to cover every branch of human activity,ò 

and which made him declare that ñthe future lies in 

the free grouping of interested parties, and not in 

governmental centralisationò.1 (Words of a Rebel; 

The Conquest of Bread; Mutual Aid: chapters VII-

VIII and the conclusion). Since about 1840 the Mir  

had served as a starting point for Russian social 

thought inspired by collectivist views, while liberal 

thought gravitated towards the zemstvo. Formed 

between the XVI and XVIII centuries, as a reaction 

to taxation and noble power, the Mir  had as 

essential features the collective responsibility for 

gathering taxes and the regular distribution of land. 

At the time of the 1861 reform, the Mir  also 

acquired a judicial character. At the beginning of 

the XX century, the rural commune (Mir ) still 

comprised eight-tenths of the peasantsô land, but 

the Stolipin reform (decree of 22 November 1907 

and law of 27 June 1910) and the conditions of 

capitalist development in Russia started its 

disintegration. In 1881, at the request of Vera 

Zasulich, Marx had looked into the issue of the 

possibility of a direct passage from the Mir  to a 

ñhigher communist form of land ownershipò and 

had come to the conclusion that ñthis commune is 

the fulcrum of social regeneration in Russia; but in 

order that it may function as such, it would first be 

necessary to eliminate the deleterious influences 

which are assailing it from all sides, and then 

ensure for it the normal conditions for spontaneous 

development.ò2 

Especially the years spent in England, a country 

where the independence of the people and the 

enormous development of free initiative could not 

fail to deeply strike the foreigner coming from Slav 

or Latin countries, caused Kropotkin to appreciate, 

sometimes excessively, the value of associations.  

 
1 ñRepresentative Governmentò, Words of a Rebel, 127. 

(Black Flag) 
2 ñMarx to Vera Zasulick, 8 March 1881ò, Collected Works 

26: 72. The expression ñhigher communist forms of land 

ownershipò is a paraphrase summarising the nature of the 

discussion rather than a direct quote although the preface to 

the Second Russian Edition of the Communist Manifesto uses 

a similar expression: ñNow the question is: can the Russian 

obshchina, a form of primeval common ownership of land, 

even if greatly undermined, pass directly to the higher form 

of communist common ownership?ò (Marx-Engels, Collected 

Works 24: 426) (Black Flag) 
3 ñThe State: Its Historic Roleò, Part III, Modern Science and 

Anarchy (Edinburgh: AK Press, 2018), 234. (Black Flag) 

To his direct knowledge of the Western world, 

Kropotkin added a new direction to his studies. A 

geographer in Russia, he became an ardent 

historian in Britain. He wanted to understand the 

State and knew that to do so ñthere is only one way 

of really understanding the State: it is to study its 

historic developmentò.3 He discovered with 

enthusiasm that the general tendency of science is 

that ñof studying nature not through its great results 

and large sums, but rather through individual 

phenomena and separate elements.ò4 History also 

ceased to be the history of dynasties, becoming the 

history of peoples. So much the better for the 

historical method, but also so much the better for 

the federalist conception, for it will become 

obvious that great renewals have not taken place in 

courts and parliaments, but in the cities and in the 

countryside. Devoting himself to historical studies, 

Kropotkin saw in the excessive centralisation of the 

Roman Empire the cause of its collapse, and in the 

era of the [Medieval] Communes the renaissance of 

the western world. ñIt is precisely in the liberation 

of the Communes and in the uprisings of peoples 

and Communes against States that we find the most 

beautiful pages in history. Of course, in 

transporting us into the past, it would not be to a 

Louis XI, to a Louis XV, or to a Catherine II that 

we would look: rather it would be to the communes 

or republics of Amalfi and Florence, to those of 

Toulouse and Laon, to Liege and Courtray, 

Augsburg and Nuremburg, to Pskov and 

Novgorod.ò5 

In drawing examples from mediaeval society, 

Kropotkin fell into various errors of interpretation, 

especially in the lecture on The State: Its Historic 

Role,6 due more than anything else to the fact that 

the texts that he consulted (such as the writings of 

Sismondi) were not so advanced as the historical 

studies of today. For example: E. Zoccoliôs 

criticism of Kropotkin (LôAnarchia, Torino, Bocca, 

1906, pp. 494-495) regarding his interpretation of 

4 A paraphrase of Kropotkinôs ñAnarchy: Its Philosophy, Its 

Idealò, included in Modern Science and Anarchy, 456. (Black 

Flag) 
5 ñThe Communeò, Words of a Rebel, 65. (Black Flag) 
6 Kropotkinôs well-known pamphlet The State: Its Historic 

Role was originally planned as a public lecture to be given in 

Paris during March 1896 but the French authorities refused 

him entry into France. It was subsequently serialised in the 

newspaper Les Temps Nouveaux and issued as a pamphlet 

before being later revised and included as Part III of the 

expanded French edition of Modern Science and Anarchy in 

1913. (Black Flag) 



11 

the medieval Commune is largely correct. 

However, we should not believe, as is asserted by 

certain superficial people, that Kropotkin 

considered the era of the Communes as a kind of 

golden age. ñIt may be said that I forget the 

conflicts, the internal struggles, with which the 

history of these communes is filled, the turmoil of 

the streets, the bitter battles against the lords, the 

insurrections of the óyoung artsô against the óold 

arts,ô the bloodshed and reprisals of these 

strugglesé. Well, no, I forget nothing. But like 

Leo and Botta ï the two historians of medieval 

Italy ï like Sismondi, like Ferrari, Gino Capponi 

and so many others, I see that these struggles were 

the very guarantee of a free life in the free city.ò1 

(The State: Its Historic Role) And it was these 

internal struggles that allowed, according to 

Kropotkin, the intervention of the king and the 

tendency of the medieval Commune to enclose 

itself within its walls (The State: Its Historic 

Role2). 

Another historical field explored by Kropotkin was 

that of the French Revolution. He was opposed to 

the dream of bourgeoisie of 1789 ñto abolish all the 

local powers which at that time constituted so 

many autonomous units in the State. They meant to 

concentrate all governmental power in the hands of 

a central executive authority, strictly controlled by 

Parliament, but also strictly obeyed in the State, 

and combining every department ï taxes, law 

courts, police, army, schools, civic control, general 

direction of commerce and industry ï everything.ò3 

(The Great French Revolution) He reproached the 

Girondins for having tried to dissolve the 

communes and pauses to show that their federalism 

was an opposition slogan and that in their actions 

they showed themselves as centralising as the 

Montagnards.4 

For Kropotkin, the Communes were the soul of the 

French Revolution and he gave extensive 

illustrations of the communalist movement, seeking 

to show that one of the main causes of the decline 

of the cities was the abolition of the plenary 

assemblies of citizens which possessed control of 

justice and administration (The Great French 

Revolution, Chapters XV-XXI and XXIV-XXV).  

 
1 ñThe State: Its Historic Roleò, Part III, Modern Science and 

Anarchy, 251. (Black Flag) 
2 See Section VI, ñThe State: Its Historic Roleò, Part III, 

Modern Science and Anarchy, 252-7. (Black Flag) 
3 The Great French Revolution, 1789-1793 (Montreal: Black 

Rose Books, 1989), 7. (Black Flag) 

The era of the Communes and the French 

Revolution were, as for Salvemini, the two 

historical fields in which Kropotkin found 

confirmation of his federalist ideas and the 

elements of the development of his libertarian 

conception of life and politics. But there always 

remained alive in him the memory of his 

observations on the Russian Mir  and of the free 

agreement of primitive peoples, and it was 

precisely these recollections that led him to an 

integral federalism, which sometimes is guilty of 

that populist oversimplification that predominates 

in the Conquest of Bread.  

III. Communalism  

When explaining socialist theories, Kropotkin 

adopted a negative attitude towards the Saint-

Simonians and the so-called Utopians, especially 

[Étienne] Cabet, because they based their systems 

on an hierarchy of administrators, instead showing 

enthusiasm for the communalist theory of Fourier 

(Modern Science and Anarchy5). He rejects State 

collectivism because although it significantly 

modified the capitalist regime ñit does not abolish 

the wage system,ò since ñthe State, that is to say 

the representative government, national or local, 

takes the place of the boss,ò6 so that its 

representatives and bureaucrats absorb, and render 

necessary, the surplus value of production. This 

consideration also applies to the socialist State: 

ñHow much work does each of us give to the State? 

No economist has ever sought to estimate the 

number of working days that the worker in the 

fields and factories gives each year to this 

Babylonian idol. We would search the textbooks of 

political economy in vain to find an approximate 

estimate of what the man who produces wealth 

gives of his labour to the State. A simple estimation 

based on the budget of the State, the nation, the 

provinces, and the municipalities (which also 

contribute to the expenditure of the State) would 

say nothing; because it would be necessary to 

estimate not what is in the coffers of the treasury 

but what the payment of each Franc paid to the 

Treasury represents of the real expenditures made 

by the taxpayer. All we can say is that the amount 

of work the producer gives each year to the State is 

4 The Great French Revolution, 1789-1793, 365-7. (Black 

Flag) 
5 Chapters XI and XII, ñModern Science and Anarchyò, Part 

I, Modern Science and Anarchy. (Black Flag) 
6 ñFoodò, The Conquest of Bread and other writings, 58; 

translation corrected. (Black Flag) 
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immense. It must reach, and for certain categories 

[of worker] exceed, the three days of work a week 

that the serf once gave to his lord.ò1 (Conquest of 

Bread; Modern Science and Anarchy) Even the 

socialist State would try to extent its powers 

because ñevery party in power is obliged to create 

new employment for its supportersò2 which, in 

addition to burdening the economic life of the 

country with administrative expenses, would also 

constitute an oligarchy of incompetents. Instead, 

what is needed is ñthe collective spirit of the 

masses working on concrete 

things.ò3 

The collective spirit, a generic 

term which in the Conquest of 

Bread became ñthe peopleò, 

ñthe communeò, ñsocietyò etc., 

which administers justice, 

organises everything, solves the 

most complex problems. It is a 

kind of divinity which, as 

Saverio Merlino wrote with just 

irony, plays the part of the 

chorus in Greek tragedies, and 

which the most acute 

representatives of anarchism are 

far from worshipping. If 

Kropotkinôs federalism errs 

with vagueness and excessive 

faith in the political capacities 

of the people, it is remarkable 

for its breadth of view. No 

federalism can be consistent if 

it is not integral. And this can 

only be socialist and revolutionary.  

The integral nature of Kropotkinôs federalist ideas 

is proved by many passages in his writings. Here 

are a few of the most explicit statements: 

ñFederalism and autonomy are not enough. These 

are just words always covering the authority of the 

centralised Stateò4; ñToday the State has managed 

to become involved in all the activities of our lives. 

From the cradle to the grave, it smothers us in its 

arms. Sometimes as a central State, sometimes as a 
 

1 ñTaxation: A Means of Creating the Powers of the Stateò, 

Chapter III, ñThe Modern Stateò, Part IV, Modern Science 

and Anarchy, 294. (Black Flag) 
2 ñThe Breakdown of the Stateò, Words of a Rebel, 10. (Black 

Flag) 
3 ñThe Means of Actionò, Chapter XV, ñModern Science and 

Anarchyò, Part I, Modern Science and Anarchy, 192. (Black 

Flag) 
4 ñAnarchyò, Chapter XII, ñModern Science and Anarchyò, 

Part I, Modern Science and Anarchy, 159. (Black Flag) 

provincial or district State, sometimes as a 

municipal State, it pursues our every step, it 

appears at every turn, it taxes us, restrains us, 

harasses usò5; The free commune is ñthe political 

form that the social revolution must takeò6; He 

exalts the Paris Commune precisely because its 

communal independence was a means, and the 

social revolution the aim. The Commune of the 

nineteenth century ñwill not only be communalist, 

it will be communist; revolutionary in politics, it 

will also be revolutionary in matters of production 

and exchangeò7; Either the 

Commune will be absolutely 

ñfree to endow itself with all 

the institutions it wants and 

to make all the reforms and 

revolutions it may find 

necessaryò, or else it will 

remain ña mere branch of the 

State, fettered in all its 

movements, forever on the 

brink of coming into conflict 

with the State and sure to 

succumb in the struggle that 

would ensueò8; For 

Kropotkin, then, the free 

communes were the 

necessary environment for 

the revolution to reach its 

maximum development.  

His federalism aspires to 

this: ñComplete 

independence of the 

Commune, the Federation of 

free Communes, and the social revolution within 

the Commune, that is to say trade unions for 

production replacing the statist organisationò.9 

Kropotkin said to the peasants: ñIn the past, the 

earth belonged to the Communes, composed of 

those who cultivated the land themselves, with 

their own handsò, but through fraud, harassment, 

violence, the communal lands have become private 

propertyò. Therefore, the peasants, organised in 

Communes, must take back these lands, to put 

5 ñThe Breakdown of the Stateò, Words of a Rebel, 9. (Black 

Flag) 
6 ñAnarchyò, Chapter XII, ñModern Science and Anarchyò, 

Part I, Modern Science and Anarchy, 161. (Black Flag) 
7 ñThe Communeò, Words of a Rebel, 67. (Black Flag) 
8 ñThe Communeò, Words of a Rebel, 66. (Black Flag) 
9 ñAnarchyò, Chapter XII, Part I, Modern Science and 

Anarchy, 161. (Black Flag) 

If Kropotkinõs 

federalism errs  with 

vagueness and 

excessive faith in the 

political capacities of 

the people, it is 

remarkable for its 

breadth of view. No 

federalism can be 

consistent if it is not 

integral. And this can 

only be socialist and 

revolutionary.  
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them at the disposal of those who want to farm 

them themselvesò. And again: ñDo you need a 

road? ï Well, let the people of neighbouring 

communes reach an agreement amongst 

themselves, and they will do it better than the 

ministry of public works. ï A railway? The 

interested communes in a whole region will do it 

better than entrepreneurs, who amass millions by 

making bad routes. ï Do you need schools? You 

will create them yourselves as well as, and better, 

than the gentlemen of Paris. ï The State has 

nothing to do with all this; schools, roads, canals 

will all be better made by yourselves and with less 

cost.ò1 These passages from Words of a Rebel 

make it clear that in the Conquest of Bread, where 

he says that the Commune will distribute goods, 

ration wood, regulate pasture land, divide the land, 

etc., he does not mean the Commune as a ñbranch 

of the State,ò but the free association of the 

interested parties, which may be, from one time to 

another, a co-operative, a productive grouping, or 

simply a temporary union of several people united 

by a common need.  

Kropotkin, although he recognises their 

seriousness, is not concerned much with the 

dangers inherent in particularism. Here is a 

characteristic passage on the subject: ñThese days, 

the parochial mentality can arouse many jealousies 

between two neighbouring communes, prevent 

their direct alliance and even ignite fratricidal 

conflicts. But if such resentment can effectively 

prevent the direct federation of these two 

communes, that federation will be established 

through the intermediary of the large centres. 

Today, two small neighbouring municipalities 

often have nothing that connects them directly: 

what few relations they have would instead serve to 

generate conflicts than forge bonds of solidarity. 

But both already have a common centre with which 

they are in frequent contact, without which they 

cannot survive; and whatever their local rivalries, 

they will be obliged to unite through the 

intermediary of the large town where they obtain 

their supplies, where they take their products; each 

of them will become part of the same federation, in 

order to maintain their relations with this focus of 

attraction and group themselves around it.ò2 

Here again we have a simplification of the 

federalist problem. To judge Kropotkin fairly one 

 
1 ñThe Agrarian Questionò, Words of a Rebel, 99. (Black 

Flag) 
2 ñThe Communeò, Words of a Rebel, 69-70. (Black Flag) 

must take account not only what he wrote but also 

what could not write. A certain hastiness, certain 

omissions, certain over-simplifications of complex 

problems are due not only to his mindset, but also 

to the material impossibility of developing his 

point of view. Kropotkin almost always wrote for 

newspapers intended to be read by working people. 

Deeply democratic, he always voluntarily 

renounced the mantle of the theoretician in order to 

roll up his shirt sleeves, like Malatesta who was 

also an original theoretician and an educated man. 

Even his pamphlets do not represent the whole 

expression of his ideas, the complete exposition of 

his research, and he himself explains why in his 

Memoirs: ñQuite a new style had to be worked out 

for such pamphlets. I must say that I was often 

wicked enough to envy those writers who could use 

any number of pages for developing their ideas, 

and were allowed to make the well-known excuse 

of Talleyrand: óI have not had the time to be brief.ô 

When I had to condense the results of several 

monthsô work ï upon, let me say, the origins of law 

ï into a penny pamphlet, I had to give extra time in 

order to be short.ò3 

Kropotkin faced these material difficulties only 

until about 1884. After that, for almost thirty years, 

he was able to write powerful books. But in this 

second period he was more a theoretician than an 

agitator, and his thoughts were more occupied with 

historical research and scientific studies. That 

means Words of a Rebel remains his best anarchist 

work for freshness of expression and ideological 

coherence.  

Kropotkin saw that the federalist issue is a 

technical issue, and in fact he states in his book 

Modern Science and Anarchy that humanity will be 

forced to find new forms of organisation for the 

social functions that the State performs through the 

bureaucracy and that ñnothing will be done as long 

as this is not doneò,4 but could not systematically 

develop his federalist conception because of his 

now turbulent, now scientific life. And such a 

development was opposed, as far as the elaboration 

of projects was concerned, to its own anarchist 

conception in which the vital spirit of the people 

constitutes the soul of [social] evolution in its 

partial realisations in history, varying endlessly in 

different places and times. 

3 Memoirs of a Revolutionist, 394. (Black Flag) 
4 ñAnarchyò, Chapter XIII, ñModern Science and Anarchyò, 

Part I, Modern Science and Anarchy, 169. (Black Flag) 
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IV. Coherence within incoherence 

Kropotkin was inspired by his federalist thought 

even in his attitude to the issue of anarchist activity 

during the European war [of 1914 to 1918]. 

In his Memoirs, Kropotkin writes: ñThe conflict 

between the Marxists and the 

Bakuninsts was not a personal 

affair. It was the necessary 

conflict between the principles 

of federalism and those of 

centralisation, the free 

Commune and the Stateôs 

paternal rule, the free action of 

the masses of the people and 

the betterment of existing 

capitalist conditions through 

legislation ï a conflict 

between the Latin spirit and 

the German Geistò.1 Once the 

European war broke out, 

Kropotkin saw in France the 

protector of the Latin spirit, 

that is of the Revolution, and 

in Germany the triumph of 

State-worship, that is of 

reaction. His attitude was that 

of the democratic interventionist. And he did, at 

first, made common cause with the jingoists of the 

Entente and fell, as did [James] Guillaume (author 

of the unfortunate pamphlet Karl Marx 

Pangermaniste), into exaggeration. 

Some have wanted to see in Kropotkinôs attitude in 

1914 an analogy with that of Bakunin in 1871. 

Bakunin was in favour of the revolutionary defence 

of France after the Paris revolution [in September 

1870] had overthrown the monarchy; and he was 

also opposed to the republican government of 

Paris, against which he urged insurrection in order 

to oppose the German army only with popular 

revolution.2 

With his interventionism, Kropotkin broke from 

anarchism, and he went so far as to sign the so-

called Manifesto of the Sixteen in 1916, which 

marked the culmination of incoherence in the pro-

war anarchists.3 

 
1 Memoirs of a Revolutionist, 361. (Black Flag) 
2 A reference to Bakuninôs ñLetter to a Frenchman on the 

Present Crisisò, Bakunin on Anarchism (Montreal: Black 

Rose Books, 1980), edited by Sam Dolgoff. (Black Flag) 
3 Errico Malatesta expressed this well by his article in 

Freedom (April 1916) entitled ñPro-Government Anarchistsò. 

But in the one-sidedness of his position, the 

affirmation of his federalist faith is remarkable. He 

opposed Germany because he saw in it a danger to 

the autonomy of peoples and to decentralisation. In 

his letter to the Swedish professor G. Steffan 

(Freedom, October 1914) he argued: ñFor Eastern 

Europe, and especially for 

Russia, Germany was the 

chief support and protection of 

reaction. Prussian militarism, 

the mock institution of 

popular representation offered 

by the German Reichstag and 

the feudal Landtags of the 

separate portions of the 

German empire, and the ill-

treatment of the subdued 

nationalities in Alsace, and 

especially in Prussian Poland, 

where the Poles were treated 

lately as badly as in Russia 

(without protest from the 

advanced political parties), 

these fruits of German 

imperialism were the lessons 

that modern Germany, the 

Germany of Bismarck, taught 

her neighbours and, above all, 

Russian absolutism. Would absolutism have 

maintained itself so long in Russia, and would that 

absolutism ever have dared to ill-treat Poland and 

Finland as it has ill-treated them, if it could not 

produce the example of ócultured Germany,ô and if 

it were not sure of Germanyôs protection?ò 

And anticipating the criticism ï Are you forgetting 

the Russian autocracy? ï he wrote:  

Is there anybody who has not thought 

himself that the present war, in which all 

parties in Russia have risen unanimously 

against the common enemy, will render a 

return to the autocracy of old materially 

impossible? And then, those who have 

seriously followed the revolutionary 

movement of Russia in 1905 surely know 

what were the ideas which dominated in the 

first and second, approximately freely 

elected, Dumas. They surely know that 

This, along with his other critiques of Kropotkinôs position, 

can be found in the excellent anthology Life and Ideas: The 

Anarchist Writings of Errico Malatesta (Oakland: PM Press, 

2015). (Black Flag) 

With his 

interventionism, 

Kropotkin broke from 

anarchism, and he 

went so far as to sign 

the so -called 

Manifesto of the 

Sixteen  in 1916, 

which marked the 

culmination of 

incoherence in the 

pro -war anarchists.  
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complete home rule for all the component 

parts of the empire was a fundamental point 

of all the liberal and radical parties. More 

than that: Finland then actually 

accomplished her revolution in the form of 

a democratic autonomy, and the Duma 

approved it.  

And finally, those who knew Russia and her 

last movement certainly feel that autocracy 

will never more be re-established in the 

forms it had before 1905, and that a Russian 

constitution could never take the 

imperialists forms and spirit which 

parliamentary rule has taken in Germany. 

As to us, who know Russia from the inside, 

we are sure that the Russians never will be 

capable of becoming the aggressive, 

warlike nation Germany is. Not only the 

whole history of the Russians shows it, but 

with the federation Russia is bound to 

become in the very near future, such a 

warlike spirit would be absolutely 

incompatible. 

For Kropotkin, Russia was the country of the Mir , 

the country which had provided him with a wide 

number of observations on the results and 

possibilities of popular initiative.  

The European War drove him away from his 

political family: the anarchist movement. The 

October Revolution in Russia brought him back to 

it.  

V. Bolshevism and Sovietism 

Many years ago, fighting the illusion that secret 

revolutionary societies had the power, having 

destroyed Tsarist tyranny, to replace the 

demolished bureaucratic machine with a new 

administration made up of honest and intransigent 

revolutionaries, Kropotkin wrote: ñOthers ï the 

cautious ones who work to make their names while 

the revolutionaries dig their tunnels or perish in 

Siberia; others ï the intriguers, talkers, lawyers, 

writers who from time to time drop a very quickly 

dried tear on the tomb of the heroes and pose as 

friends of the people ï it is they who will come 

forward to take the vacant place of the government 

 
1 ñRevolutionary Governmentò, Words of a Rebel, 155-6. 

(Black Flag) 
2 It should be noted that Kropotkin used the same words in 

the lessons he wished the Russian Anarchist movement to 

draw from the experience of the 1905 Revolution: ñanarchists 

look to the workersô unions as cells of the future social order 

and will shout óBack!ô at the óunknownsô who have 

prepared the revolution.ò1 Kropotkinôs prophecy 

has been amply confirmed, and he was in the 

opposition [to the Bolshevik regime], an opposition 

which would have had a considerable impact if his 

staunch interventionism had not deprived him of all 

political prestige.  

In an interview with Augustin Souchy, published in 

Erkenntnis Befreiung of Vienna, Kropotkin said: 

ñWe should have communal Councils. Communal 

Councils should work on their own initiative. They 

should, for example, see to it that, in the event of a 

poor harvest, the population did not lack the basic 

necessities. Centralised government is, in this case, 

an extremely cumbersome machine. whereas, 

federating the Councils would create a vital 

centre.ò Kropotkin expressed his hostility towards 

the coercive economy of the Bolshevik government 

in an interview with the Daily News correspondent, 

W. Meakin. See also the interesting interview with 

A. Berkman in Le Libertaire of 22 February 1922. 

In his meeting with Armando Borghi, Kropotkin 

placed great stress on the role of trade unions as the 

cells of the autonomous and anti-authoritarian 

social revolution.2 In one of his last letters (23 

December 1920) to the Dutch anarchist De Rejger, 

which was published in the Vrije Socialist, 

Kropotkin wrote: ñThe Social Revolution in Russia 

has unfortunately assumed a centralised and 

authoritarian character.ò  

On 7 January 1918, Kropotkin held a conference in 

Moscow (at the headquarters of the Federalist 

League, a group created on his initiative to study a 

possible federation of Russia) in which, after 

tracing the history of the autonomist and centralist 

currents in Russian thought and the steady and 

disastrous centralisation of the Tsarist autocracy, 

reaffirmed his federalist principles. 

The impossibility of directing from one 

single centre 180 million people who 

inhabit extremely different territories and 

which far exceed that of the whole of 

Europe, becomes increasingly evident. This 

truth is becoming more and more clearly 

understood: that the creative power of these 

millions of men can only manifest itself 

and as a powerful means for the preparation of the social 

revolution, which is not confined to a change of political 

regime but also transforms the current forms of economic 

lifeò (ñThe Russian Revolution and Anarchismò, Direct 

Struggle Against Capital [Edinburgh: AK Press, 2014], 467). 

(Black Flag) 
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when they feel they possess the fullest 

liberty to work out their own peculiarities 

and organise their life in accordance with 

their aspirations, the physical characteristics 

of their territories and their historic past. 

(Plus loin, Paris, 15 May 1925, and 

Pensiero e volontà, 1 February 1926) 

Kropotkinôs thoughts on the Russian Revolution 

are expressed in a message to 

the western workers, given to 

Miss Bonfield on 10 June 1920 

when she and other delegates of 

the [British] Labour Party went 

to visit him in his retreat at 

Dimitrov. This message is a 

notable document in the history 

of the Russian Revolution.  

Given that, although the attempt 

to establish a new society 

through the dictatorship of a 

party is doomed to fail, one 

cannot fail to recognise that the 

revolution had introduced new 

conceptions into Russian life on 

the social function and on the 

rights of labour as well as on the 

duties of the individual citizen, 

Kropotkin set out his ideas, 

making a calm but intransigent criticism of 

Bolshevism as a party dictatorship and as a 

centralised government.  

The first general question was that of the different 

nationalities that make up Russia. On this question 

Kropotkin writes:  

A renewal of relations between the 

European and American nations and Russia 

certainly must not mean the admission of a 

supremacy of the Russian nation over those 

nationalities of which the empire of the 

Russian Tsars was composed. Imperial 

Russia is dead, and will not return to life. 

The future of the various provinces of 

which the empire was composed lies in the 

direction of a great Federation. The natural 

territories of the different parts of that 

Federation are quite distinct for those of us 

who are acquainted with the history of 

Russia, its ethnography, and its economic 

life, and all attempts to bring the constituent 

 
1 ñMessage to the Workers of the Western Worldò, Direct 

Struggle Against Capital, 488-9. (Black Flag) 

parts of the Russian Empire ï Finland, the 

Baltic Provinces, Lithuania, the Ukraine, 

Georgia, Armenia, Siberia, and so on ï 

under one central rule are surely doomed to 

failure. The future of what was the Russian 

Empire is in the direction of a Federation of 

independent units. It would, therefore, be in 

the interest of all that the Western nations 

should declare beforehand that they are 

recognising the right of self-

government for every 

portion of what was once the 

Russian Empire.1 

But Kropotkinôs federalism 

goes further than this 

programme for ethnographic 

autonomy. He says that he 

sees in the near future ña 

time when every portion of 

that Federation will itself be 

a federation of free rural 

communes and free cities, 

and I believe still that 

portions of Western Europe 

wil l soon take the lead in 

that direction.ò2  

And then the revolutionary 

tactics of the federalist 

autonomist is outlined and the critique of the 

centralised State-worship of the Bolsheviks 

expounded:  

The Russian Revolution ï being a 

continuation of the two great Revolutions in 

England and in France ï is trying now to 

make a step in advance of where France 

stopped, when it came to realise in life what 

was described then as real equality (égalite 

de fait), that is, economical equality.  

Unfortunately, the attempt to make that step 

has been undertaken in Russia under the 

strongly-centralised Dictatorship of one 

party ï the Social Democratic Maximalists, 

and the attempt was made on the lines taken 

in the utterly Centralist and Jacobinist 

conspiracy of Babeuf. About this attempt I 

am bound frankly to tell you that, in my 

opinion, the attempt to build up a 

Communist Republic on the lines of 

strongly-centralised State Communism 

2 ñMessage to the Workers of the Western Worldò, Direct 

Struggle Against Capital, 489. (Black Flag) 

Kropotkin set out 

his ideas, making a 

calm but 

intransigent 

criticism of 

Bolshevism as a 

party dictatorship 

and as a 

centralised 

government.  
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under the iron rule of the Dictatorship of a 

party is ending in a failure. We learn in 

Russia how Communism cannot be 

introduced, even though the populations, 

sick of the old regime, opposed no active 

resistance to the experiment made by the 

new rulers.  

The idea of Soviets, that is, of Labour and 

Peasant Councils, first promoted during the 

attempted revolution of 1905 and 

immediately realised by the revolution of 

February 1917, as soon as the Tsarôs regime 

broke down ï the idea of such councils 

controlling the political and economical life 

of the country is a grand idea. The more so 

as it leads necessarily to the idea of these 

Councils being composed of all those who 

take a real part in the production of 

national wealth by their own personal 

effort.  

But so long as a country is governed by the 

dictatorship of a party, the Labour and 

Peasant Councils evidently lose all their 

significance. They are reduced to the 

passive role played in times past by ñStates-

Generalò and Parliaments, when they were 

convoked by the King and had to oppose an 

all-powerful Kingôs Council.  

A Labour Council ceases to be a free and 

valuable adviser when there is no free Press 

in the country, and we have been in this 

position for nearly two years, the excuse for 

such conditions being the state of war. 

More than that, the Peasant and Labour 

Councils lose all their significance when no 

free electoral agitation precedes the 

elections, and the elections are made under 

the pressure of party dictatorship. Of 

course, the usual excuse is that a dictatorial 

rule was unavoidable as a means of 

combating the old regime. But such a rule 

evidently becomes a formidable drawback 

as soon as the Revolution proceeds towards 

the building up of a new society on a new 

economic basis: it becomes a death 

sentence on the new construction.  

The ways to be followed for overthrowing 

an already weakened Government and 

taking its place are well known from 

 
1 ñMessage to the Workers of the Western Worldò, Direct 

Struggle Against Capital, 489-90. (Black Flag) 

history, old and modern. But when it comes 

to build up quite new forms of life ï 

especially new forms of production and 

exchange ï without having any examples to 

imitate; when everything has to be worked 

out by men on the spot, then an all-

powerful centralised Government which 

undertakes to supply every inhabitant with 

every lamp-glass and every match to light 

the lamp proves absolutely incapable of 

doing that through its functionaries, no 

matter how countless they may be ï it 

becomes a nuisance. It develops such a 

formidable bureaucracy that the French 

bureaucratic system, which requires the 

intervention of forty functionaries to sell a 

tree felled by a storm on a public road, 

becomes a trifle in comparison. This is what 

we now learn in Russia. And this is what 

you, the working men of the West, can and 

must avoid by all means, since you care for 

the success of a social reconstruction, and 

sent here your delegates to see how a Social 

Revolution works in real life.  

The immense constructive work that is 

required from a Social Revolution cannot 

be accomplished by a central Government, 

even if it had to guide it in its work 

something more substantial than a few 

Socialist and Anarchist booklets. It requires 

the knowledge, the brains, and the willing 

collaboration of a mass of local and 

specialised forces, which alone can cope 

with the diversity of economical problems 

in their local aspects. To sweep away that 

collaboration and to trust to the genius of 

party dictators is to destroy all the 

independent nuclei, such as Trade Unions 

(called in Russia ñProfessional Unionsò) 

and the local distributive Co-operative 

organisations ï turning them into 

bureaucratic organs of the party, as is being 

done now. But this is the way not to 

accomplish the Revolution; the way to 

render its realisation impossible. And this is 

why I consider it my duty earnestly to warn 

you from taking such a line of action.1 

These are the thoughts of Kropotkin on the Russian 

Revolution, confirming all his propaganda. And 
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these are the ideas which inspired and still inspires 

the opposition of the Russian Anarchists.  

VI. Sovietist Anarcho-Syndicalism 

On the eve of leaving for Russia, Kropotkin wrote 

from Brighton on 21 May 1917 a warm letter of 

revolutionary enthusiasm and shinning with 

anarchist hope: 

Something great has happened in Russia 

and something which will be the beginning 

of still greater events everywhereé what 

struck me very much is the profound good 

sense of the masses of workers and peasants 

in comprehending the import of the 

movement and its promiseé I see here, in 

France, in Russia, opening up immense 

possibilities for constructive work in the 

direction of communalist communismé 

What they reproached us with as a fantastic 

Utopia is being realised on a grand scale in 

Russia, at least as far as the spirit of free 

organisation, 

outwith the 

State and the 

municipality, 

is concerned. 

In his letter, 

Kropotkin mentioned 

the reason for his 

return to Russia: 

participating in the 

development of the 

revolution. In 

Moscow, in the winter 

of 1917-1918, he 

attempted to elaborate 

the elements of a federalist-sovietist republic. After 

having his small apartment requisitioned, he had to 

retire to the small village of Dimitrov, where, in 

isolation, he resumed work on Ethics which he had 

begun in London. A. Schapiro writes of this period: 

He refrained from openly criticising and 

attacking the State Communists who had 

become the masters of Russia. It was the 

military period of the Revolution when its 

fiercest enemies were attaching it from 

every side. Kropotkin, who was against any 

foreign intervention, feared that an untimely 

criticism, that a misinterpreted opposition, 

would benefit the common enemy at that 

moment. 

He was a great rebuilder and whether it was 

a question of workshops or agriculture, 

trade unions or schools, he always had his 

practical proposal, his plan for 

reconstruction. You wanted to immediately 

treasure those suggestions that were so 

useful in that moment of creative 

revolution. Seeing that the reconstructive 

spirit was missing from the Russian 

anarchists caused him pain and one day 

when this and the divisions amongst us 

come into our discussion (this theme often 

recurred in our conservations) he 

exclaimed: ñLet us see, my friend, whether 

we could not draw up a plan for the 

organisation of an anarchist party? We 

certainly cannot stand by with folded 

arms.ò It was so good to see this forever 

young old man ï who could have been the 

grandfather of his interlocutor ï unable to 

remain inactive and call upon young people 

to unite and 

organise 

themselves. We 

decided that for 

our next meeting 

Kropotkin would 

prepare a project 

for the 

organisation of the 

anarchist party. 

He spoke of a 

party not to mimic 

those of 

politicians; but 

because the word 

group had become 

too small and narrow faced with the 

revolution, magnificent even though 

obstructed by politicians and political 

parties. At our next meeting we had a long 

discussion about the project, which he of 

course had not forgotten to prepare. 

[Federal] Organisation was the basis of this 

project.ò 

The anarchist party dreamt of by Kropotkin would 

have been, even if it was not called by this name, 

an anarcho-syndicalist party. Schapiro recounts: 

And when the discussion was on the trade 

union issue, he always reiterated that, in 

reality, the revolutionary syndicalism which 

had developed in Europe was already found 

in its entirety in the ideas propagated by 
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Bakunin in the First International, in that 

International Workersô Association which 

he loved to give as an exemplar of a 

workersô organisation. He was increasingly 

interested in the development of 

revolutionary syndicalism and the attempts 

of the Russian anarcho-syndicalists to 

participate in the trade union movement and 

the industrial reconstruction of the country. 

When towards the end of 1920 ï almost on 

the eve of the illness that killed him ï 

young people called on him to ask for 

guidance within the anarchist movement, 

Kropotkin sent me the question of these 

comrades with a note which ended with 

these words: If they are serious young 

people, the best way forward for them is 

anarcho-syndicalism. 

We were glad to have Kropotkin with us. 

And when I went to see him a few days 

before his death ï the last conversation I 

had with him ï he wanted first of all to 

know how the proceedings of the 

Conference of Anarcho-Syndicalists (which 

lasted from Christmas [day] 1920 to 7 

February 1921, that is to say to the eve of 

his death) were going and he expressed to 

me the expectation of good work for the 

future. 

Also in his meeting with Armando Borghi, 

Kropotkin was most insistent on the role of trade 

unions as cells of the autonomist and ñanti-

authoritarianò revolution. And likewise when 

meeting with Augustin Souchy and other exponents 

of anarcho-syndicalism. b 

But, to avoid suspicions of a biased interpretations 

of his words, I think it appropriate to quote a 

passage from a letter of 2 May 1920: ñI believe 

profoundly in the future. I believe that the trade 

union movement, that is to say the professional 

unions ï which recently brought together the 

representatives of twenty million workers at its 

congress ï will become a great power over the next 

fif ty years, ready to begin the creation of an anti-

State communist society. And if I were in France, 

where the centre of this professional movement is 

currently located, and if I felt physically stronger, I 

would throw myself body and soul into this 

movement of the First International (not the 

Second, nor the Third, which represent the 

usurpation of the idea of the workersô International 

for the benefit of the Social Democratic Party 

alone, which is not even half composed of 

workers).ò 

To End 

Kropotkin, old, sick, destitute, died during a period 

of inactivity after having attempted to encourage a 

federalist movement but without being able to 

achieve anything due to his lack of liberty and 

because his staunch interventionism had taken 

away so much of his political prestige. Kropotkin 

had also deluded himself about Bolshevik 

sovietism, so much so to say that he felt a 

connection with Bolshevism; but above the 

reservations, the incidental doubts, his syndicalist-

communalist sovietism shone with logical 

consistency and constructive audacity, so that it is 

to be regretted that Kropotkin could not follow the 

subsequent degenerative phases of the October 

Revolution. 

The federalist issue both in the field of nationalities 

and in that of political and economic organisation 

is the vital problem in Russia. When experience 

and opposition have led the Russian communists 

definitely away from their doctrinaire schemes and 

the union of left-wing parties takes the first steps 

on the road to the new revolution, the figure of 

Peter Kropotkin will appear in all its full height and 

his thought will inspire the new reconstruction. In 

Kropotkinôs federalism there is excessive 

optimism, there are simplifications and 

contradictions, but there is a great and fertile truth: 

that freedom is a condition of life and development 

for the people; that only when a people governs 

itself and for itself is it safe from tyranny and 

certain of its progress.  

The State is the protection of exploitation, of speculation, of private 

property  ð the product of plunder. The proletarian, who has only his arms 

for a fortune, has nothing to expect from the State; he will find there only 

an organisation designed to prevent his emancipation at all costs.  
ð òThe Breakdown of the Stateó, Words of a Rebel  
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Kropotkin õs Communism  
M. Korn  (aka Marie Goldsmith)  

International collection dedicated to the tenth anniversary of the death of P. A. Kropotkin (Chicago, 1931)1 

It was the development of the 

theory of anarchist 

communism that Kropotkin 

believed to be his main 

contribution to the theory of 

anarchism. Indeed, what had 

the economic ideal of the 

anarchist movement been 

before Kropotkin published a 

series of his famous articles in 

the Le Révolté newspaper in 

1879, articles which 

eventually made up his book 

Words of a Rebel? 

At the time of the foundation 

of the International, socialist 

doctrines were developed 

along two lines: state 

communism and Proudhonism. Communists sought 

to concentrate economic power in the hands of the 

state and to structure social life in a military 

fashion: strict discipline, ñdetachmentsò and 

ñlabour armies,ò compulsory collective 

consumption in a barracks-like environment, etc. 

The communism of Louis Blanc and [Étienne] 

Cabet was precisely that kind of ñwar 

communismò; it may have proclaimed the principle 

ñto each according to his needs,ò but the actual 

needs had to be determined from above, by means 

of a kind of a ñreallocationò system.2  

A social ideal like this could not, of course, satisfy 

free minds, and Proudhon put forward an 

arrangement of an entirely different, opposing type. 

He based the economic system of the future on the 

notion of equality and reciprocity: production and 

exchange were grounded on cooperative principles 

 
1 This article has been translated by Alexandra Agranovich and edited by Christopher Coquard and Søren Hough with the goal of 

preserving Goldsmithôs original meaning and stylistic emphases. Footnotes by the translator or editors are prefaced ñEd:ò while all 

other footnotes are from Marie Goldsmithôs original article. Her references to page numbers in Kropotkinôs books and pamphlets 

correspond to the Russian editions. (Black Flag) 
2 Ed: Louis Jean Joseph Charles Blanc (1811-1882) was a French socialist politician and historian who was a staunch proponent of 

state-funded ñsocial workshopsò; £tienne Cabet (1788-1856) was a French philosopher and utopian socialist who also believed in 

government control of community resources. 
3 Ed: Proudhon argued that while the means of production (land, factories, housing, etc.) should be socialised to end wage labour, 

the products of labour should be the property of the worker(s) who would possess and control the means used to create them. 

Thus, possession (of the means of life) would replace private property and the inequalities, oppression, and exploitation it created. 

Such a system would be a form of market socialism, with peasants, artisans, and worker-run co-operatives selling the product of 

their labour on the market rather than their labour to bosses and landlords.. 

with members of society 

exchanging services and 

products of equal value. The 

privileges of capital are thus 

eliminated, but private 

property ï labour property3 ï 

would continue, and the 

notion of its communalisation 

does not enter into this 

arrangement. 

As long ago as in the early 

years of the International, both 

ideals failed to satisfy the 

advanced socialists and, at the 

Congresses held in 1867 and 

1868, the principle of public 

(in opposition to state) 

ownership of land and 

instruments of labour was adopted. In the years that 

followed, at the height of Bakuninôs activity, this 

idea was further developed to constitute, under the 

name of collectivism, the economic programme of 

the federalist part of the International. The original 

meaning of the word ñcollectivismò later suffered a 

number of mutations, but at that time it meant: 

public (ñcollectiveò) possession of the land and the 

implements of production along with the 

organisation of distribution within each anarchist 

federation community according to the preferences 

of the members of that community.  

The members of the International defined 

ñcollectivismò as non-state federalist communism, 

thus distancing themselves from the centralised 

state communism professed by Babeuf, Louis 

 
Marie Goldsmith (1871-1933) 
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Blanc, Cabet, and Marx and his followers.1 Thatôs 

what Bakunin meant when he said at a congress: ñI 

am not a communist, I am a collectivist.ò When the 

ñcollectivistsò of the International proclaimed the 

principle: ñto each the whole result of his labour,ò 

they did not mean that labour would be evaluated 

and rewarded by someone; they meant only that it 

would not be exploited and all the products of 

labour would be used to the benefit of the workers. 

How these products would be distributed was an 

open question, left to the decision of each 

community. 

But as the development of ideas advanced, 

collectivism in that form became unsatisfactory, 

and the thought of the members of the International 

began to search for a definite answer to the open 

question, an answer that would be compatible with 

the principle of absence of a coercive force, of state 

power in society. An idea was proposed that the 

only thing that could guide the distribution was 

everyoneôs needs, and that an exact evaluation of 

each workerôs labour was an impossible thing. In 

1876, the Italian Federation of the International 

spoke in favour of ñanarchist communismò at its 

congress in Florence and, four years later, the Jura 

Federation, the most influential one, arrived at the 

same decision (at the 1880 congress in Chaux-de-

Fonds). At this congress, the old ñcollectivismò 

that only proclaimed communalisation of the land 

and instruments of labour encountered the new idea 

of anarchist communism defended by Kropotkin, 

[Élisée] Reclus, and [Carlo] Cafiero, as the only 

idea compatible with a stateless system.2 

The new idea triumphed, and since that time 

communism has entered the anarchist worldview as 

an inseparable part of it, at least in the eyes of the 

vast majority of anarchists. The credit for 

developing this idea on the basis of data drawn 

from both science and practical life must go to 

Kropotkin. Itôs owing to him that anarchism 

possesses this guiding economic principle. 

***  

Kropotkinôs communism stems from two sources: 

on the one hand, from the study of economic 

phenomena and their historical development, and, 

on the other, from the social ideal of equality and 

freedom. His objective scientific research and his 

 
1 François-Noël Babeuf (1760-1797) was an influential 

revolutionary thinker and proto-communist theorist. 
2 Ed: Jacques Élisée Reclus (1830-1905) was a renowned 

French geographer, writer and anarchist; Carlo Cafiero (1846-

passionate search for a social formation into which 

maximum justice can be embodied consistently led 

him to the same solution: anarchist communism. 

Over the centuries, step by step, by the labour of 

countless generations, by conquering nature, by 

developing productive forces, by improving 

technology, humanity has accumulated enormous 

wealth in the fertile fields, in the bowels of the 

earth, in vibrant cities. Countless technical 

improvements have made it possible to facilitate 

and reduce human labour; the broadest human 

needs can be satisfied to greater and greater extent. 

And it is only because a small handful of people 

have seized everything that is needed to create this 

wealth ï land, machines, means of communication, 

education, culture, etc. ï these possibilities remain 

possibilities without ever being translated into 

reality.  

Our whole industry, says Kropotkin, our entire 

production, has embarked on a false course: instead 

of serving the needs of society, it is guided solely 

by the interests of profit. Hence the industrial 

crises, competition, and struggle for the market 

with its inevitable companions ï constant wars. 

The monopoly of a small minority extends not only 

to material goods, but also to the gains of culture 

and education; the economic slavery of the vast 

majority makes true freedom and true equality 

impossible, prevents people from developing social 

feelings and, as this whole way of life is based on 

lies, lowers their moral standards. 

Adjusted to this abnormal situation, modern 

political economy ï from Adam Smith to Karl 

Marx ï follows, in its entirety, a false path: it 

begins with production (accumulation of capital, 

role of machines, division of labour, etc.) and only 

then moves on to consumption, i.e., to the 

satisfaction of human needs; whereas, if it were 

what it is meant to be, i.e., the physiology of 

human society, it would ñstudy the needs of 

humanity, and the means of satisfying them with 

the least possible waste of human energy.ò3 One 

must always bear in mind that ñthe goal of every 

production is the satisfaction of needs.ò4  

Forgetting this truth leads to a situation which 

cannot last:  

1892) was an Italian anarchist, champion of Bakunin, and one 

of the main proponents of anarcho-communism. 
3 Khleb i Volya (Bread and Freedom - The Conquest of 

Bread), Golos Truda (The Voice of Labor) Publishers, 172. 
4 Ibid., 173. 
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Under pain of death which has 

already befallen many states in 

antiquity, human societies are 

forced to return to first principles: 

the means of production being the 

collective work of humanity, they 

should be the collective property of 

the race. Individual appropriation is 

neither just nor serviceable. All 

things are for all people, since all 

people have need of them, since all 

people have worked in the measure 

of their strength to produce them, 

and since it is not possible to 

evaluate every individualôs part in 

the production of the worldôs 

wealth... Yes, all is for all! If the 

man and the woman bear their fair 

share of work, they have a right to 

their fair share of all that is 

produced by all, and that share is 

enough to secure them well-being.1 

In this total sum of social wealth, Kropotkin sees 

no way to distinguish between the instruments of 

production and the commodities, a distinction that 

characterises socialist schools of the social-

democratic type. How may the former be separated 

from the latter, especially in a civilised society?  

We are not savages who can live in 

the woods, without other shelter 

than the branches... For the worker, 

a room, properly heated and lighted, 

is as much an instrument of 

production as the tool or the 

machine. It is the place where the 

nerves and sinews gather strength 

for the work of the morrow. The rest 

of the worker is the daily repairing 

of the machine. The same argument 

applies even more obviously to 

food. The so-called economists of 

whom we speak would hardly deny 

that the coal burnt in a machine is as 

necessary to production as raw 

cotton or iron ore. How then can 

food, without which the human 

machine is incapable of a slightest 

effort, be excluded from the list of 

 
1 Ibid., 27. 
2 Ibid., 58. 
3 Ibid., 57. 

things indispensable for 

production?2  

The same is true for clothing and for everything 

else. 

The distinction between instruments of production 

and commodities, artificially established by 

economists, not only does not stand up to logical 

criticism, but also cannot be put into practice. ñIn 

our society everything is so closely interconnected 

that it is impossible to touch one branch of 

production without affecting all the others.ò3  

At the moment of the transformation of the 

capitalist order into a socialist formation, 

expropriation must affect everything; half-

measures will only cause an enormous upheaval in 

society by disrupting its routines and will lead to 

overall discontent. One cannot, for example, 

expropriate the landed estates and hand them over 

to the peasants, while leaving the factories in the 

possession of the capitalists; one cannot hand the 

factories over to the workers, while leaving the 

trade, the banks, the stock exchange in their present 

form. ñIt is impossible for society to organise itself 

following two opposite principles: on the one hand, 

to make common property of all that has been 

produced up to the present day, and on the other 

hand, to keep strictly private property of what will 

be produced by the individual with public 

instruments and supplieséò4 Kropotkin strongly 

condemns all labour remuneration, all buying and 

selling.  

It is impossible to reward everyone for his or her 

labour without exploiting this labour and violating 

justice. All socialist systems establishing 

remuneration in proportion to labour (be it in cash, 

workerôs checks, or in kind) thus make an essential 

concession to the spirit of capitalist society. At first 

glance, this seems to be a paradox. ñIn fact,ò writes 

Kropotkin in his critique of the wage labour 

system,5 ñin a society like ours, in which the more 

that people work the less they are remunerated, this 

principle, at first sight, may appear to be a yearning 

for justice. But it is really only the perpetuation of 

past injustice.ò  

ñIt was by virtue of this principle that wagedom 

began ï óto each according to his deedsô ï to end in 

4 Sovremennaya Nauka i Anarkhiya (Modern Science and 

Anarchism), Golos Truda (The Voice of Labor) Publishers, 

88.  
5 See the chapter ñThe Collectivist Wages Systemò in The 

Conquest of Bread. 
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the glaring inequalities and all the abominations of 

present society. From the very day work was 

appraised in currency, or in any other form of 

wage, from the very day it was agreed upon that 

workers would only receive the wage they could 

secure for themselves; the whole history of the 

State-aided Capitalist Society was as good as 

written...  

ñServices rendered to society, be they work in the 

factory, or in the fields, or intellectual services, 

cannot be valued in money. There can be no exact 

measure of value (of what has been wrongly-

termed exchange value), nor of use value, with 

regard to production... We may roughly say that the 

worker who during their lifetime has deprived 

themselves of leisure ten hours a day has given far 

more to society than the one who has only been 

deprived of leisure five hours a day, or who has not 

been deprived at all. But we cannot take what the 

worker has done over two hours and say that the 

yield is worth twice as much as the yield of another 

individual, working only one hour, and remunerate 

the worker in proportion. It would be disregarding 

all that is complex in industry, in agriculture, in the 

whole life of present society; it would be ignoring 

to what extent all individual work is the result of 

past and present labour of society as a whole. It 

would mean believing ourselves to be living in the 

Stone Age, whereas we are living in an age of 

steel.ò1 

Kropotkin, therefore, recognises no real basis under 

the labour theory of value, which plays, as we 

know, the most essential role in Marxist 

economics. Similarly, he does not recognise the 

distinction between simple labour and skilled 

labour which some socialist schools subscribe to. 

On the basis of Ricardoôs and Marxôs theory of 

value, they try to justify this distinction 

scientifically by arguing that training a technician 

costs society more than training a simple worker, 

that the ñcost of productionò of the former is 

greater. Kropotkin argues that the colossal 

inequality existing in this respect in modern society 

is not created by the ñcost of production,ò but by 

the existing monopoly on knowledge: knowledge 

constitutes a kind of capital, which can be 

exploited more easily because high pay for skilled 

labour is often simply a matter of profit calculated 

by the entrepreneur. Kropotkin believes that 
 

1 Khleb i Volya (Bread and Freedom - The Conquest of 

Bread), Golos Truda (The Voice of Labour) Publishers, 164-5 
2 Ibid., 162. 
3 Ibid., 162. 

maintaining these distinctions in a socialist society 

ï even if they were to be considerably mitigated ï 

is extremely harmful, because it would mean ñthe 

Revolution sanctioning and recognising as a 

principle a brutal fact we submit to nowadays, but 

that we nevertheless find unjust.ò2 

In general, the principle of evaluation and 

remuneration of labour must be abandoned once 

and for all. If the social revolution does not do this, 

says Kropotkin, it will put an obstacle to the further 

development of humanity and maintain the 

unsolved problem that we have inherited from the 

past. ñóThe works of each!ô But human society 

would not exist for more than two consecutive 

generations if everyone did not give infinitely more 

than that for which he is paid... if workers had not 

given, at least sometimes, without demanding an 

equivalent, if workers did not give just to those 

from whom they expect no reward.ò3 

ñIf middle-class society is decaying, if we have got 

into a blind alley from which we cannot emerge 

without attacking past institutions with torch and 

hatchet, it is precisely because we have calculated 

too much; because we have let ourselves be 

influenced into giving only to receive, because we 

have aimed at turning society into a commercial 

company based on debit and credit.ò4 

And so, Kropotkin calls for the courage of thought, 

for the courage of building a new world on new 

foundations. And for this purpose, it is first of all 

necessary to ñput peopleôs needs above their 

works,ò it is necessary to ñrecognise, and loudly 

proclaim, that every one, whatever their status in 

the old society, whether strong or weak, capable or 

incapable, has, before everything, the right to live, 

and that society is bound to share amongst all the 

means of existence at its disposal.ò5 

 ñLet us have no limit to what the community 

possesses in abundance, but equal sharing and 

dividing of those commodities which are scarce or 

apt to run short.ò6 But what shall we be guided by 

when establishing those necessary limitations? 

Who will have to endure them? It goes without 

saying that Kropotkin cannot accept the existence 

of different categories of citizens based on their 

value ï economic or political ï in society, nor can 

he accept any importance in this respect of their 

4 Ibid., 167ï168. 
5 Ibid., 135. 
6 Ibid., 70. 
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present occupation or past social position.  

His measure is simpler and more humane; it is the 

only humane 

measure: privileges 

are accorded to those 

who find it most 

difficult to endure 

deprivation ï the 

weak and the sick, 

the children and the 

old. This is so 

natural, so 

understandable to 

everybody that, on 

this basis, it is not 

difficult to come to a 

mutual agreement 

without any 

confrontation or 

coercion. 

***  

Therefore, at the 

heart of the new 

society, there is 

voluntary labour and 

the right of everyone 

to live. This 

immediately raises a 

number of questions. 

Would not such a 

communist society be a society of hungry, destitute 

people? Wouldnôt labour productivity fall in the 

absence of the nudging spur of hunger? Kropotkin, 

on the contrary, shows by a number of examples 

how much the productivity of human labour has 

always risen when labour became at least 

comparatively free: after the abolition of feudal 

rights in France in 1792, after the abolition of 

slavery of the Negroes in America, and after the 

destruction of serfdom in Russia.  

And ï on a smaller scale ï all of the examples of 

collective free labour (in Russian, Swiss, and 

German villages, in workerôs cooperative 

associations, among American pioneers, among the 

Russian Doukhobors in Canada, in Mennonite 

communities, etc., etc.) ï that they show such 

productivity, such a surge of energy in the workers, 

that no enterprise using wage labour can match.  

ñWage labour is servile labour, which cannot and is 

 
1 Khleb i Volya (Bread and Freedom - The Conquest of 

Bread), Golos Truda (The Voice of Labour) Publishers, 146 

not supposed to yield all that it is capable of. It is 

time to put an end to this tale of wages as the best 

means of obtaining 

productive labour. If 

todayôs industry yields a 

hundred times more than 

it did in the epoch of our 

ancestors, we owe it to 

the rapid development of 

physics and chemistry at 

the end of the last 

century; this happened 

not owing to the capitalist 

system of wage labour, 

but in spite of it.ò1  

It is freedom that is able 

to raise labour 

productivity, while all 

other measures, all 

pressure from above, 

whether in the form of 

disciplinary measures, 

whether in the form of 

piecework wages, all 

share the opposite effect. 

They are vestiges of 

slavery and serfdom, 

when Russian landlords 

used to say amongst 

themselves that the 

peasants were lazy and 

would not work the land if not watched.  

And do we not now see in Russia a brilliant 

confirmation of Kropotkinôs words: labour 

productivity is falling, the country is sliding into 

poverty, while disciplinary measures are increasing 

and increasing, turning the country into barracks 

and the workers into mobilised soldiers? 

Then there is another question: let us suppose that 

communism is able to ensure well-being and even 

wealth to society, but will it not also kill personal 

freedom? State communism will, answers 

Kropotkin, but anarchist communism will not. 

ñCommunism, as an economic institution, can take 

all forms, from total personal freedom to the total 

enslavement of all.ò2 But any other economic form 

is worse in this respect, because it inevitably 

requires the existence of coercive power: where 

wage labour and private property are preserved, 

2 Sovremennaya Nauka i Anarkhiya (Modern Science and 

Anarchy), 140 

The òright to well -being ó means 

the possibility of living like 

human beings, and of bringing 

up children to be members of a 

society better than ours, whilst 

the òright to work ó only means 

the right to be always a wage -

slave, a drud ge, ruled over and 

exploited by the middle class of 

the future. The right to well -

being is the Social Revolution, 

the right to work means nothing 

but the Treadmill of 

Commercialism. It is high time 

for the worker to assert his right 

to the common inheritan ce and 

to enter into possession.  

ð òWell-being for alló,  

The Conquest of Bread  
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some people are made dependent on others and the 

privileges created must be forcefully guarded 

against possible encroachments from the 

disadvantaged part of society. Not only is 

communism not in conflict with personal freedom, 

but, on the contrary, ñwithout communism man 

will never attain the full development of his 

personality, which is perhaps the most ardent desire 

of every thinking being.ò1 

Communism, at least in relation to 

the necessities of life, constitutes the 

solution to which modern societies 

are heading, and in a civilised 

society, the only possible form of 

communism is the one proposed by 

anarchists, i.e., communism without 

any authorities. Any other kind of 

communism is impossible. We have 

outgrown it. Communism, in its 

essence, presupposes the equality of 

all members of the commune and 

therefore denies all power. On the 

other hand, no anarchical society of 

a certain size is conceivable that 

would not begin by providing 

everyone with at least a certain level 

of living comforts obtained jointly 

by all. Thus, the concepts of 

communism and anarchism 

necessarily complement each other.2 

Objections are put forward against communism, 

among other things, on the grounds of the failure 

that commonly befalls various communist societies 

ï religious communities or socialist colonies. Both 

suffer from shortcomings that have nothing to do 

with communism, and it is from these 

shortcomings that they perish. In the first place, 

Kropotkin remarks, they are usually too small and 

unconnected; their members, by force of things, 

live an artificial life in a too limited sphere of 

interests. These communities withdraw from the 

li fe of the rest of humanity, from its struggles, from 

its progress.  

Besides, they always demand the total 

subordination of their members to the collective: 

everyoneôs life is controlled, they never belong to 

 
1 Ibid., 141. 
2 Ibid., 85. 
3 Ed: A phalanstery is a building containing a phalange, or 

group of people living together in community, free of external 

regulation and holding property in common. It was first 

conceptualised by the utopian socialist Charles Fourier. 

themselves, all of their time is absorbed by the 

community. This is why all at least remotely 

independent people, especially young people, 

usually run away from such communities. 

ñPhalansteries are repugnant to millions of human 

beings.3 It is true that even the most reserved 

individual certainly feels the necessity of meeting 

their fellows for the purpose of common work 

which becomes more attractive the more the 

individual feels themselves a part of an immense 

whole. But it is not so for the hours of leisure, 

reserved for rest and intimacy... Sometimes a 

phalanstery is a necessity, but it would be hateful, 

were it the general rule... As to considerations of 

economy, which are sometimes laid stress on in 

favour of phalansteries, they are those of a petty 

tradesman. The most important economy, the only 

reasonable one, is to make life pleasant for all, 

because the person who is satisfied with their life 

produces infinitely more than the person who 

curses their surroundings.ò4 

These are some considerations that should now be 

well thought upon by those who see the goal of 

socialist construction in the ñsocialisation of 

livingò and expect in such a way to cure the evils 

created by using similar methods imbued with 

military spirit.  

In essence, Kropotkin notes, the objections to 

anarchist communism raised by other socialist 

schools are not fundamental: almost all recognise 

communism and anarchism as an ideal. After all, 

Marxists also outline the disappearance of the state 

following the disappearance of classes as a future 

endeavour. Anarchist communism is usually 

rejected on the grounds of its allegedly utopian 

nature. The majority of socialists do not see the 

possibility of a direct transition from capitalism to 

anarchist communism and aim their practical work 

not at it, but at that form of economic life which, in 

their opinion, will be realised during the inevitable 

transitional period. Kropotkin did not seek to prove 

that anarchist communism would necessarily be 

implemented immediately in its perfect form, but 

he did put the question of the transitional period 

differently. 

 ñBut we must remember that any discussion of the 

Kropotkin cautions that this organisational method becomes 

authoritarian in nature because the communityôs needs 

eventually subsume the individualôs autonomy. 
4 Khleb i Volya (Bread and Freedom - The Conquest of 

Bread), Golos Truda (The Voice of Labour) Publishers, 118. 
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transitions that will have to be made on the way to 

the goal will be utterly useless unless it is based on 

the study of those directions, those rudimentary 

transitional forms that are already emerging.ò1 And 

here, Kropotkin points out that these directions lead 

exactly to communism. We cannot dwell here on 

the numerous examples and proofs of this; we refer 

the reader, therefore, to the text itself.  

But, in this 

connection, it does 

not hurt to recall 

another expression. 

We all know how 

often Kropotkinôs 

extreme optimism is 

mentioned ï with 

condescending praise 

by some (ñidealist, 

wonderful man!ò) and 

with censure by 

others. Indeed, they 

usually say, such a 

social system does 

not require a modern 

person, but a much 

more morally 

advanced one. And 

they put aside any thought of this until the time 

when people develop in some unknown way. Yes, 

of course, Kropotkin believes in people, especially 

in their ability to develop and in those feelings of 

sociality and solidarity inherent in their nature; but 

isnôt this kind of optimism an indispensable 

characteristic of all people of progress, 

revolutionaries and reformers? After all, the 

argument that people are imperfect, that people are 

ñimmature,ò that they are savage, ignorant, etc., has 

always been the domain of conservatives of all 

kinds, of defenders of the existing order against all 

attempts at liberation.  

However, progressive people have always known 

that to raise people to be better, more advanced, 

more cultured, they should first be raised to better 

living conditions; that slavery can never teach you 

to be free; and that a war of all against all can never 

engender humane feelings.  

 
1 Sovremennaya Nauka i Anarkhiya (Modern Science and 

Anarchy), 123. 

The same is true here: only the anarchist system 

will produce accomplished anarchists like 

Kropotkin was, and like few others are today. 

Therefore, it is necessary to work for it, to advance 

in its direction without waiting for the quality of 

people to rise: people will grow as freedom and 

equality in social formations expand. And, at any 

rate, it is not the socialists, nor the people of the 

future, who can ever 

be entitled to use the 

argument of the 

masses being 

imperfect and 

unprepared. 

Kropotkinôs anarchist 

communism is 

endorsed by a vast 

majority of 

anarchists, but not by 

all. There are 

individualist 

anarchists, some of 

whom are proponents 

of private property, 

while others have 

little concern at all for 

future social 

organisation, concentrating their attention on the 

inner freedom of an individual in any social order; 

there are also Proudhonist anarchists. But the fact 

that anarchist communism is accepted by all those 

involved in the social struggle of our time, chiefly 

in the workersô movement, is not a coincidence nor 

a question of the temporary success of one idea or 

another.  

Only communism provides the guiding thread in 

solving a series of issues of positive construction, 

because it constitutes the necessary condition for 

making a stateless society possible. All other 

anarchist systems are plagued by insoluble internal 

contradictions; anarchist communism alone meets 

both the requirements of theoretical consistency 

and those that can foster the creation of practical 

programmes. 

revolutions a re made by the 

people... an edifice founded on 

centuries of history cannot be 

destroyed with a few kilos of 

explosives... For the revolution not 

to be conjured away, it is 

necessary that the anarchist and 

communist idea should penetrate 

the masses. All tho se who have 

the social  revolution at heart 

agree on that  

ð òAgreementó, La Révolte , 18 April 1891  

éanarchist communism alone meets both the requirements of theoretical 

consistency and those that can foster the creation of practical programmes  
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Peter Kropotkin: Recollections and 

Criticisms of an Old Friend  
Errico Malatesta  

Studi Sociali, 15 April 19311

Peter Kropotkin is without 

doubt one of those who have 

contributed perhaps most ï 

perhaps more even than 

Bakunin and Elisée Reclus ï 

to the elaboration and 

propagation of anarchist 

ideas. And he has therefore 

well deserved the recognition 

and the admiration that all 

anarchists feel for him.  

But in homage to the truth 

and in the greater interest of 

the cause, one must recognise 

that his activity has not all 

been wholly beneficial. It was 

not his fault; on the contrary, 

it was the very eminence of 

his qualities which gave rise 

to the ills I am proposing to 

discuss.  

Naturally, Kropotkin being a mortal among mortals 

could not always avoid error and embrace the 

whole truth. One should have therefore profited by 

his invaluable contribution and continued the 

search which would lead to further advances. But 

his literary talents, the importance and volume of 

his output, his indefatigable activity, the prestige 

that came to him from his reputation as a great 

scientist, the fact that he had given up a highly 

privileged position to defend, at the cost of 

suffering and danger, the popular cause, and 

furthermore the fascination of his personality 

which held the attention of those who had the good 

fortune to meet him, all made him acquire a 

notoriety and an influence such that he appeared, 

and to a great extent he really was, the recognised 

master for most anarchists.  

As a result of which, criticism was discouraged and 

the development of the anarchist idea was arrested. 

For many years, in spite of the iconoclastic and 

progressive spirit of anarchists, most of them so far 

 
1 Errico Malatesta: His Life and Ideas (London: Freedom Press, 1993). 

as theory and propaganda were 

concerned, did no more than 

study and quote Kropotkin. To 

express oneself other than the 

way he did was considered by 

many comrades almost as 

heresy.  

It would therefore be 

opportune to subject 

Kropotkinôs teachings to close 

and critical analysis in order to 

separate that which is ever real 

and alive from that which 

more recent thought and 

experience will have shown to 

be mistaken. A matter which 

would concern not only 

Kropotkin, for the errors that 

one can blame him for having 

committed were already being 

professed by anarchists before 

Kropotkin acquired his eminent place in the 

movement: he confirmed them and made them last 

by adding the weight of his talent and his prestige; 

but all us old militants, or almost all of us, have our 

share of responsibility.  

* **  

In writing now about Kropotkin I do not intend to 

examine his teachings. I only wish to record a few 

impressions and recollections, which may I believe, 

serve to make better known his moral and 

intellectual stature as well as understanding more 

clearly his qualities and his faults.  

But first of all I will say a few words which come 

from the heart because I cannot think of Kropotkin 

without being moved by the recollection of his 

immense goodness. I remember what he did in 

Geneva in the winter of 1879 to help a group of 

Italian refugees in dire straits, among them myself; 

I remember the small attentions, I would call 

maternal, which he bestowed on me when one 

night in London having been the victim of an 

 

Errico Malatesta (1853-1932) 
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accident I went and knocked on his door; I recall 

the innumerable kind actions towards all sorts of 

people; I remember the cordial atmosphere with 

which he was surrounded. Because he was a really 

good person, of that goodness which is almost 

unconscious and needs to relieve all suffering and 

be surrounded by smiles and happiness. One would 

have in fact said that he was good without knowing 

it; in any case he didnôt like one saying so, and he 

was offended when I wrote in an article on the 

occasion of his 70th birthday that his goodness was 

the first of his qualities. He would rather boast of 

his energy and courage ï perhaps because these 

latter qualities had 

been developed in, and 

for, the struggle, 

whereas goodness was 

the spontaneous 

expression of his 

intimate nature.  

***  

I had the honour and 

good fortune of being 

for many years linked 

to Kropotkin by the 

warmest friendship.  

We loved each other 

because we were 

inspired by the same 

passion, by the same 

hopesé and also by 

the same illusions.  

Both of us were 

optimistic by 

temperament (I believe 

nevertheless that 

Kropotkinôs optimism 

surpassed mine by a long chalk and possibly 

sprung from a different source) and we saw things 

with rose tinted spectacles ï alas! everything was 

too rosy ï we then hoped, and it is more than fifty 

years ago, in a revolution to be made in the 

immediate future which was to have ushered in our 

ideal society. During these long years there were 

certainly periods of doubt and discouragement. I 

remember Kropotkin once telling me: ñMy dear 

Errico, I fear we are alone, you and I, in believing a 

revolution to be near at hand.ò But they were 

passing moods; very soon confidence returned; we 

explained away the existing difficulties and the 

scepticism of the comrades and went on working 

and hoping.  

Nevertheless it must not be imagined that on all 

questions we shared the same views. On the 

contrary, on many fundamentals we were far from 

being in agreement, and almost every time we met 

we would have noisy and heated discussions; but as 

Kropotkin always felt sure that right was on his 

side, and could not calmly suffer to be 

contradicted, and I, on the other hand, had great 

respect for his erudition and deep concern for his 

uncertain health, these discussions always ended by 

changing the subject to avoid undue excitement.  

But this did not in any way harm the intimacy of 

our relationship, because we loved each other and 

because we collaborated 

for sentimental rather 

than intellectual reasons. 

Whatever may have 

been our differences of 

interpretation of the 

facts, or the arguments 

by which we justified 

our actions, in practice 

we wanted the same 

things and were 

motivated by the same 

intense feeling for 

freedom, justice and the 

well-being of all 

mankind. We could 

therefore get on 

together.  

And in fact there was 

never serious 

disagreement between 

us until that day in 1914 

when we were faced 

with a question of 

practical conduct of 

capital importance to both of us: that of the attitude 

to be adopted by anarchists to the [First World] 

War. On that occasion Kropotkinôs old preferences 

for all that which is Russian and French were 

reawakened and exacerbated in him, and he 

declared himself an enthusiastic supporter of the 

Entente. He seemed to forget that he was an 

Internationalist, a socialist, and an anarchist; he 

forgot what he himself had written only a short 

time before about the war that the Capitalists were 

preparing, and began expressing admiration for the 

worst Allied statesmen and Generals, and at the 

same time treated as cowards the anarchists who 

refused to join the Union Sacré, regretting that his 

age and his poor health prevented him from taking 

Kropotkin renounces anti -militarism 

because he thinks that the national 

questions must be solved before the 

social question. For us, national 

rivalries and hatreds are among the 

best means the masters have for 

perpetuating the slavery of the 

workers, and we must oppose them 

with all our strength. And so to the 

right of the small nationalities to 

preserve, if you like, their language 

and their cu stoms, that is simply a 

question of liberty, and will have a 

real and final solution only when, the 

States being destroyed, every human 

group, nay, every individual, will have 

the right to associate with, and 

separate from, every other group.  
ð Errico Malatesta, Freedom , December 1914  
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up a rifle and marching against the Germans. It was 

impossible therefore to see eye to eye: for me he 

was a truly pathological case. All the same it was 

one of the saddest, most painful moments of my 

life (and, I dare to suggest, for him too) when, after 

a more than acrimonious discussion, we parted like 

adversaries, almost as enemies.  

Great was my sorrow at the loss of the friend and 

for the harm done to the cause as a result of the 

confusion that would be created among the 

comrades by his defection. But in spite of 

everything the love and esteem which I felt for the 

man were unimpaired, just as the hope that once 

the moment of euphoria had passed and the 

foreseeable consequences of the war were viewed 

in their proper perspective, he would admit his 

mistake and return to the movement, the Kropotkin 

of old.  

***  

Kropotkin was at the same time a scientist and a 

social reformer. He was inspired by two passions: 

the desire for knowledge and the desire to act for 

the good of humanity, two noble passions which 

can be mutually useful and which one would like to 

see in all men, without being, for all this, one and 

the same thing. But Kropotkin was an eminently 

systematic personality and he wanted to explain 

everything with one principle, and reduce 

everything to unity and often, did so, in my 

opinion, at the expense of logic.  

Thus he used science to support his social 

aspirations, because in his opinion, they were 

simply rigorous scientific deductions.  

I have no special competence to judge Kropotkin as 

a scientist. I know that he had in his early youth 

rendered notable services to geography and 

geology, and I appreciate the great importance of 

his book on Mutual Aid, and I am convinced that 

with his vast culture and noble intelligence, could 

have made a greater contribution to the 

advancement of the sciences had his thoughts and 

activity not been absorbed in the social struggle.1 

Nevertheless it seems to me that he lacked that 

something which goes to make a true man of 

science; the capacity to forget oneôs aspirations and 

preconceptions and observe facts with cold 

 
1 His obituary in The Geographical Journal expressed regret 

that Kropotkinôs ñabsorptionò in his political views ñseriously 

diminished the services which otherwise he might have 

rendered to Geography.ò He ñwas a keen observer, with a 

well-trained intellect, familiar with all the sciences bearing on 

his subjectò and his ñcontributions to geographical science are 

objectivity. He seemed to me to be what I would 

gladly call, a poet of science. By an original 

intuition, he might have succeeded in foreseeing 

new truths, but these truths would have needed to 

be verified by others with less, or no imagination, 

but who were better equipped with what is called 

the scientific spirit. Kropotkin was too passionate 

to be an accurate observer.  

His normal procedure was to start with a 

hypothesis and then look for the facts that would 

confirm it ï which may be a good method for 

discovering new things; but what happened, and 

quite unintentionally, was that he did not see the 

ones which invalidated his hypothesis.  

He could not bring himself to admit a fact, and 

often not even to consider it, if he had not first 

managed to explain it, that is to fit it into his 

system.  

As an example I will recount an episode in which I 

played a part.  

When I was in the Argentinian Pampas (in the 

years 1885 to 1889), I happened to read something 

about the experiments in hypnosis by the School of 

Nancy, which was new to me. I was very interested 

in the subject but had no opportunity at the time to 

find out more. When I was back again in Europe, I 

saw Kropotkin in London, and asked him if he 

could give me some information on hypnosis. 

Kropotkin flatly denied that there was any truth in 

it; that it was either all a fake or a question of 

hallucinations. Some time later I saw him again, 

and the conversation turned once more onto the 

subject. To my great surprise I found that his 

opinion had completely changed; hypnotic 

phenomena had become a subject of interest 

deserving to be studied. What had happened then? 

Had he learned new facts or had he had convincing 

proofs of those he had previously denied? Not at 

all. He had, quite simply, read in a book, by I donôt 

know which German physiologist, a theory on the 

relationship between the two hemispheres of the 

brain which could serve to explain, well or badly, 

the phenomena of hypnosis.  

In view of this mental predisposition which 

allowed him to accommodate things to suit himself 

in questions of pure science, in which there are no 

of the highest value.ò Kropotkin ñhad a singularly attractive 

personality, sympathetic nature, a warm but perhaps too 

tender heart, and a wide knowledge in literature, science, and 

art.ò (J.S.K., ñObituary: Prince Kropotkinò, The 

Geographical Journal, April 1921, 316-319. (Black Flag) 
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reasons why passion should obfuscate the intellect, 

one could foresee what would happen over those 

questions which intimately concerned his deepest 

wishes and his most cherished hopes.  

***  

Kropotkin adhered to the materialist philosophy 

that prevailed among scientists in the second half 

of the 19th century, the philosophy of Moleschott, 

Buchner, Vogt, and others; and consequently his 

concept of the Universe was rigorously 

mechanistic.  

According to his system, Will (a creative power 

whose source and nature we cannot comprehend, 

just as, likewise, we do not understand the nature 

and source of ñmatterò or of any of the other ñfirst 

principlesò) ï I was saying, Will which contributes 

much or little in determining the conduct of 

individuals ï and of society, does not exist and is a 

mere illusion. All that has been, that is and will be, 

from the path of the stars to the birth and decline of 

a civilisation, from the perfume of a rose to the 

smile on a motherôs lips, from an earthquake to the 

thoughts of a Newton, from a tyrantôs cruelty to a 

saintôs goodness, everything had to, must, and will 

occur as a result of an inevitable sequence of 

causes and effects of mechanical origin, which 

leaves no possibility of variety. The illusion of Will 

is itself a mechanical fact.  

Naturally if Will has no power, if everything is 

necessary and cannot be otherwise, then ideas of 

freedom, justice and responsibility have no 

meaning, and have no bearing on reality.  

Thus logically all we can do is to contemplate what 

is happening in the world, with indifference, 

pleasure or pain, depending on oneôs personal 

feelings, without hope and without the possibility 

of changing anything.  

***  

So Kropotkin, who was very critical of the fatalism 

of the Marxists, was, himself the victim of 

mechanistic fatalism which is far more inhibiting.  

But philosophy could not kill the powerful Will 

that was in Kropotkin. He was too strongly 

convinced of the truth of his system to abandon it 

or stand by passively while others cast doubt on it; 

he was too passionate, and too desirous of liberty 

and justice to be halted by the difficulty of a logical 

contradiction, and give up the struggle. He got 

round the dilemma by introducing anarchism into 

his system and making it into a scientific truth.  

He would seek confirmation for his view by 

maintaining that all recent discoveries in all the 

sciences, from astronomy right through to biology 

and sociology coincided in demonstrating always 

more clearly that anarchy is the form of social 

organisation which is imposed by natural laws.  

One could have pointed out that whatever are the 

conclusions that can be drawn from contemporary 

science, it was a fact that if new discoveries were to 

destroy present scientific beliefs, he would have 

remained an anarchist in spite of science, just as he 

was an anarchist in spite of logic. But Kropotkin 

would not have been able to admit the possibility 

of a conflict between science and his social 

aspirations and would have always thought up a 

means, no matter whether it was logical or not, to 

reconcile his mechanistic philosophy with his 

anarchism.  

Thus, after having said that ñanarchy is a concept 

of the Universe based on the mechanical 

interpretation of phenomena which embrace the 

whole of nature including the life of societiesò (I 

confess I have never succeeded in understanding 

what this might mean) Kropotkin would forget his 

mechanistic concept as a matter of no importance, 

and throw himself into the struggle with the fire, 

enthusiasm, and confidence of one who believes in 

the efficacy of his Will and who hopes by his 

activity to obtain or contribute to the achievement 

of the things he wants.  

***  

In point of fact Kropotkinôs anarchism and 

communism were much more the consequence of 

his sensibility than of reason. In him the heart 

spoke first and then reason followed to justify and 

reinforce the impulses of the heart.  

What constituted the true essence of his character 

was his love of mankind, the sympathy he had for 

the poor and the oppressed. He truly suffered for 

others, and found injustice intolerable even if it 

operated in his favour.  

At the time when I frequented him in London, he 

earned his living by collaborating to scientific 

magazines and other publications, and lived in 

relatively comfortable circumstances; but he felt a 

kind of remorse at being better off than most 

manual workers and always seemed to want to 

excuse himself for the small comforts he could 

afford. He often said, when speaking of himself 

and of those in similar circumstances: ñIf we have 

been able to educate ourselves and develop our 
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faculties; if we have access to intellectual 

satisfactions and live in not too bad material 

circumstances, it is because we have benefited, 

through an accident of birth, by the exploitation to 

which the workers are subjected; and therefore the 

struggle for the emancipation of the workers is a 

duty, a debt which we must repay.ò  

It was for his love of justice, and as if by way of 

expiating the privileges that he had enjoyed, that he 

had given up his position, 

neglected the studies he so 

enjoyed, to devote himself 

to the education of the 

workers of St. Petersburg 

and the struggle against 

the despotism of the 

Tsars. Urged on by these 

same feelings he had 

subsequently joined the 

International and accepted 

anarchist ideas. Finally, 

among the different 

interpretations of 

anarchism he chose and 

made his own the 

communist-anarchist 

programme which, being 

based on solidarity and on 

love, goes beyond justice 

itself.  

But as was obviously 

foreseeable, his 

philosophy was not 

without influence on the 

way he conceived the 

future and on the form the 

struggle for its 

achievement should take.  

Since, according to his 

philosophy that which 

occurs must necessarily 

occur, so also the communist-anarchism he desired, 

must inevitably triumph as if by a law of Nature.  

And this freed him from any doubt and removed all 

difficulties from his path. The bourgeois world was 

destined to crumble; it was already breaking up and 

revolutionary action only served to hasten the 

process.  

His immense influence as a propagandist as well as 

stemming from his great talents, rested on the fact 

that he showed things to be so simple, so easy, so 

inevitable, that those who heard him speak or read 

his articles were immediately fired with 

enthusiasm.  

Moral problems vanished because he attributed to 

the ñpeople,ò the working masses, great abilities 

and all the virtues. With reason he praised the 

moral influence of work, but did not sufficiently 

clearly see the depressing and corrupting effects of 

misery and subjection. And he thought that it 

would be sufficient to abolish the capitalistsô 

privileges and the rulersô 

power for all men 

immediately to start 

loving each other as 

brothers and to care for 

the interests of others as 

they would for their own.  

In the same way he did 

not see the material 

difficulties, or he easily 

dismissed them. He had 

accepted the idea, widely 

held among the anarchists 

at the time, that the 

accumulated stocks of 

food and manufactured 

goods, were so abundant 

that for a long time to 

come it would not be 

necessary to worry about 

production; and he always 

declared that the 

immediate problem was 

one of consumption, that 

for the triumph of the 

revolution it was 

necessary to satisfy the 

needs of everyone 

immediately as well as 

abundantly, and that 

production would follow 

the rhythm of 

consumption. From this 

idea came that of ñtaking from the storehousesò 

(ñpresa nel mucchioò), which he popularised and 

which is certainly the simplest way of conceiving 

communism and the most likely to please the 

masses, but which is also the most primitive, as 

well as truly utopian, way. And when he was made 

to observe that this accumulation of products could 

not possibly exist, because the bosses normally 

only allow for the production of what they can sell 

at a profit, and that possibly at the beginning of a 

revolution it would be necessary to organise a 

At the risk of passing as a 

simpleton, I confess that I 

would never have believed 

it possible that Socialists ð 

even Social Democrats ð 

would applaud and 

voluntarily take part, either 

on the side of the Germans 

or on the A llies, in a war 

like the one that is at 

present devastating 

Europe. But what is there 

to say when the same is 

done by Anarchists ñnot 

numerous, it is true, but 

having amongst them 

comrades whom we love 

and respect most?  
ð Errico Malatesta, òAnarchists have 

forgotten their principlesó, Freedom , 

November 1914.  
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system of rationing, and press for an intensification 

of production rather than call upon [the people] to 

help themselves from a storehouse which in the 

event would be non-existent, Kropotkin set about 

studying the problem at first hand and arrived at 

the conclusion that in fact 

such abundance did not exist 

and that some countries were 

continually threatened by 

shortages. But he recovered 

[his optimism] by thinking of 

the great potentialities of 

agriculture aided by science. 

He took as examples the 

results obtained by a few 

cultivators and gifted agronomists over limited 

areas and drew the most encouraging conclusions, 

without thinking of the difficulties that would be 

put in the way by the ignorance and aversion of 

peasants to what is change, and in any case to the 

time that would be needed to achieve general 

acceptance of the new forms of cultivation and of 

distribution.  

As always, Kropotkin saw things as he would have 

wished them to be and as we all hope they will be 

one day; he considered as existing or immediately 

realizable that which must be won through long 

and bitter struggle.  

***  

At bottom Kropotkin conceived nature as a kind of 

Providence, thanks to which there had to be 

harmony in all things, including human societies.  

And this has led many anarchists to repeat that 

ñAnarchy is Natural Order,ò a phrase with an 

exquisite Kropotkinian flavour.  

If it is true that the law of Nature is Harmony, I 

suggest one would be entitled to ask why Nature 

has waited for anarchists to be born, and goes on 

waiting for them to triumph, in order to destroy the 

terrible and destructive conflicts from which 

mankind has always suffered.  

Would one not be closer to the truth in saying that 

anarchy is the struggle, in human society, against 

the disharmonies of Nature?  

***  

I have stressed the two errors which, in my 

opinion, Kropotkin committed ï his theory of 

fatalism and his excessive optimism, because I 

believe I have observed the harmful results they 

have produced on our movement.  

There were comrades who took the fatalist theory ï 

which they euphemistically referred to as 

determinism ï seriously and as a result lost all 

revolutionary spirit. The revolution, they said, is 

not made; it will come when the time is ripe for it, 

and it is useless, unscientific 

and even ridiculous to try to 

provoke it. And armed with 

such sound reasons, they 

withdrew from the movement 

and went about their own 

business. But it would be 

wrong to believe that this 

was a convenient excuse to 

withdraw from the struggle. I 

have known many comrades of great courage and 

worth, who have exposed themselves to great 

dangers and who have sacrificed their freedom and 

even their lives in the name of anarchy while being 

convinced of the uselessness of their actions. They 

have acted out of disgust for present society, in a 

spirit of revenge, out of desperation, or the love of 

the grand gesture, but without thinking thereby of 

serving the cause of revolution, and consequently 

without selecting the target and the opportune 

moment, or without bothering to coordinate their 

action with that of others.  

On the other hand, those who without troubling 

themselves with philosophy have wanted to work 

towards, and for, the revolution, have imagined the 

problems as much simpler than they are in reality, 

did not foresee the difficulties, and prepare for 

themé and because of this we have found 

ourselves impotent even when there was perhaps a 

chance of effective action.  

May the errors of the past serve to teach us to do 

better in the future.  

***  

I have said what I had to say.  

I do not think my strictures on him can diminish 

Kropotkin, the person, who remains, in spite of 

everything one of the shining lights of our 

movement.  

If they are just, they will serve to show that no man 

is free from error, not even when he is gifted with 

the great intelligence and the generous heart of a 

Kropotkin.  

In any case anarchists will always find in his 

writings a treasury of fertile ideas and in his life an 

example and an incentive in the struggle for all that 

is good. 

May the errors of 

the past serve to 

teach us to do 

better in the future  
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Kropotkin and Malatesta  
Gaston Lev al  

Les Cahiers de Contre-courant (Paris: Sofrim, 1957) 1 

Contre-courant [Counter-

current] recently reproduced an 

article in which Malatesta 

attacked Kropotkinôs 

intellectual oeuvre. This article 

wasnôt the only one on the same 

subject published by the same 

author. I have read others 

which, in their time, had 

exercised in South America 

(where I then was) a real but 

passing influence in certain 

anarchist-communist milieux. I 

was myself, at first brush, 

impressed by his apparent logic, 

and at the death of Malatesta I 

affirmed in the Buenos Aires 

journal Nervio that the 

Malatestian principle was 

superior to that of Kropotkin.  

But, as an autodidact in constant 

training, always searching, 

always studying, and taking up 

Kropotkin as well as Malatesta, it was not long 

before I convinced myself that the position of the 

latter led to an impasse, to a kind of medieval 

scholasticism in which study would be banned, and 

in which the dialectics of the most skilful literati 

would outweigh a thorough knowledge of the facts. 

That is, in rebuffing science we in reality rebuff all 

systematic and serious study of the different 

problems that occupy us ï because such is what 

science is ï and we condemn anarchist thought to 

be nothing more than prattle, more or less skilled, 

more or less eloquent, but without consistency and 

without the possibility of having a real scope in the 

social thought of the present and the future. That, 

in practical terms, was leading us to nothingness. 

Only the vain, in this century in which coordinated 

studies provide and continue to provide so many 

relevant factors which limit our pretensions to 

know everything and to wish to decide everything, 

can be satisfied with it.  

Malatestaôs critiques were formulated after the 

death of Kropotkin, which is and has been deeply 

 
1 https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/gaston-leval-kropotkin-and-malatesta 

regrettable. Taken on the 

whole, I daresay that only a 

few valid points stand. This 

is not apparent for those 

who have not read 

sufficiently either the 

attacker, or his target.  

Malatesta is off-base when 

he presents Kropotkin as a 

simple ñpoet of science.ò It 

would first be necessary to 

know in what way he is 

qualified to say so. For all 

his keen intelligence does 

not change the fact that he 

was never anything but a 

student who frequented 

revolutionary circles more 

than the university, and that 

subsequently nothing in all 

of his writings permits us to 

attribute him a sufficient 

erudition to judge Kropotkin 

this way.  

Kropotkin was, at 30 years of age, named the 

president of the Russian Geographical Society, for 

the brilliant discoveries he had made concerning 

the general orography of Asia. He was, replacing 

Huxley, the great continuator of Darwin, and a 

collaborator-editor of the British Encyclopaedia. 

His value as a naturalist was apparent in books 

such as Mutual Aid, where for the first time he 

presented a whole social philosophy founded on 

the solidarity within animal species and in the 

prehistory and history of humanity. Elisée Reclus 

got Kropotkin to collaborate in the editing of the 

Universal Geography, on what concerned Russia 

and Asia. Whoever has read Fields, Factories, and 

Workshops has seen his vast knowledge in material 

economy, a knowledge which, along with that of 

the history of civilization, bursts from the page in 

the first chapters of The Conquest of Bread, which 

we find in the powerful pamphlet The State: Its 

Historic Role, and in Modern Science and Anarchy. 

Ethics shows an immense erudition, and even this 

 

Gaston Leval (1895-1978) 
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or that chapter in Words of a Rebel prove a 

knowledge which exceeded that of an amateur. If, 

at the moment of Kropotkinôs imprisonment in 

France, men such as Herbert Spencer signed the 

petition in protest on behalf of the English 

scientific world, this was not only because he was a 

political criminal.  

A ñpoet of scienceò he may 

have been, but he was much 

more than this. There have 

been greater men of science, 

but Kropotkin was one of 

them. And we can regret not 

having had many others of 

the same calibre ï the one I 

cannot forget being Elisée 

Reclus.  

Thus launched, Malatesta 

made some fundamental 

reproaches of Kropotkin. 

First, that of having based 

anarchy on science alone, 

and on nothing but science. 

For this he reproduced many 

times a phrase pulled from 

Modern Science and 

Anarchy. This sentence, thus: 

ñAnarchy is a conception of 

the universe, based on a 

mechanical interpretation of 

phenomena, which embraces 

all of nature, including the life of societies.ò What 

does that have to do with anarchy? asked 

Malatesta, several times. Whether or not the 

universe is or is not explicable according to the 

latest discoveries of physics does not at all preclude 

that the oppression and exploitation of man by man 

are an injustice, and that we must fight them.  

In this, he was right, and this first reaction is so 

obvious that he has all of his readers with him. But 

his first fault was to present this sentence, extracted 

from a paragraph which appeared in a chapter of a 

book which contains many others, as the only base 

which Kropotkin gave to anarchy.  

I am obliged to say that in proceeding this way 

Malatesta absolutely deforms Kropotkinôs thought. 

Anyone who reads Modern Science and Anarchy 

will see, on page 46 of the French edition, that the 

reproduced sentence belongs to the chapter entitled 

 
1 Page 125 of the English-language edition, Modern Science 

and Anarchy (Edinburgh: AK Press, 2018). (Black Flag) 

ñThe Place of Anarchy in Modern Scienceò.1 There 

Kropotkin responds to the question: ñWhat place 

does anarchy occupy in the great intellectual 

movement of the nineteenth century?ò Situating 

himself on this ground where philosophy cannot 

ignore new discoveries, he explains that science, 

that is to say the knowledge acquired on the nature 

and constitution of 

matter, the 

mechanism of the 

universe and the 

evolution of living 

forms and social 

organisms, 

constitutes a whole 

which gives a sure 

basis to materialist 

philosophy; that this 

materialist 

philosophy, by 

eliminating the 

authoritarian 

conception that 

supposes a God as 

creator and director 

of the world, allows 

the development of a 

philosophy where 

progress is the work 

of a perfectly natural 

evolution, without 

the interposition of 

an exterior source or intelligence. That 

consequently natural laws ï or rather natural 

ñfactsò ï are essentially non-authoritarian, and that 

this vast synthesis of the world permits the 

elaboration of a new social philosophy. Thus, says 

Kropotkin, the place of anarchy is ñahead of the 

intellectual movement of the nineteenth century.ò  

That this exceeds the intellectual preoccupations of 

Malatesta is his own affair. Bakunin, before 

Kropotkin, had elaborated a similar philosophy. 

For him, socialism was the direct and logical 

consequence of the materialist conception of the 

universe. But we well know that he had other 

reasons to fight. Kropotkin also had his own. 

Reading him is enough to know this.  

Because, as Malatesta seems to ignore, from the 

first chapter of Modern Science and Anarchy, 

everyone can read: ñLike socialism in general, and 

Do you want to have the 

freedom to say and write 

whatever seems right to you? 

Do you want to have the right 

to meet and organise?  ð It is 

not to a parliament that we 

must go to ask for permission; 

it is not a law that we must 

beg from the  Senate. Let us be 

an organised force, capable of 

showing teeth every time 

anyone dares to restrict our 

right to speak or to meet... 

Freedoms are not given, they 

are taken.  
ð òPolitical Rights", Words of a Rebel  
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like every other social movement, anarchy is born 

among the people, and it will only maintain its 

vitality and its creative force as long as it remains 

popular.ò On page 3 he insists at length on this 

claim. Then he shows the popular elements fighting 

against oppression, creating customs such as 

judicial norms, but preceded most often by ñmore 

or less isolated individuals who rebelled.ò1 

ñAll reformers, politicians, religious leaders, 

economists,ò he writes, ñbelonged to the first 

category. And, among them, one always finds 

individuals who, without waiting for all of their 

fellow citizens, or even for a minority of them, to 

be imbued with the same intentions, rose up against 

oppression ï whether in more or less numerous 

groups, or all alone, as individuals if they were not 

followed. We encounter these revolutionaries in all 

epochs of history.ò  

The basis of anarchy is therefore not limited to the 

latest discoveries of physics, and itôs a complete 

distortion of Kropotkinôs thought to say so.  

Itôs another unfounded reproach of Malatestaôs that 

depicts Kropotkin as advocating the submission of 

man to universal determinism, in the sacred name 

of science. If some ñscientistsò have written similar 

things, Kropotkin is not responsible, anymore than 

Malatesta is responsible that in the name of his 

ñvoluntarismò some individuals chuck bombs to 

demonstrate their revolutionary will. Kropotkin ï 

and here again Bakunin who had preceded him, 

with an unsurpassable depth ï was too intelligent 

not to know that the human will, however 

determined it may be, is also, on its own scale, a 

factor on the cosmic and above all planetary 

determinism, and never, in any writing, did he 

recommend the submission of man to physical 

laws, or laws of biology. The citations I have given 

are sufficient proof.  

We can prove it again by reading all of Kropotkinôs 

books. Whether it be in The Great French 

Revolution, in his Memoirs [of a Revolutionist], in 

Words of a Rebel, in Modern Science and Anarchy, 

in various pamphlets, for instance ñAnarchist 

Morality,ò in which he exhorts the youth to 

struggle for justice, in the name of fullness of life; 

in the pamphlet ñTo The Young,ò etc., Kropotkin 

always considered the factor of human will (which 

is the principle Malatestian discovery) as one of the 

necessary elements of history. To take one aspect 

of his thought ï which in every way exceeds 

 
1 Page 85 of the English-language edition. (Black Flag) 

philosophic mediocrity ï and making it all of his 

thought, is not a fair treatment, and not ethically 

defensible.  

I am familiar with nearly everything which has 

been published of Malatestaôs writings, in Italian 

and in Spanish, and I am familiar with Kropotkin, 

as with other theorists of anarchism. I can say that 

as concerns science, Malatesta is the only one who 

took this negative and contemptuous view of 

science. Itôs a position which coincides with the 

dangerous antiscientific reaction of a certain 

spiritualist philosophy of which Benedetto Croce is 

the most notable theorist in Italy. That we would 

react against the excesses of the materialist 

conceptions of the nineteenth century, which 

ignore too much, in the slow discovery of truth, of 

that which psychology and the study of the 

physical world would reveal to us, is good and 

necessary. That we would repudiate science itself: 

no. That is why, in certain anarchist milieux where 

we study, the influence exercised by Malatesta and 

his voluntarist philosophy ï it is already nonsense 

to oppose the will to science ï has been ephemeral. 

This is why, in occupying myself with economy, 

sociology, and the reorganization of society (other 

than in the imagination), not contenting myself 

with the discursive method to understand the origin 

of the state and the evolution of human societies, I 

have taken an entirely different path than that given 

by Malatesta. Not having been born infused with 

science, nor with a genius sufficient in itself, I 

modestly believed I had to study.  

In my intellectual formation, it is the method 

recommended by Kropotkin which has proved for 

me to be the most useful. But, let us repeat it, was 

this method solely Kropotkinian? Not at all. All the 

non-individualist anarchist social thinkers: 

Proudhon, Bakunin, Elisée Reclus, Ricardo Mella, 

Pietro Gori, Anselmo Lorenzo, Jean Grave, Tarrida 

del Marmol, etc., have seen in science, that is, it 

must be repeated again, in knowledge as broad, 

serious and profound as possible, one of the bases 

or one of the weapons of anarchism. In this sense, 

Malatesta is the only one of his opinion, and in 

attacking Kropotkin, he attacks all the others.  

He has the right to take the position that pleases 

him, but if I already responded to his anti-

Kropotkin articles, if I answer them tirelessly, it is 

because they demolish, for those who are not 

warned, Kropotkin as a sociologist and as a thinker. 

Reading these articles, we might believe that it is 
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useless to read Kropotkin, and useless to study. 

Sociology becomes the domain of those who know 

how to rattle off an article according to their 

momentary inspiration, and to defend (because 

they have an excellent literary don, in Malatesta) 

the most contradictory things under an apparent 

logic of reasoning. It is a dialectical question, a 

question of dialectical 

games.  

This happens 

frequently with 

Malatesta. I had, 

around 1934, with his 

disciple Luigi Fabbri, 

who then published 

Studi Sociali in 

Montevideo, a 

correspondence in 

which this comrade 

and friend wrote me 

that it would be 

necessary to pass 

through authoritarian 

stages before the 

triumph of our ideas in 

a revolution. I 

responded to him that 

he had the duty to 

write what he thought, 

and proposed to him a 

debate in his journal in 

which I collaborated. 

He accepted. Fabbri 

defended ideas which 

were those of 

Malatesta, as he 

emphasized in his 

letter. They seemed to 

me so different from 

what I knew of the 

latter that I began to 

read methodically the 

articles, pamphlets, 

and collections of 

articles of Malatesta 

and I noticed that he advocated the same issues, 

always with the same dialectical ease, the same gift 

of reasoning which in turn makes the uninformed 

reader accept the most contradictory theses. With 

the same convincing logic he declared that if 

anarchists did not know how to orient the 

revolution by putting themselves at its head, it 

would be the authoritarians who would do it, ñand 

then, goodbye to anarchy!ò; or that the anarchists 

being a minority, could not think of making an 

anarchist revolution without exercising a 

dictatorship, which would be the negation of 

anarchy; or that, as we could not cope with all the 

tasks that a revolution would impose, we should be 

content with other parties taking charge of them 

(and we still wonder 

what would happen to 

anarchy); then, and this 

was his last position, 

that in a revolution we 

had to limit ourselves 

to ñfree 

experimentalism.ò In 

what did that consist? 

To demand from the 

Bolshevik 

Communists, arms in 

hand if necessary, our 

right to practice our 

ideas, to experiment 

them freely in the 

anarchist islands 

formed in the midst of 

the dictatorial 

revolution. The 

slightest logic, and 

historical experience, 

proved to us that this 

would never be 

possible. It was enough 

to remember what had 

happened in Russia. 

Even if they did not 

resort to violent 

dissolution and 

massacre against us, as 

Trotsky had done in 

Russia, it would be 

enough to deprive us 

of raw materials to 

stifle such attempts 

dangerous for the 

dictatorship. Malatesta 

did not seem to perceive this. And all these 

contradictory dispositions were defended almost 

simultaneously. It was the same with other 

problems of decisive importance, such as that of 

unions before a revolution. Six months apart, 

Malatesta advocated their disappearance because, 

being born out of the struggle against capitalism, 

they would have no reason to exist after capitalism, 

or else the activity of anarchists in the unions, the 

Developed in the course of history to 

esta blish and maintain the monopoly 

of land ownership in favour of one 

class ð which, for that reason, became 

the ruling class par excellence ð what 

means can the State provide to 

abolish this monopoly that the 

working class could not find in its own 

strength and groups? Then perfected 

during the course of the nineteenth 

century to ensure the monopoly of 

industrial property, trade, and banking 

to new enriched classes, to which the 

State was supplying òarmsó cheaply 

by stripping the land from the village 

commune s and crushing the 

cultivators by tax ð what advantages 

could the State provide for abolishing 

these same privileges? Could its 

governmental machine, developed for 

the creation and upholding of these 

privileges, now be used to abolish 

them? Would not the n ew function 

require new organs? And these new 

organs would they not have to be 

created by the workers themselves, in 

their  unions, their  federations, 

completely outside the State?  

ð Modern Science and Anarchy  
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use of which he advocated as the basis of the new 

society. Also, contradictions as to the most 

recommendable economic legal principle. 

Malatesta defended anarchist communism quite 

well, and also certain forms of collectivism. And 

when Fabbri wrote a book on the thought of his 

master ï which thought had, in part, paralyzed his 

own ï he could only conclude that in economy, 

Malatesta wanted ñfreedom.ò  

The absence of method, of coordinated thought has 

caused a brilliant intelligence, a sharp mind to be 

somehow wasted for lack of coherence, of 

continuity, of will in intellectual effort.  

Moreover, Malatesta, more briefly, impugned 

Bakunin, reproaching him, as if this had been the 

essential and the only aspect of the thought of this 

formidable man as a thinker and organizer, of 

having defied nature. It is truly disconcerting.  

Of course, one finds some errors in Kropotkinôs 

writings. I have already formulated my reservations 

on various points. Malatesta was right when he 

wrote ï though others have said it as well ï that 

Kropotkin elaborated certain ideas, then strove to 

justify them through science. But does this go 

against the use of science in sociology, of the 

scientific method, applied according to the 

aptitudes and the culture of each, of the systematic 

and serious study, coordinated, controlled and 

recontrolled which, even if it does not claim to be 

scientific, is so without knowing it? Not at all. 

When Kropotkin sees only mutual aid associations 

in the guilds of the Middle Ages, he can be 

criticized for not having sufficiently emphasized 

the struggles and inequalities between the guilds 

and the formation of a bourgeoisie of masters 

against the companions who were to compose the 

proletariat. When he opposes customary rights to 

the state, we can respond that if it is the case that 

human societies have been known, in certain 

periods, to live on the basis of these rights, that 

customs have been often worse than the law, and 

that all things considered, the latter is still 

preferable. When he attributes to the masses a too-

spontaneous creative gift, we can respond that is 

wrong to do so because he also recommends what 

the Kropotkinist ñmassò has not wanted to see, the 

responsible and relentless activity of revolutionary 

minorities, and that of the anarchist minority for 

the present and the immediate future.  

We can still make other reproaches, justified and 

founded otherwise than those of Malatesta. But I 

ask if, in the elaboration of all sciences, in the 

research and discovery of all the great truths which 

involve prolonged studies, has it not always been 

so? Must science be abandoned if it has made more 

than one mistake? To demolish everything because 

contradictions are revealed in the successive 

contributions of researchers? And to fall back on an 

empiricism dominated by ignorance or 

irresponsibility?  

Whatever may be the errors for which we may 

reproach Kropotkin, at the very least the method he 

recommended offers, as is proper with all scientific 

method, the possibility of correction, rectification, 

and successive complement. Those who apply it 

will have a much greater chance to find the truth 

than those who will write a bit haphazardly, as has 

Malatesta. A social movement, a social philosophy, 

a current of thought cannot work usefully, 

according to the goals they pursue, unless they act 

in an organic way, in a continuity of coherent 

efforts where the critical spirit, which oversees all 

research, is a guide for a better construction.  

Malatesta has not been an example of this, and he 

himself, the anti-Kropotkinian, was Kropotkinian 

in the best of his pamphlets, the small masterpiece, 

ñAnarchy.ò The theses he developed there are 

borrowed from Mutual Aid, which I name again, 

because this book, with all we learn therein, poses 

the foundation of a biological and social 

philosophy, theoretical and practical, of immense 

scope. If we are capable of developing the 

fundamental theses and intrinsic possibilities, even 

as we prune what may appear to us to be 

questionable, our ideas will exert an enormous 

positive influence on the future of humanity. They 

will not exert any with the ñthought,ò or the 

Malatestian method of thought-absent-method, in 

spite of the sometimes interesting insights which 

one finds there.

  To ensure that everyone can live by working freely, without being 

forced to sell his labour and his liberty to others who accumulate 

wealth by the labour of their serfs ð this is what the next revolution 

must do.  

ð òExpropr iation ó, Words of a Rebel  
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On Anarchism  
Kropotkin ôs contribution to anarchism was immense. He is best known 

as a leading advocate of anarchist -communism, although it must be 

stressed that he did not invent the idea ï he was imprisoned in Russia 

when it developed within the Italian section of the Federalist 

International ï but he quickly became its leading champion. He had 

joined the ñBakuninistò-wing of the International in 1872 and re -joined 

it after his daring escape from prison in 1876. Like others, he called 

himself a collectivist and only embraced communism (in the sense of 

ñfrom each according to their abilities, to each according to their needs) 

in 1878 -9 along with others in the Jura Federation . 

This evolution can be seen in our first article, a report of his speech at 

the 1878 congress of the Jura Federation. The topics addressed in this are 

expande d upon in a subsequent speech in 1879 and article ñThe Anarchist 

Idea from the Point of View of Its Practical Realisationò (both in 

included in the new  edition of Words of a Rebel  [ PM Press , 2022] ).  Then 

follows an article on ñSelfishness or Solidarityò, written around the 

same time as his famous pamphlet, Anarchist Morality , which notes that 

the two concepts are not distinct but interwoven just as our lives are.  

Next is the somewhat refle ct ive article on anarchist organisation, 

ñAgreementò, which discusses  both the failures of the past and 

perspectives for the future of anarchist activity. This is part of an 

extensive debate in which Kropotkin urges anarchists to get involved in 

popular struggles, not least the labour movement and specifically the 

agitation  over the 1 st  of May (other articles on this can be found in Direct 

Struggle Against Capital: A Peter Kropotkin Anthology  [AK Press, 

2014). This position can also be seen in his 1895 note to an English -

translation of The Spirit of Revolt  and  his comments on ñAnarchy and its 

means of struggle, the Internationalò written over ten years later. As 

will become clear in the next s ection ï On Class War ï Kropotkin was an 

early advocate of what became known as syndicalism, albeit with an 

awareness of the need for anarchists to organise as anarchists to 

influence the struggle towards revolution.  

We also include two general introductions to anarchism . The first is  a 

speech from 1893 , the full speech was serialised in La Révolte  and issued 

as a still untranslated pamphlet. The second is a  pamphlet written 

twenty years later, The Anarchist Principle  (a different translation of 

the latter can be found in Direct Struggle Against Capital ). In addition, 

there is an article on the impact of State repression on the movement 

written in 1895 for th e then newly launched Les Temps Nouve aux . 

Anarchist Communism sums up all that  is most beautiful and 

most durable in the progress of humanity; the sentiment of 

justice, the sentiment of liberty, and solidarity or community of 

interest. It guarantees the free evolution, both of the individual 

and of society. Therefore, it will triump h.  

ð The Place of Anarchism in Socialistic Evolution  
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Annual Congress of the  

Jura Federation of the IWA  

Held in Fribourg on August 3, 4 and 5, 1878 

ñCongr¯s annuel de la F®d®ration jurassienne de lôAITò, LôAvant-garde, 12 August 1878 

LEVASCHOV summarises as follows the essential 

points that should be brought out in the anarchist 

programme that we propose to draw up: 1st Collectivism 

compared to the authoritarian Communism of the other 

schools, that is to say the collective ownership of the 

land, houses, raw materials, capital and instruments of 

labour, and distribution of the products of labour 

according to the method found suitable by communes 

and associations; 2nd the negation of the State and the 

free federation of autonomous communes and producer 

groups; 3rd and this is the point which especially 

contributed to producing the split between the 

anarchists and the statists ï that a social revolution 

cannot be produced otherwise than by the spontaneous 

uprising of the people on a vast scale, and by the violent 

expropriation of the current holders of capital of all 

kinds by the communes and the producer groups 

themselves ï an expropriation which can only take 

place when the country is going through of a few years 

of complete disorganisation in all the functions of the 

State; that during this period any legislative assembly 

having real power can only hinder the progress of the 

revolution; 4th as an inevitable consequence of the 

negation of the State and of this way of envisaging the 

revolution, the anarchists not only refuse to apply any 

tactic which would lead to the strengthening of the 

already shaken idea of the State; but moreover they seek 

to awaken in the people ï by theoretical propaganda and 

above all by insurrectionary acts ï grassroots spirit, 

sentiment and initiative, from the double point of view 

of the violent expropriation of property and the 

disorganisation of the State. 

[é] 

LEVASCHOV insists on the importance, for anarchists, 

of the claim to communal autonomy, from both a 

theoretical and practical point of view. The historical 

phase we are going through today is that of the 

disintegration of States. Formed by violence and by all 

sorts of inequities, which today have become 

contradictory or absurd from all points of view that 

once served to justify their constitution (identity of 

languages or races, natural borders, economic units, 

historical agglomerations, European equilibrium,é. 

etc.), undermined by their expenditure which inevitably 

always grow by surpassing the financial resources of the 

people, undermined by wars which are inevitable in 

bourgeois societies, having reached the impossibility of 

managing the infinitely varied affairs of human 

societies, falling into decline by the very decay of the 

idea of the State in minds, thus becoming more and 

more an impossibility by the very force of things, States 

are inevitably heading towards their fall, to make way 

for free and freely federated communes. It is necessarily 

under the flag of the independence of the communes, 

urban and rural, that the next revolutions will take 

place, it is also within the independent communes that 

the socialist tendencies of the masses will necessarily 

manifest themselves: it is there on the basis of 

collectivism that the first outlines of the new society 

will be made. So working for the free commune means 

working for the historic phase through which we shall 

pass to a better future. This is the theoretical side of the 

question. As for the practical side, which interests us 

above all at the moment ï it is in the commune and in 

the immense variety of issues of communal interest that 

we shall find the most favourable field for theoretical 

propaganda and for the insurrectional realisation of our 

collectivist and anarchist ideas. The affairs of the urban 

and rural commune are of great interest to a large part 

of the inhabitants; and it is above all by taking an active 

part in the daily affairs of the communes that we can 

demonstrate in a way visible and comprehensible to all, 

the evils of present-day society and the benefits that 

would result from the application of our economic and 

political principles. From the economic point of view, 

the commune presents an excellent terrain for the 

propaganda of collectivism, and can serve to prepare the 

ground for economic revolution. From the political 

point of view, the commune is the powerful weapon of 

war against the State. Finally ï and Levaschov insists 

above all on this advantage, citing a few facts in support 

ï the affairs that arise in communes, either in times of 

strikes, or on the subject of taxes, etc., make towns and 

villages the field where those insurrections best 

germinate that go before every great revolution and 

prepare the popular idea and sentiment. Levaschov 

therefore strongly urges the sections of the Jura to 

follow communal affairs closely, to take advantage of 

all the incidents they can provide which can be resolved 

in one of those insurrections which will certainly not 

take long to take place on communalist-socialist ground. 

[..] 

LEVASCHOV also emphasises the enormous 

difference that must be made between being concerned 

about the details of communal life in order to achieve 

legally some impotent improvements, or seizing upon 

these incidents to agitate minds for the benefit of 

revolutionary socialism. He goes into some 

considerations drawn from the latest Spanish local 

uprisings. 
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Selfishness or Solidarity  
ñ£goµsme ou Solidarit® ?ò, La Révolte, 28 September 1889 

Instead of arguments we are used to throwing words. 

Thus we are accused, we who, drawing inspiration from 

modern positivism, want to counter the so-called 

scientific economics and philosophy which, by the work 

of Marx and his followers, have so far prevailed 

amongst socialists and have affected even anarchists, 

we are accused of sentimentalism and they believe that 

we are crushed by this stigma. 

Sentimentalism, you mean the principle and practice of 

solidarity? Very well, so be it. Sentiment has always 

been and is still the most powerful lever of progress. It 

is that which elevates man 

above momentary individual 

interests, at the very least 

above his material interests. It 

is that which unites the 

oppressed in one thought, in 

one need for emancipation. It 

was that which taught man to 

rebel, not for his exclusive 

interest but for the humanity 

of which he is part, to rebel 

even without the hope of 

victory, but merely to leave 

behind a protest, an 

affirmation, an example. 

Moreover ï and in all 

circumstances of life ï men 

fraternise by sentiment, even 

when cold reason divides 

them. 

***  

Anarchy is the organisation of 

solidarity ï as the present state 

is the reign of selfishness. Selfishness and solidarity are, 

whatever one says, two contrary, antagonistic 

principles, especially in todayôs society. 

You cannot be selfish without doing harm to someone 

or everyone. 

The reason is that man is an essentially sociable being; 

that his life is composed of countless threads which 

extend visibly and invisibly into the lives of others; that, 

finally, he is not an entire being [by himself], but an 

integral part of humanity. There is no dividing line 

between one man and another, or between the 

individual and society: there is no moral mine and thine, 

as there is no economic thine and mine. 

In addition to our own life, we live a little in the lives of 

others and of humanity. In truth, our whole lives are a 

kind of reflection of the latter: we do not eat, we do not 

walk, we do not open our eyes to the light, we do not 

close them for sleep without having countless proofs of 

our intimate connection to a host of our fellows who 

work with us and for us, with whom we meet at every 

moment and who we can consider somehow as part of 

ourselves, as entering the sphere of our existence. 

This explains another thing: why life is not everything; 

why it leaves behind it memories, affections, traces; 

why we all live, some more and some less, a little after 

us.  

If the sun goes out, it is said, its light would illuminate 

us still for eight minutes. A similar phenomenon occurs 

in the moral world. Must we 

give an example? Our martyrs 

of Chicago and Russia, who 

are still alive and will live 

long in us and amongst us and 

everywhere where there are 

men who think like us. 

***  

Here is how we understand 

selfishness and solidarity, 

especially in the current social 

environment. One is the way 

by which men are divided; the 

other is the way by which they 

unite. Just think of the 

circumstances of a strike to 

realise the difference. Now 

there is another meaning of 

the word selfishness. There are 

those who understand by 

selfishness the desire of man 

to satisfy all his needs. In this 

sense, we are, we must be, all 

selfish. The healthy man is more so than the infirm. 

Nobody preaches maceration of the flesh, nor frugality, 

nor abstinence, nor Malthusianism. 

The backward preachers of these theological virtues 

want to mutilate man and degrade him morally as well 

as physically, they want to diminish life. An 

intellectually and morally developed man feels his 

physical needs more than any other, but he also feels 

moral needs, and he sometimes sacrifices the former to 

the latter. Man does not live by bread alone, and those 

who preach selfishness preach to some extent moral 

abstinence, moral Malthusianism. Man must not only 

enjoy physically but also morally, and if a good diet is 

necessary to him, the feeling of solidarity, love of 

comrades, inner satisfaction are at least equally 

necessary to him. 

***  

Nobody preaches 

maceration of the flesh, 

nor frugality, nor 

abstinence, nor 

Malthusianism.  

The backward 

preach ers of these 

theological virtues want 

to mutilate man and 

degrade him morally as 

well as physically, they 

want to diminish life.  
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We are told that every man is by nature 

selfish; that the altruist is himself a 

perfected egoist, solidarity being based 

upon a calculated interest. Let it be so, 

though the argument implies that man is 

guided from the beginning by reason 

rather than instinctively following the 

impulses of his sentiments. 

Then again, even if this selfish calculation 

existed at the start, the characteristic of 

utility disappears at some point from the 

evolution of moral conduct. 

We explain ourselves. 

We may have been compelled to enter 

into a friendship for the pleasure of 

conversing with an intelligent man, for the 

assistance our comrade might give us in 

certain circumstances or for some other 

self-serving reason. But it happens that 

after a certain time, this motive loses its 

effectiveness, even disappears, and we 

love our comrade for himself. The effect 

is independent of the cause; the sentiment 

takes root in us; and we love because we 

love. It is the perfection of sentiment. 

Likewise, we can begin to love a person 

of the other sex only for the pleasure that 

it offers us; but, especially amongst 

persons whose moral sense is developed, 

the transformation of sexual love into 

friendship, surviving old age and death, 

almost always happens. 

It also happens that we are attached to an 

ideal.  

Maybe in the beginning because we think 

that our action could bring happiness to 

ourselves and our loved ones; but we 

become more attached to it, until we love 

the idea for the idea, to the point of 

sacrificing to it our life and sometimes 

what is even harder than life, reputation, 

the love of parents, the happiness of the 

people whose fate is closely bound to 

ours. 

These are facts, and we cannot deny them. 

Those who reduce altruism to a 

calculation; abnegation, sacrifice to a 

gratification; friendship to an open tally between two 

people; finally, all that elevates man above his 

individuality to a miserable discovery of selfishness 

itself, deceiving himself on his true feelings, and they 

run the risk of the one who falsely cried wolf: they little 

by little insinuate into the heart of man true selfishness, 

for, it is said, since solidarity is only selfishness 

understood in a certain way, why bother to dedicate 

yourself? 

Since we must be selfish, let us be so as reasonable 

men, let us be so for a cause!  

Social Movement  
Le Révolté , 11 December 1880  

A lecture, organised by the Carpenters Union, 

took place on Wednesday, 1 December [1880], 

in the Treiber room. Nearly two hundred people 

attended the talk.  

The speaker, comrade Kropotkin, gave an 

overview of the economic situation in Europe 

and the influence exerted upon industry and 

especially  upon the worker by the rapid 

development of large -scale production. He then 

showed by figures, taken mainly from the report 

of the Congress of Marseilles, the terrible 

situation of the workers, and he contrasted 

these figures to the fabulous incomes and t he 

scandalous spending of the holders of the 

capital. Large -scale industry, far from 

improving the lot of the masses, has only made 

it harder, and this situation will last as long as 

the worker does not render himself master of 

the workshops and factories.  

The speaker ends with a call for the 

organisation of the workersõ forces, for the 

struggle against capital and for the study of 

social questions. If the bourgeoisie continues, 

as it does today, to obstruct the workersõ 

groups by persecuting the active mem bers of 

the groups, then the workers will be forced to 

resort to the secret organisations. But in any 

case, the workersõ forces must be organised in 

anticipation of the political and economic 

revolutions that will certainly break out in a 

few years in Euro pe . 

Anarchy is the organisation of solidarity é 
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Agreement  
ñLôEntenteò, La Révolte: organe communiste-anarchiste, 11 and 18 April 1891 

I 

The Italian Congress in Capologo once again discussed 

the question of organisation. One of us expressed his 

views on this. But as we are not all absolutely of the 

same opinion on matters of detail, we return to it again. 

It is certain that French anarchists are looking for the 

best method of free organisation but that they have not 

found it yet. This is why the question is continually 

brought up for discussion. 

We are not satisfied with what exists: today we feel too 

isolated. But we have not yet found anything better 

which is in conformity with our fundamental ideas of 

anarchy and individual initiative and which nevertheless 

makes it possible to better unify efforts, to better inspire 

us for the struggle. 

As it is, the anarchist party has done much more than 

we think ï as Révolte has already pointed out. But we 

are right to ask ourselves if we cannot do more and 

better. 

***  

One thing seems certain to us. It is that amongst French 

anarchists it is no longer possible to establish those 

organisations between a small number of friends, veiled 

from the great number, which wants to give an impulse 

and a direction to the party. If such were formed today, 

it would never have the importance that it would have 

had in the past and it would not last. The ten years 

during which the French anarchists lived without these 

centres developed the spirit of initiative up to a certain 

point, and a return to the past now seems impossible to 

us. 

We can only rejoice at that. Such groupings, which have 

filled almost the entire history of this century, can 

undoubtedly give life to a party for a certain time. They 

can give it a power of action, an importance and a 

certain glory that it would not have acquired otherwise. 

But, after a few years, all these understandings became 

a hindrance, an obstacle to further development. They 

do not allow the individual to reach the full strength of 

his development. They accustom groups to rely on the 

initiative that must come from this centre whose 

existence one guesses. And if they can develop the 

power of action of the party in a certain direction, they 

sterilise it efforts in all other directions; they paralyse 

the growth of new ideas, they narrow the movement and 

end up giving it a false, antiquated character. 

If examples were needed, there would be no shortage of 

them in the past. As for a current example, we have it in 

the Blanquist party which, still imbued with this idea 

that they will make the revolution, has recently done 

everything possible to throw France into the Boulangist 

adventure. The Marxist party is another current 

example. Both keep the past alive in the present. 

***  

Does it follow, however, that the anarchists as they are 

[currently] organised have done all they could, given 

their forces? Did they avoid the government they sought 

to avoid? Did they not sterilise a good part of their 

efforts by absolutely renouncing, for a certain time, all 

agreement and by proclaiming ï not the free initiative 

of each group but even isolation? 

We donôt believe that. 

***  

First ï and we were already pointing this out at the 1881 

congress ï the lack of closer relations between groups 

threatened to give newspapers a disproportionate 

importance. The newspaper became the centre to which 

everyone turned for the smallest thing. Everything from 

the kousso to kill the tapeworm within a comrade to 

dynamite was demanded of the newspaper ï which 

suited the devilish business of the police. It was from 

the newspaper that every initiative was expected ï 

whereas the anarchist newspaper must be the work of a 

small group, a work that one reads as long as one 

approves of its course of action and stops reading as 

soon as one finds that it no longer meets the needs of 

the moment. 

Things have changed a lot since 1881. Groups know 

each other more or less. They see each other, meet 

sometimes, and sometimes also exchange their ideas. 

But this exchange does not seem frequent enough, nor 

enduring enough. 

When this issue [of Révolte] has appeared, we will have 

received in London around fifty comrades from the 

provinces of England to meet with friends from the 

capital. It was a group of the Socialist League which 

first invited friends from the provinces to take 

advantage of the three days of the Easter holidays to 

come to London; and since then this trip has become a 

habit. They come, whether there is an invitation or not. 

But if they come to London, it is because they have 

already met in the same way in the provinces. There is 

always in one county or another local meetings without 

any formality, replacing the congresses of the past. 

***  

In France, the custom is just beginning to take shape. 

And in England, as in France, amongst comrades we 

still do not know each other well enough. So there is a 

gap to fill. To fill it, we should not wait for a French 

anarchist congress to decide that regional congresses 
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should be held. You are not an anarchist for nothing: 

you have to know how to take the initiative yourself. It 

is like abstention, which is not ï as we have often 

repeated ï inaction. Inaction is not anarchist at all; for if 

there is one point on which the anarchist must differ 

from all other ists, it is precisely in that he himself takes 

the initiative on what he think is best, without waiting 

for a congress to order him to do it. 

***  

If the custom of these meetings in small regions is 

established, it is certain that the wave will widen. We 

will meet in larger regions, and we will end up having 

national and international conferences. 

That has to be done. For it is 

a dilemma. Either we will 

know each other only 

through some centre, and 

this centre will be the 

committee, the newspaper, 

or the orator ï or we will 

know each other directly, by 

gathering at meetings. In 

any case, getting to know 

each other is necessary. 

However beautiful, however 

great the idea that comes to 

such and such an individual, 

he will only carry it out 

when he feels supported. 

And it is not always sure 

that he will find support 

amongst his closest friends. 

Such and such a Marseilles 

tailor can find men who 

approve of his way of 

seeing things amongst the miners of the North, and so 

on. And if he never gets a chance to see anyone but his 

hometown friends ï in most cases he will do nothing, or 

just write a letter to a newspaper. 

Besides, who would doubt the strength that any idea, 

any inspiration receives in contact with numbers? The 

intensity of inspiration is increased a hundredfold just 

by the presence of ten men who share it. And if 

exceptionally energetic natures can march towards their 

goal against the whole world, it is known that this is not 

the forte of the average human character. 

It is therefore necessary to see each other, to meet each 

other, to communicate our ideas. It is so banal that, 

really, it even seems childish to say it, to prove it. 

But this does not happen, or at least it does not happen 

as much as it could. 

 
1 Translated in part by N.W., ñMay Day and Anarchist 

Propagandaò, Freedom: Anarchist Weekly, 1 May 1971. 

(Black Flag) 

***  

The great obstacle that these anarchist meetings have 

always encountered is the question of ï ñwill there be 

delegates or not?ò It is impossible for everyone to go: it 

costs too much. Appointing representatives is not 

anarchist. We preferred to do nothing at all, while it 

would have been so simple to contribute so that a 

comrade could make the trip. 

We understand the fear the delegate inspires. It is the 

fear of congresses that ape parliaments, the fear of 

decisions imposed by a centre. But once you not 

recognise a centre and do not accept any decision you 

do not yourself make ï you could consider meetings as 

a simple opportunity to exchange ideas, without 

resorting to doing that in a 

newspaper ï always in a 

newspaper! In this case, the 

comrade whose trip has 

been paid by donations is no 

longer a legislator. He 

simply went to see the 

others and bring back a 

breath of fresh air from their 

contact. 

All this, of course, is when 

you have something to 

discuss, a question to 

clarify, an item to reach 

agreement on. If it is only a 

question of theorising and 

giving everyone the 

opportunity to utter their 

little spiel ï it is better to 

stay at home. But there have 

already been opportunities 

to do better. 

These occasions never fail to affirm in broad daylight 

the hatred [felt] against all these ñpatrioticò, ñalliancistò, 

royalist, Germanophobist, Russophilist, and other 

scoundrels, and to raise the question of the revolution 

expropriating all social wealth? 

II 1 

It seems to us that amongst anarchists, we have not 

sufficiently distinguished between what can be done in 

isolation, by a few individuals, and what can only be 

accomplished by consulting with others, by associating 

with them, by agreeing to common action. 

There are acts which can be carried out only when one 

is alone ï when one acts without putting responsibility 

on anyone else and taking it on oneself. Such was the 

act of Vera Zasulich. Such was the act of Padlewski. 

Such were certain acts in France. If, in 1877, Vera 

It is like abstention , which 

is not ð as we have often 

repeated ð inaction . 

Inaction is not anarchist 

at all; for if there is one 

point on which the 

anarchist must differ from 

all other ists , it is 

precisely in that he 

himself takes the initiative 

on what he think is best  
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Zasulich had consulted her friends, who at that time 

were extremely moderate, and had asked for their 

approval, she would have been completely discouraged 

before getting it. And her act would have lost that 

character of spontaneity and courage which won it the 

admiration of Europe. 

***  

But if the development of the revolutionary spirit gains 

immensely from the acts of heroic individuals, it is no 

less true (whatever historians say) that it is not by these 

heroic acts that revolutions are made. Zasuliches are 

rare exceptions, even in Russia, although that country is 

at the moment passing through the heroic period in its 

history which was passed through by France and Italy 

between 1830 and 1848. The revolution needs heroes; 

but for their blood to be of any use, they must be 

supported: that the thousands and hundreds of 

thousands of men who are in no way heroes also come 

to bring their strength, their day-to-day devotion. their 

energy and their knowledge to its service. Revolution, 

above all, is a popular movement. 

And this is why the young Russian heroes have changed 

Russia so little, despite all their boundless devotion and 

their epic courage. They have forgotten that revolutions 

are made by the people, and that the blood of martyrs is 

useful only when we have succeeded in awakening the 

great mass of the people. 

***  

That was also the error of the anarchists in 1881. When 

the Russian revolutionaries had killed the Tsar ï which, 

thanks to authoritarian prejudices, seemed to be the 

beginning of the revolution ï the European anarchists 

imagined that henceforth a handful of ardent 

revolutionaries, armed with a few bombs, would suffice 

to make the social revolution. They made the mistake of 

forgetting the special conditions in which Russia found 

itself and imagined themselves all to be heroes like 

those who went to the scaffold in St. Petersburg. They 

believed that a few cartridges and a few men of courage 

would be enough to blow up the social edifice. But with 

very few exceptions they were by no means heroes; and 

an edifice founded on centuries of history cannot be 

destroyed with a few kilos of explosives. 

Instead of realising in advance that the great majority 

have no desire to die as a lost sentinel1, and that 

nevertheless all can contribute, in accordance with their 

strength, to fuelling the agitation (as we have tried to 

make clear in The Spirit of Revolt) ï they spent several 

years discussing grandiose actions which were to 

change the face of the world, but which did not do so. 

Too often they neglected day-to-day agitation to dwell 

discussing amongst comrades plans for social 

reconstruction by means of an Anarchist Detector 

 
1 That is, a soldier assigned to a very dangerous mission or 

position. (Black Flag) 

[Indicateur anarchiste2]. Remaining Jacobins, although 

calling themselves anarchists, they no more cared about 

the people than a Blanquist in a red sash cares about 

them. 

***  

We had to go through this period, and we neednôt regret 

it at all, just as we donôt regret in any way that other 

period when the Russian youth thought that with a few 

socialist pamphlets they would rouse the mass of the 

peasants. Rather these errors than the ñpractical good 

senseò of the far too practical people who today throng 

the corridors of the bourgeois parliaments, denying and 

betraying the working class from which they came. If 

this period was poor in action which appealed to the 

great majority, it nevertheless had its fortunate 

consequences: there were a few celebrated acts; despite 

everything, there were a few heroes. And this period 

made it possible for the anarchist ideal to be maintained 

at a certain level which will later appear in the 

revolution. The party reflected, developed habits of 

initiative and independence; it remained revolutionary, 

while elsewhere they threw themselves at the 

governmental cake. 

***  

So long as we were in this phase of the movement, we 

could confine ourselves to scattered little groups, 

scarcely aware of each other, and acting as skirmishers. 

When there were five or six anarchists in Paris ï what 

indeed could be done, other than some act of individual 

courage, or else some noisy interruptions in electoral 

meetings to heckle some political charlatan with 

questions! 

But the times have changed since then. There are no 

longer the five or six comrades of those days; and the 

environment we are acting in has completely changed. 

Just through the general spread of revolutionary ideas, 

the great mass of the workers, holding aloof from all the 

socialist parties, has launched itself into movement. 

Throughout Europe and in the United States it already is 

in revolt against the present conditions of exploitation 

and work.  

Fools may well say that the eight-hour movement is the 

work of [Jules] Guesde. But, with all the modesty for 

which they are known, none of the Marxists themselves 

would dare to affirm such an absurdity. It would be too 

stupid. 

The movement dates back a long time. After the defeat 

of the International in Europe, it took refuge in 

America. That is where it is coming from today. 

As early as 1877, the general strike was already 

declared during the strike of railways, in the light of 

2 LôIndicateur anarchiste was a bomb-making manual 

published in 1890. (Black Flag) 
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fires, looting, and the shootings of Pittsburgh. 

Pittsburgh is still at the head of the movement! 

It was again on May 1st that the general strike for the 

eight-hour day broke out in Chicago, and that the 

anarchists, after having criticised the movement, joined 

in, arming themselves with guns and bombs ï only one 

of which exploded on the evening of the 4th in the ranks 

of the police who charged the anarchist meeting.1 

Politicians who only know about the black horse of 

their brave general can 

ignore it; but anarchists 

should not forget that 

the 1st of May is when 

our heroes, Parsons, 

Spies, Lingg, Fischer 

and Engel, died. They 

should be ashamed to 

confuse the manoeuvres 

by which politicians 

seek to takeover a 

movement which 

overwhelms them with 

the movement itself, 

watered with workersô 

blood in Pittsburgh, 

with anarchist blood in 

Chicago. One might as 

well say that the Paris 

Commune was decreed 

by Félix Pyat!  

Indeed, what efforts on 

the part of the Marxists to make it a ñlegal eight hoursò 

ï while the masses want it not legally, but illegally, and 

obtained from the bosses by threat and rebellion!  

The masses want the general strike. And even those 

who donôt come out in favour of it have only one 

argument: it is that they are not sufficiently federated, 

that they are not sure that everyone will stop work on 

May 1st. Give them this assurance, that they have the 

certainty that every one of you, to the extent that you 

are revolutionaries, will not let a single factory work 

after May 1st; that you will take it by storm ï as the 

Slavs and Hungarians did this week in Pittsburgh ï if it 

emits smoke after the declaration of the strike and you 

will see if the general strike doesnôt break out on May 

1st. 

And if only half the fires go out that day ï this means 

either the submission of the bourgeois, or else the 

beginning of the social war, fought on the real terrain ï 

no offense to the Boulangists and especially to the 

Orléanists. 

 
1 It should be noted that all accounts of the meeting in the 

Haymarket indicates that it was peaceful and unarmed (in 

spite of a leaflet announcing the meeting which called 

workers to arms in response to the police shooting of pickets 

on May 3rd). No evidence has ever been produced ï not at the 

***  

That is the situation. And we wonder if faced with such 

a situation it is possible to remain isolated, not to form 

groups, to reach agreement, to see each other, to 

discuss? Is it possible to abandon everything to 

discussions as slow, as incomplete, as those conducted 

through the press? We believe that the idea of groups 

for a well-defined purpose is perfectly correct. And isnôt 

the attitude we should take to the workers movement a 

defined purpose? 

***  

Finally, to conclude, a 

word on propaganda by 

ideas and by deeds. The 

trouble with all 

revolutions has been ï 

as we have often said ï 

that the mass of the 

people had no clear idea 

of what they wanted, 

whereas the ruling 

classes knew perfectly. 

For the revolution not to 

be conjured away, it is 

necessary that the 

anarchist and 

communist idea should 

penetrate the masses. 

All those who have the 

social revolution at 

heart agree on that. 

But how can these ideas penetrate the masses? That is 

the whole question. There are papers and meetings. But 

we know what they are worth. They address themselves 

always to the same individuals: the readers and the 

audiences. For four years we have been marking time 

with this minority. And if the light is shed on the minds 

of this small number ï what can this small number do if 

it remains what it is ï that is to say, a handful?  

Blanqui understood this very well. There was in his 

time a group of militants. But to propagate the 

republican idea in France, they chose every occasion to 

proclaim it in the public square, in the court rooms, on 

the scaffold itself. 

***  

For many long years the workers of Europe slept; just a 

few men here and there came to socialist meetings or 

happened to buy a socialist paper. 

trial in 1886 nor subsequently ï that an anarchist threw the 

bomb at the meeting on May 4th (which Kropotkin wrongly 

suggests was on the 5th) and many have suggested that an 

agent provocateur was at work. (Black Flag) 
































































































































































































































































































