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Editorial  
We start with Anarchism and the General Strike, prompted by the general strike being discussed at the 1873 Congress 

of the Federalist International Workersô Association. As well as discussing the position of various anarchists on the 

general strike in both theory and practice ï both being important as events influenced the development of ideas within 

both anarchism and syndicalism. After this overview, we include a selection of original texts on the general strike by 

many well-known anarchist thinkers and activists (many of which are translated into English for the first time). We 

hope they will both enrich our understanding of anarchist history as well as anarchist practice and theory now and in 

the future. 

We then move onto the London Congress of 1881, seeking to correct all too common generalisations and distortions. 

As Kropotkin himself rightly said during the Lyon Trial in 1883, ñI ask the court not to confuse my speeches with 

resolutions concerning the diffusion of chemical knowledge.ò We seek to present those ï and other speeches ï and 

indicate how looking solely at the resolutions ï as most non-anarchists do ï gives a distinctly false impression of both 

the Congress itself and anarchist ideas and strategy. Rather than simply being a gathering of anarchists spouting 

dynamite bluster, the Congress represented a wide range of anti-parliamentarian socialist opinion including those, like 

Kropotkin and others, who advocated working within the labour movement. Sadly, these voices were ignored and this 

in turn raises questions over the relationship between those considered as ñleadersò and those who share a label. 

The Lyon show-trial is covered next, when over 60 anarchists (including Kropotkin) were arrested on spurious charges 

who then used it to propagate their ideas. We reprint Nicolas Walterôs account of the trial plus contemporary reports. 

The year 1883 also saw Louise Michel raise the Black Flag during an unemployed demonstration in Paris, so starting 

the process by which it eventually became the iconic anarchist symbol. Like the Red Flag it replaced, it was a 

recognised symbol of working-class resistance in France ï the workers in Lyon had raised both during their 

insurrection of 1831. Constance Bantman discusses its context and we reprint a contemporary report of the trial 

published in the individualist anarchist journal Liberty as well as Michelôs defence statement. 

This year also marks the 110th anniversary of the birth of Albert Camus and we take the opportunity to recount his 

links with the anarchist movement by reprinting an article by Nick Heath as well as publishing a new translation of his 

famous 1953 speech to French trade unionists ï ñBread and Libertyò ï which summarises his libertarian ideas.  

Then Wayne Price discusses lessons for libertarians from previous wars. We end with an overview of the anarchist 

movement in Brazil between 1903 and 2013, a subject not well-known in the English-speaking world. 

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 
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Anarchism and the 

General Strike  
Iain McKay  

It did not take the appearance of anarchists to 

invent the idea of a general strike. It was the 

product ï like so much of anarchism itself ï of the 

workers themselves. So, in Britain, the 

popularising of the idea of the general strike is 

usually attributed to William Benbow (1784ï1841) 

who was involved with the National Union of the 

Working Classes and proposed a ñGrand National 

Holidayò ï a month away from work ï in 1832. It 

was later adopted by the Chartist Congress of 1839 

while in 1842 a general strike 

erupted across Britain.1  

So do not think we are trying to 

suggest that anarchists invented 

the general strike. Here, we are 

simply trying to summarise the 

birth and development of 

anarchist perspectives on the 

general strike and to debunk 

certain myths or correct certain 

misunderstandings. We will not 

present a comprehensive history 

of general strikes but rather limit 

ourselves to discussing 

anarchists and their view of the 

general strike as a tactic for 

social change. We will, of 

course, mention specific strike 

waves as these informed 

anarchist advocacy of the tactic 

as well as confirming the 

correctness of holding this 

position. 

First, however, we need to clarify what we mean 

by ñgeneral strikeò as it varies considerably in both 

practice and in theory. 

In terms of practice, a ñgeneral strikeò covers a 

range of possibilities. It can vary in extent, from a 

town, to a region, to a nation and, potentially, to 

 
1 Mick Jenkins, The General Strike of 1842 (London: 

Lawrence and Wishart, 1980). 

being international in scope. It can be of a single 

trade or industry to many and even all. It can be 

planned (called for a specific day by a union or 

party, such as the British General Strike of 1926) or 

spontaneous (such as the Great Strike of 1877 in 

America) or a combination of both (such as the 

American Eight-Hour movement of 1886). It can 

be for reforms (for the Eight-Hour Day or universal 

suffrage), for solidarity (for releasing prisoners or 

supporting other workers), for defence against 

reaction (such as against the 

Kapp Putsh of 1920) or for 

social revolution.  

Likewise, if the general 

strike can take many forms, 

so can the theory associated 

with it: how it is envisioned 

can vary from advocate to 

advocate, from group to 

group. This means that 

some (like Industrial 

Unionists and some 

revolutionary syndicalists) 

can see it as simply a case 

of ñfolding armsò from an 

agreed day until the 

capitalist class agree to the 

demand to hand over its 

property. For others 

(revolutionary anarchists 

and most syndicalists) it is 

seen as growing out of 

partial strikes to become the 

starting point for a general expropriation and 

insurrection. Perspectives can also vary overtime, 

with certain groupings initially supporting one 

version of the general strike but overtime coming 

to advocate another (the French revolutionary 

syndicalist CGT being an example of this). This 

means that certain critiques of ñthe general strikeò 

we will discuss how 

the idea of the 

general strike arose 

within anarchism and 

how it changed over 

the years by drawing 

lessons from actual 

general strikes which 

did take place as well 

as from debates 

between anarchists 

an d within the wider 

labour movement  



4 

can simply be irrelevant (i.e., they are not 

addressing the perspective of its advocates) or, at 

best, out of date (i.e., they address a position 

formerly held but now rejected for a different one). 

As will become clear, anarchists have usually 

concentrated on discussing what is needed to turn a 

strike wave into a general strike and then into a 

social revolution (having quickly abandoned the 

notion of starting the social revolution by simply 

calling a general strike). Likewise, anarchists do 

not see the general strike as an act by which we 

demand the means of production but rather a 

process by which we take them. 

With that in mind, we will discuss how the idea of 

the general strike arose within anarchism and how 

it changed over the years by drawing lessons from 

actual general strikes which did take place as well 

as from debates between anarchists and within the 

wider labour movement. 

Precursors of Revolutionary Anarchism 

First, we must start before revolutionary anarchism 

developed within the International Workersô 

Association (subsequently referred to as the ñFirst 

Internationalò). 

The first anarchist ï or, more correctly, someone 

later considered an anarchist by others ï to raise 

the idea of a general strike ï a general ceasing of 

work ï as a tactic was, somewhat surprising, arch-

individualist Marx Stirner who noted its potential 

in 1844: 

The laborers have the most enormous 

power in their hands, and, if they once 

became thoroughly conscious of it and used 

it, nothing would withstand them; they 

would only have to stop labour, regard the 

product of labour as theirs, and enjoy it. 

This is the sense of the labour disturbances 

which show themselves here and there.1 

Of course, the means of production are also ñthe 

product of labourò and so his passing comments 

imply a vision of a general strike as also an act of 

expropriation by the workers, the seizing of the 

means of production as well as previously 

produced goods held in stores and shops. How the 

producers then managed the seized property was 

not discussed ï presumably Stirner thought that, as 

unique individuals, they would be the best judges 

of what they wanted although his comments on the 

 
1 Max Stirner, The Ego and Its Own (Rebel Press, London, 

1993), 116. 

negative impact of the division of labour suggests a 

wider perspective than that usually attributed to 

him. 

Yet it must be stressed Stirnerôs work did not have 

any impact on anarchism ï Proudhon never 

mentioned him while Bakunin mentioned him 

once, in passing ï before his discovery by 

individualist anarchists in the 1890s. His influence, 

such as it was, was limited to Marx and Engels. 

However, the embrace of Stirner by anarcho-

syndicalists in Glasgow in the 1940s and 1950s ï 

who took his notion of a ñUnion of Egoistsò 

literally as ñOne Big Unionò ï showed that his 

ideas were not appreciated by individualist 

anarchists alone. 

The first self-professed anarchist Pierre-Joseph 

Proudhon was opposed to strikes over economic 

issues (although the reasons for that opposition are 

often distorted by Marxists and usually used in an 

attempt to discredit anarchism as such, in spite of 

Proudhon alone holding that position). Yet during 

the 1848 Revolution he advocated what was 

effectively the general strike to secure political 

change: 

One only needs very little knowledge of the 

people and of governmental machinery to 

understand what an irresistible force such a 

system of opposition would have had, if 

solemnly announced and energetically 

maintainedé If the people, they said, 

refused to pay its taxes once, it would never 

pay them again and government would 

become impossible! If the citizens are 

taught to split themselves up, if the history 

of the Roman people on the Sacred Mount 

is repeated by way of a parliamentary 

conflict, very soon the departments and 

provinces will separate from one another: 

centralisation will be attacked on all sides, 

we will fall into federalism: there will be no 

more Authority!2 

The reference to Ancient Rome is significant as it 

was marked by increasing inequality and internal 

political struggle between the aristocratic patricians 

and the common people (ñplebsò). Many of the 

latter were imprisoned or enslaved when they could 

not repay their debts. In 494 B.C. the plebs simply 

walked out of the city to the Sacred Mount leaving 

the patricians rulers of an empty city. The 

2 ñConfessions of a Revolutionaryò, Property is Theft! 

(Edinburgh: AK Press, 2011) 469. 
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patricians had no choice but to negotiate and so the 

tribunes of the plebs were founded to protect the 

people against oppression.  

Proudhonôs argument was part of a wider 

discussion in his Confessions of a Revolutionary on 

civil resistance to the oppressive conservative 

Assembly and Government produced by the first 

elections of the Second Republic. Despite his 

opposition to strikes on the economic terrain, he 

rightly saw the power of a general strike to tame 

oppressive governments and impose popular 

reforms that would push society towards anarchy. 

The Federalist-wing of the First International  

It is within the International Workersô Association 

that the general strike truly becomes part of 

anarchism and it is interwoven with the 

development of revolutionary anarchism itself 

within that organisation.  

The General Strike was first 

raised in the International by 

Belgium delegates at its 1868 

Congress when they 

proposed a resolution which 

ñurge[d] the workers to cease 

work should war break out in 

their respective countriesò as 

part of ñtak[ing] the most 

vigorous action to prevent a 

war between the peoples, 

which today could not be 

considered anything else 

than a civil war, seeing that, 

since it would be waged 

between the producers, it would only be a struggle 

between brothers and citizensò.1 The following 

year saw its paper, Lôlnternationale, raise the 

general strike as a means of social transformation:  

When strikes spread, they gradually 

connect, they are very close to turning into 

a general strike; and with the ideas of 

emancipation that now prevail in the 

proletariat, a general strike can only lead to 

a great cataclysm which would renew 

society. We are not yet there, no doubt, but 

everything leads us thereé 

 
1 ñResolution on War,ò Black Flag Anarchist Review, vol. 2, 

no. 2 (Summer 2022), 20. 
2 ñNouvelles de lôext®rieurò, lôInternationale, 27 March 1869. 
3 ñOrganisation et gr¯ve G®n®raleò, Lô£galité, 2 April 1869 ï 

see Michael Bakunin, ñOrganisation and General Strikeò, 

Black Flag Anarchist Review Vol. 2 No. 2 (Summer 2022). 

But donôt the strikes follow each other so 

rapidly that the fear is that the cataclysm 

will arrive before the proletariat is 

sufficiently organised? We think not, first 

because strikes already indicate a certain 

collective strength, a certain agreement 

amongst the workers; next, each strike 

becomes the point of departure for new 

groups. The necessities of the struggle 

impel workers to support each other across 

borders and across trades; the more active 

the struggle becomes, therefore, the more 

this federation of proletarians has to expand 

and strengthen.2 

This was immediately republished by Bakunin in 

the Swiss Internationalist paper Lô£galit® a few 

days later, showing his support for its position on 

the general strike.3 The idea quickly spread and by 

June 1870 La Solidarité, a Swiss ñBakuninist paper 

edited by James 

Guillaume, support the 

general strike as a 

revolutionary tactic as a 

successful strike in 

Neuchatel: ñWe are not 

far perhaps from the 

moment when partial 

strikes will be 

transformed into a 

general strike which will 

put the workers in 

possession of the 

instruments of labour.ò4 

The article appears to 

envision the general strike starting on a specific 

day with a specific demand: 

Instead of ruining ourselves by partial 

strikes, let us organise a general strike.  

Let a single cry resound throughout Europe: 

cessation of work for social reorganisation! 

And that in factories, mines, factories, 

workshops, construction sites, quietly, 

without making much noise, we abandon 

work. Society, on pain of death, must then 

submit to the collective will of the 

workers.5 

4 Quoted by Caroline Cahm, Kropotkin and the Rise of 

Revolutionary Anarchism 1872-1886 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1989), 336. 
5 Quoted by Charles Thomann, Le mouvement anarchiste 

dans les montagnes neuchâteloises et le jura bernois (La 

Chaux-de-Fonds: Thesis, 1947), 183. 

òWe are not far perhaps 

from the moment when 

partial strikes will be 

transformed i nto a 

general strike which will 

put the workers in 

possession of the 

instruments of labour.ó 
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The Belgium federation held a regional Congress 

in April, 1873, which saw the delegates discuss 

ñthe question of the general strike, considered as 

the means of effecting the expropriation of the 

capitalist class.ò1 However, a tendency was 

expressed to contrast the general strike to the 

partial strike which was generally not shared 

elsewhere. In August, another congress of the 

Belgium Federation was held ñimmediately prior to 

the general Congress of the Anti-authoritarian 

Internationalò and it which ñpronounced in favour 

of the general strike.ò2 In terms of practice, the 

general strike was utilised, with various degrees of 

success, during the Cantonal Revolts which swept 

Spain from July 1873 onwards during the First 

(Federal) Republic. In some towns ï like Alcoy ï 

the general strike turned into a revolution while in 

others ï like Barcelona ï it remained a refusal to 

work.3  

As may be expected, the Belgians ñraised the 

question of the general strike at the Congress of the 

Anti-authoritarian International at Geneva in 

September 1873. They urged the importance of the 

general strike as a tactic which could mobilise the 

workers for revolution: óa means of bringing a 

movement onto the street and leading the workers 

to the barricadesôò.4 There was a wide range of 

perspectives raised at the debate. As noted, some 

Internationalists ï particularly in Belgium ï had 

argued for the general strike as an alternative to 

partial strikes rather than an extension of them, 

viewing it as starting on a specified day and time 

with an explicitly revolutionary aim. James 

Guillaume expressed a different perspective: 

Is it essential that every movement breaking 

out amongst the workers should be 

simultaneous? Should the ideal of the 

general strike, given the meaning which is 

attached to these words, be that it has to 

break out everywhere at an appointed day 

and hour? Can the day and hour of the 

revolution be fixed in this way? No! We do 

not even need to bring up this question and 

suppose things could be like this. Such a 
 

1 James Guillaume, LôInternationale, documents et souvenirs 

(Paris: Stock, 1909) III: 81. 
2 Cahm, 222-3 
3 There appears to be no comprehensive account in English of 

this movement and many accounts of it utilise Engelsô 

diatribe ñThe Bakuninists at workò as if it were an objective 

work of history rather than a polemic aiming to mock and 

discredit the opponents of Marxism within the International 

labour movement utilising articles written by Marxists in 

Spain who had the same goal in mind. Suffice to say, the 

supposition could lead to fatal mistakes. 

The revolution has to be contagious. It 

would be deplorable if one country did not 

start a revolution because it was waiting for 

help from others.5 

With some notable exceptions, the general strike 

was supported by most delegates. Paul Brousse 

(then an anarchist and leading advocate of 

ñpropaganda by the deedò6) and a Spanish delegate 

opposed the notion based on their experiences in 

Barcelona (although another Spanish delegate 

supported it due to the experience in Alcoy), as did 

the delegate of the British Federation, John Hales, 

who rejected the notion as he believed it required 

such a high level of pre-organisation that it was 

impractical. The Congress decided to issue a 

somewhat bland resolution after the discussion, 

which was held in private so as not to alert the 

powers-that-be of possible revolutionary strategies. 

Thus the idea of the general strike grew out of 

struggles waged by the International across Europe. 

Indeed, the move towards a general strike was a 

logical outcome of the necessity of workersô 

solidarity with, for example, the Jura Federation 

arguing in January 1874 during a protracted strike 

that a wider struggle against capital was needed: 

ñYes, it has to be recognised: the only method of 

ensuring the success of the workersô demands is to 

generalise the struggle, to oppose the world league 

of labour to the universal league of capital.ò7  

The general strike was again mentioned at the 

annual congress of the Jura Federation in 1874 in a 

report delivered by leading militant Adhémar 

Schwitzguébel: 

ñthe idea of a general strike by the workers, 

which would put an end to the miseries they 

suffer, is beginning to be seriously 

discussed by workersô associations better 

organised than ours. It would certainly be a 

revolutionary act capable of producing a 

liquidation of the present social order and a 

reorganisation conforming to the socialist 

aspirations of the workers. We think that 

ñBakuninistsò in Spain did not view the events of 1873 as 

Engels did and saw no need to reject their politics based on 

them. 
4 Cahm, 223 
5 Quoted by Cahm, 224. 
6 In the original sense of the term (i.e., trying to spark 

collective revolts by various means) rather than acts of 

individual terrorism, as it became synonymous with years 

later. 
7 Quoted by Cahm, 338.  
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this idea should not be brushed aside as 

utopian, but on the contrary seriously 

studied by us tooò1 

So by 1873, the general strike had been raised, 

discussed and applied within the Federalist-wing of 

the International across Europe. As would be 

expected, it reflected the experiences of those who 

discussed it, changed in the light of developments 

and debates but the idea of a general strike as a 

means of social revolution was now part of 

revolutionary anarchism. As 

Kropotkin later summarised: 

The working men at 

the Congresses of the 

International... 

discussed the 

fundamental question 

of a revolutionary 

reconstruction of 

society, and launched 

the idea which has 

since proved so fruitful 

ï the idea of a General 

Strike. As to the 

political form which a 

society reorganised by 

a social revolution 

might take, the Latin 

Federations of the 

International... 

pronounced 

themselves in favour 

of an organisation based on the federation 

of free Communes and agricultural 

territories... The two main principles of 

modern Syndicalism ï ñdirect action,ò as 

they say now, and the elaboration of new 

forms of social life based on the federation 

of the Labour Unions ï these two principles 

were at the outset the leading principles of 

the International Working Menôs 

Association.2 

It was with this perspective that anarchists worked 

within the labour movements of their respective 

countries as well as analysing and learning from 

struggles both near and far. 

 
1 quoted by Cahm, 225. 
2 ñSyndicalism and Anarchismò, Direct Struggle Against 

Capital: A Peter Kropotkin Anthology (Edinburgh: AK Press, 

2014), 405. 

From 1877 to 1886  

ï Developments on two Continents 

The spontaneous strike wave and popular revolt of 

July-September 1877 in America was recognised 

by anarchists in Europe as an example of the 

potential of the general strike. Starting in response 

to a wage-cut, the strike spread along the railway 

lines and in many places turned into a general 

insurrection, with pitched battles with the armed 

forces of the State.3 

Kropotkin penned two articles 

on the events, the first argued 

that the movement ñdid not 

proclaim any of those 

principles which have become 

so familiar in Europe through 

international propaganda: the 

abolition of wage labour, the 

establishment of collective 

property, the abolition of the 

State. The uprising had no 

flag, laid no principle, planted 

no marker.ò What was needed 

was ñto have anarchist 

sections of the Internationalé 

in the places which had seen 

the momentarily triumphant of 

the popular insurrectionò so 

that ñthe people master of 

capital, of factories, of 

workshops, would have 

organised work for their own benefit; as master of 

the palaces, of bourgeois houses, they would have 

installed the families of workers in them; they 

would have created, in a word, a óCommuneô as we 

understand itò.4 The second bemoaned that the 

socialists in America were focused on elections 

while the trade unions were limited to wage issues, 

arguing for a socialist labour movement which both 

organised in the workplace and raised socialist 

ideas and goals.5 

Elisée Reclus also commented upon this revolt and 

like Kropotkin argued for the need to turn a 

movement based on the refusal to work into one 

aiming for workersô control: 

Masters of the railroads as they were in 

some states for more than a week, the 

3 Jeremy Brecher, Strike! (Boston: South End Press, 1972), 1-

24. 
4 ñAffaires dôAm®riqueò, Bulletin de la Fédération 

Jurassienne, 5 August 1877. 
5 ñBulletin internationalò, LôAvant-garde, 11 August 1877. 

by 1873, the general 

strike had been 

raised, discussed and 

applied within the 

Federalist -wing of the 

International across 

Europe é it reflected 

the experiences of 

those who discussed 

it, changed in the 

light of developments 

and debates  
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strikersé would have had time to 

expropriate the companies by virtue of their 

collective authority and to manage, for the 

benefit of all, the lines of railways of which 

they had temporarily become owners. It 

was then that the real revolution would 

have startedé First of all, the sympathy of 

the people supported the strikersé but as 

soon as commodity 

prices increased, as 

soon as general 

circulation was 

partially 

interrupted to the 

detriment of the 

ordinary 

advantages of 

civilisation, they 

ceasedé The big 

question is still that 

of bread: the 

hunger of the 

producers caused the strike; that of 

consumers put an end to it.1 

As can be seen, the general strike was now 

intrinsically linked with expropriation. This was 

reflected in resolutions passed in August 1877 at a 

conference of delegates from the French sections in 

Chaux-de-Fonds: 

5th resolution ï The French Federation 

resolves that it will take advantage of all 

popular movements to develop as far as 

possible its collectivist and anarchist 

programme, but it calls upon the groups that 

make it up not to compromise their forces 

for the benefit of a victory for a bourgeois 

party. 

6th resolution ï In the event that strikes 

break out in places where the French 

sections have influence, the sections of the 

French Federation should take advantage of 

the circumstance to give the strike a 

revolutionary socialist character, by urging 

the strikers to end their position as wage-

workers by taking possession of the 

instruments of work by force.2 

It is easy to see how an assembly of striking 

workers and their strike committee can be turned 

 
1 Elis®e Reclus, ñLa Gr¯ve dôAm®riqueò, Le travailleur: 

revue socialiste révolutionnaire, September 1877, 13-14. 
2 James Guillaume, LôInternationale, documents et souvenirs 

(Paris: Stock, 1910) IV, 248-9. 

into a workplace assembly and committee for 

managing their labour without the need for bosses 

or owners. Likewise, how the federation of strikers 

assemblies into councils could be the means by 

which social decision-making can be taken away 

from the state and its bureaucracy and placed into 

the hands of those subjected to it, namely the 

working class. 

The final 

Congress of the 

International took 

place at Verviers 

(Belgium) in 

September 1877 

but the end of the 

International did 

not stop 

anarchists 

applying the 

ideas generated 

within it in their 

respective 

countries. In France, for example, the Lyons 

workersô Congress in early 1878 saw them raise a 

four-point programme: ñthe complete separation 

from all bourgeois politics; the organization of 

trades unions for revolutionary ends; the creation 

of propaganda and study groups; and the federation 

of these trades unions and study groups in order to 

exploit areas of popular agitation and direct them to 

revolutionary ends.ò3 While the resolutionsï 

Kropotkin, amongst others, helped to prepare them4 

ï were not passed (parliamentarianism held sway), 

the anarchist who raised them (Ballivet) ended his 

speech with a proto-syndicalist perspective which 

is worth quoting: 

I shall try to say, in a few words, what 

tactics we would like to see adopted by our 

fellow workers:  

Stay as far as possible outside any 

expression of bourgeois society; 

On the terrain of trade associations, 

definitively pursue the formation of unions; 

these unions, however, should not only 

propose the defence of wages, but the 

abolition of wage labour, by the collective 

appropriation of all means of production; 

3 David Stafford, From Anarchism to Reformism (London 

School of Economics: London, 1971), 112. 
4 Cahm, 245 
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Create everywhere mixed circles of social 

studies for the propaganda of our principles; 

To federate from the bottom up these 

unions and these circles to extend as far as 

possible their internal and external means of 

action to try to immerse us in what is the 

product of popular activity, attempting to 

give to its efforts a broad and human goal.  

In a word, to produce, in the very heart of 

todayôs society, the organisation of the free 

society of the future; so that on the day 

when social development brings about the 

death of bourgeois society, the new society 

will be ready to replace it.1 

The following year saw Kropotkin argue that 

anarchists sought ñto bring about on a vast scale 

the transformation of the property system by the 

expropriation pure and simple of the present 

holders of the large landed estates, of the 

instruments of labour, and of capital of every kind, 

and by the seizure of all such capital by the 

cultivators, the workersô organisations, and the 

agricultural and municipal communes. The task of 

expropriation must be carried out by the workers 

themselves in the towns and the countryside.ò2 He 

pointed to the Spanish Anarchists as an example to 

follow, ñto build this force that will crush capital 

on the day of revolution: the revolutionary trades 

union. Trades sections, federations of all the 

workers in the same trade, federations of all the 

trades of the locality, of the regionò would ñseize 

the soil, the instruments of labour, all social 

wealthò while ñoverthrow[ing] the State, 

proclaim[ing] the free Commune.ò3 He linked the 

need to build a fighting union movement with the 

social revolution: 

The goal of the revolution being the 

expropriation of the holders of societyôs 

wealth, it is against these holders that we 

must organise. We must make every effort 

to create a vast workersô organisation that 

pursues this goal. The organisation of 

resistance to and war on capital must be the 

principal objective of the workersô 

organisation... the strike being an excellent 

 
1 Ballivet, ñLa repr®sentation du Prol®tariat au Parlementò, La 

Vie Ouvrière, 5 May 1910, 533. James Guillaume later linked 

this speech to ñThe Ideas of the Internationalò in the article 

ñA propos du discours de Ballivetò published in the leading 

syndicalist journal La Vie ouvrière (5 July 1910). 

means of organisation and one of the most 

powerful weapons in this struggle.4 

This perspective was taken up, expanded upon and 

taken to its logical conclusion in December 1882 

when Kropotkin commented upon the Great Strike 

of 1877 in his discussion of Expropriation as a key 

feature of any successful social revolution. This 

article was included in his first anarchist book 

Words of a Rebel in 1885 and is worth quoting: 

Well, when these days come ï and it is for 

you to hasten their coming ï when a whole 

region, when great towns with their suburbs 

have got rid of their rulers, our work is 

marked out, it is necessary that all 

machinery be returned to the community, 

that social assets held by individuals be 

returned to its true master, everyone, so that 

each can have their full share of 

consumption, that production of all that is 

necessary and useful can continue, and that 

social life, far from being interrupted, can 

resume with the greatest energy. Without 

the gardens and fields that give us produce 

essential for life, without the granaries, the 

warehouses, the shops that contain the 

accumulated products of work, without the 

factories and workshops that supply the 

fabrics, the metalwork, the thousand objects 

of industry and craft, as well as the means 

of defence, without the railways and other 

means of communication that allow us to 

exchange our products with the free 

communes of the surrounding area and to 

combine our efforts for resistance and for 

attack, we are condemned in advance to 

perish, we will suffocate like a fish out of 

water which can no longer breathe although 

bathed entirely in the vast ocean of air.  

Let us recall the great strike of railway 

engineers that took place a few years ago in 

America. The great mass of public 

recognised that their cause was just; 

everyone was tired with the insolence of the 

companies, and they were glad to see them 

diminished at the mercy of their crews. But 

when they, masters of the tracks and 

locomotives, neglected to use them, when 

2 ñThe Anarchist Idea from the Point of View of Its Practical 

Realisationò, Direct Struggle Against Capital, 221. 
3 ñThe Workersô Movement in Spainò, Words of a Rebel 

(Oakland: PM Press, 2022), 239. 
4 ñWorkersô Organisationò, Words of a Rebel, 250. 
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all the flow of trade was interrupted, when 

food and goods of all kinds had doubled in 

price, public opinion changed sides. 

ñRather the companies that rob us and who 

break our arms and legs than those idiot 

strikers who leave us to starve to death!ò 

Do not forget it! All the interests of the 

crowd must be safeguarded and its needs, 

along with its instincts for justice, must be 

fully satisfied.1  

This showed both the power of a general strike and 

the need to turn it as soon as possible into a general 

expropriation in order to restart production and 

distribution under workersô control ï not to 

mention to allow the coordination for the defence 

of the revolution and other essential functions. 

The 1886 Eight Hour Day strikes in America also 

showed the power and potential of a general strike. 

Initially called 

by the 

Federation of 

Organized 

Trades and 

Labor Unions 

in 1884, the 

organisation 

proclaimed 

that on the 1st 

of May 1886 

the working 

day would be 

eight-hours, 

enforced not 

by feeble laws but by the workers themselves. By 

1886, the idea had caught on with, for example, the 

rank-and-file of the Knights of Labor joining the 

movement in opposition to its leadership.2 While 

initially dismissing the movement as doomed to 

failure (thanks, in part, to residual views from 

when they were followers of Marx and Lassalle), 

the anarchist International Working Peopleôs 

Association (IWPA) joined the agitation and the 

strikes which erupted on May 1st. On May 4th, the 

police attacked a peaceful rally near the 

Haymarket, a bomb exploded and the State had the 

perfect excuse to crush the anarchists: as Emma 

Goldman later put it, ñfive men had to pay with 

 
1 ñExpropriationò, Words of a Rebel, 199-200. 
2 Brecher, 37-9. 
3 ñSyndicalism: The Modern Menace to Capitalismò, Red 

Emma Speaks: An Emma Goldman Reader (New York: 

Humanity Books, 1998), 87. Initially published in 

ñSyndicalism: Its Theory and Practiceò in two parts in Mother 

their lives because they advocated Syndicalist 

methods as the most effective, in the struggle of 

labor against capital.ò3 

Interestingly, Kropotkinôs article on 

ñExpropriationò was translated for The Alarm (the 

English-language newspaper of the IWPA) and 

appeared in a few weeks before the strikes for the 

eight-hour day.4 Given that many members of the 

IWPA had either seen or participated in the 1877 

strike wave, its arguments clearly resonated with 

them. 

The London Dock Strike of 1889 and after 

By the early 1880s, leading anarchists had realised 

the potential of the general strike as a means of 

starting a revolution but also the dangers inherent 

in it if it did not become a general expropriation. 

Without this, the general strike would fail simply 

because the 

working class 

would suffer due 

to the lack of 

necessary 

supplies. 

However, the 

rest of the 1880s 

saw far too 

many anarchists 

become 

infatuated by 

dynamite bluster 

and abstract 

revolutionary 

rhetoric rather than the practical work within the 

labour movement which marked the late 1860s to 

the late 1870s. 

However, the period was not without progress for 

anarchists ñplayed an important part in the Tailors 

Union, securing a declaration in favour of the 

general strike at a meeting of members in 1885ò 

while a ñmore successful anarchist attempt to 

radicalise trade unions developed when a leading 

trade union militant, Joseph Tortelier, joined the 

anarchist movement in 1884 and eventually 

succeeded in persuading the Buildersô chambres 

Earth (January and February 1913), before being revised as a 

pamphlet the same year, 1913. It should also be noted that 

Goldman regularly lectured on syndicalism, direct action and 

the general strike. 
4 ñExpropriationò, The Alarm, 20 March 1886. 
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syndicales of Paris to declare for the general strike 

at a large meeting in November 1887.ò1 

These tendencies were reinforced by the practical 

example of the 1889 London Dock Strike which 

inspired the likes of Kropotkin and Malatesta to 

write more on the need for anarchist involvement 

in the labour movement.2 As the former 

summarised many years later: 

The strike was a wonderful lesson in many 

respects. It demonstrated to us the practical 

possibility of a General Strike. 

Once the life of the Port of London had 

been paralysed, the strike spread wider and 

wider, bringing all sorts of industries to a 

standstill, and threatening to paralyse the 

whole life of the five millions of 

Londoners. 

Another lesson of this strike was ï in 

showing the powers of the working men for 

organising the supply and distribution of 

food for a large population of strikers. The 

demonstration was quite conclusive.ò3  

Kropotkin wrote two articles for French anarchists 

on the strike.4 The first argued that the Great Dock 

Strike was ñthe picture of a people organising itself 

during the Revolutionò and had ñdemonstrated in a 

way that brought a shiver down the back of the 

bourgeois to what extent a great city is at the mercy 

of two or three hundred thousand workers.ò It was 

ñthe general strikeò which ñhas proven the strength 

of the workersò even if it did not need ñall workers 

[to] cease work on the same dayò and showed the 

necessity of anarchists to ñwork amongst the 

workersé to prepare for the social, economic, 

Revolution.ò5 The strike had shown millions of 

workers ñthe uselessness of the employers, whose 

harmfulness they have known about for a long 

timeò and had confirmed anarchist theory ï on the 

ability of workers to organise themselves, 

federalism and the possibility of agreeable work, 

ñthe work of the society that has achieved 

Expropriation, followed by Anarchist-

Communism.ò6 Similarly with Malatesta, who used 

 
1 Cahm, 259. 
2 For more details, see Iain McKay, ñThe London Dock Strike 

of 1889ò, Anarcho-Syndicalist Review No. 63 (Winter 2015). 
3 ñ1886ï1907: Glimpses into the Labour Movement in this 

Countryò, Direct Struggle Against Capital, 395. 
4 In 1897, these articles were included in a pamphlet with a 

four page preface and an article by John Burns, one of the 

strike leaders, entitled La Grande Gréve des Docks (The 

Great Dock Strike). 

the strike as evidence to support his labour-

orientated anarchist-communism.7 

The following year ï 1890 ï saw an anonymous 

article entitled ñGeneral Strikeò in Le Révolté end 

with the words: ñWe want free agreement of 

labour, without masters, without laws, but simply 

grouped by affinities. Since the general strike is the 

cornerstone of our liberation, cry out long live the 

general strike.ò8 Louise Michel was also regularly 

lecturing on the general strike and issued a 

pamphlet which proclaimed that ñPower is dead... 

capital is a fiction, since without work it cannot 

exist, and it is not suffering for the Republic that is 

necessary; but creating the Social Republic... for 

all, a free humanity upon a free world.ò9 This 

would be achieved by an expropritory general 

strike: 

Taking possession is more accurate than 

expropriation, since expropriation implies 

an exclusion of one or the other, which 

cannot exist, the whole world belongs to 

everyone, each will then take what he 

needs... Individual property persists in 

living despite its anti-social results, the 

crimes it causes on every side... A single 

general strike could finish it off, it is 

coming with no other leaders than the 

instinct of life -- revolt or die [there is] no 

other alternative... No one can believe that 

the transformations of societies stops with 

us and that this most illusory of republics is 

the end of progress. It is communist 

anarchy which is on the horizon on every 

side10 

The stirrings of the general strike were being felt 

across the globe, in Germany, Brazil, the United 

States in Britain and Belgium (in the latter two 

countries, ñit is by a hundred thousand that the 

strikers are rising up, soon it will be moreò11). 

Anarchists took a keen interest in the 1st of May 

movement which arose after the Second 

International passed a resolution making it 

International Workersô Day. Like other anarchists, 

5 ñCe que côest quôune gr®veò, La Révolte, 7 September 1889. 
6 ñLa gr¯ve de Londresò, La Révolte, 27 September 1889. 
7 ñA proposito di uno sciopero,ò, LôAssociazione, 6 October 

1889. 
8 ñGr®ve Gen®ral®,ò Le Révolté, 8 March 1890. 
9 Louise Michel, Prise de possession (Paris: Saint-Denis, 

1890), 5. 
10 Michel, 12-14. 
11 Michel, 14. 
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Kropotkin rejected the idea of the day being a 

simply one for marches and urged that it be marked 

as a general strike ï for winning the 8 Hour Day 

and, potentially, as a means of creating a 

revolutionary situation.1 So while anarchists in 

1890 and 1891 saw as an opportunity for the 

workers to show their strength across the world on 

the same day, German 

Social Democracy like 

the trade union 

bureaucrats in Britain 

pushed celebrating 

International 

Workersô Day to the 

first Sunday after May 

1st.2 The prestige of 

the German Marxists 

within the Second 

International proved 

decisive in which 

vision dominated how 

the 1st of May was 

marked, as Kropotkin 

lamented: 

As in the 

International, 

the idea of the 

general strike 

emerged and 

its 

implementation seemed imminent, as the 

various trades banded together, federated 

and took to the streets on May 1st. These 

were stirrings that had to be halted at all 

costs. 

The Marxists took charge of that.3 

ñWhat should have been the tangible sign of the 

solidarity pact between the oppressed of every 

country,ò Malatesta bemoaned a few years later, 

ñwhat should have been a review of the proletarian 

forces, what should have helped prepare the people 

for todayôs great revolutionary means ï the general 

strike ï has turned into the feast of labour ï and a 

feast day little observed!ò4 

 
1 ñAllez-Vous En !ò, La Révolte, 4 October 1890. 
2 See, for example, Peter Kropotkin, ñ1st May 1891ò in Direct 

Struggle Against Capital (this three-part article originally 

appeared in La Révolte on 18 and 25 October and 1 

November 1890). 
3 ñThe Death of the New Internationalò, Direct Struggle 

Against Capital, 338. 

This disappointment did not stop anarchists 

working within the unions. With the movement 

towards renewed and strengthened anarchist 

participation in the labour movement underway, 

Malatesta raised some concerns: 

The general strike is preached and this is all 

to the good; but, as I see it, imagining or 

announcing that the general strike 

is the revolution is plain wrong. It 

would only be a splendid 

opportunity for making the 

Revolution, but nothing more. It 

might be transformed into 

revolution, but only if the 

revolutionaries wielded enough 

influence, enough strength and 

enough enterprise to drag the 

workers down the road to 

expropriation and armed attack, 

before the effects of hunger, the 

impact of massacre or concessions 

from the bosses come along to 

erode the strikersô moraleé No 

longer should the strike be the 

warfare of folded arms.5 

The Belgium General Strike of 

1893 saw Malatesta in the 

country.6 He shared his views of 

the events with Kropotkin who 

penned an article for La Révolte noting its 

importance in terms of how it presaged the early 

days of what could become a social revolution and 

the inability of Belgium anarchists to push it 

further than its limited initial goal to secure 

universal suffrage. This article was considered 

important enough for its arguments on anarchist 

activity to be summarised in Freedom which 

concluded: 

The lost opportunity in Belgium last April 

should be a useful lesson to all Anarchists. 

There is little doubt that if our comrades 

had devoted as much energy to an active 

propaganda in the labour movement as to 

talking bombs and dynamite, the result, 

when the opportunity for action came, 

4 ñThe 1st of Mayò, Complete Works of Malatesta (Edinburgh: 

AK Press, 2016) III: 63.  
5 ñMatters Revolutionaryò, The Method of Freedom: An 

Errico Malatesta Reader (Edinburgh: AK Press, 2014), 106-

7. 
6 Davide Turcato, Making Sense of Anarchism: Errico 

Malatestaôs Experiments with Revolution, 1889ï1900 

(Edinburgh: AK Press, 2015), 104-8. 

 

Troops of the paramilitary Garde Civique fire 
on strikers near Mons on 17 April 1893 
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would have been very different. What 

might have been the beginning of a social 

revolution in Belgium has ended in a 

miserable fiascoé. When every trade 

union, every co-operative society, every 

club, every voluntary association of 

workers has amongst its members several 

convinced Anarchistsé then a true Social 

Revolution will be an immediate practical 

possibility. Then there will be men in every 

district ready to seize the opportunity 

offered by a great strikeé But let us take 

warning by Belgium and avoid the fatal 

mistake of standing aloof from the daily 

practical interests of the mass of our fellow 

workmen. A true Social Revolution can 

never be brought about by a few 

enthusiasts. It is a change wrought 

throughout the inmost depths of the people; 

a change of heart and mind and spirit in 

enormous masses of men.1 

Again, the importance of organised anarchists 

within popular movements ï like a general strike ï 

is seen as key, the means of transforming a protest 

or revolt into a social revolution. A strike, no 

matter how large, in-and-of-itself would not 

become a revolution automatically. The role of 

anarchists ï the militant minority ï was crucial. 

Malatesta, likewise, explained other lessons to be 

learned from these events and their aftermath: 

Let us now ask the parliamentary socialists: 

if the people, denied so-called political 

rights, were able, by virtue of the strength 

of their organisation, to impose their wishes 

upon the government, why do you say that 

nothing can be achieved unless deputies are 

appointed? And why, having managed to 

win universal suffrage with admirable 

vigour, have they not managed to win 

anything worthwhile since then? Might it be 

because, whenever the people vote, they 

grow accustomed to looking to Parliament 

for everything and cease doing things for 

themselves? 

Then again, all the effort put into securing 

the vote ï for the right to appoint the people 

 
1 ñA Word in Seasonò, Freedom, June 1893. 
2 ñHow to Geté What You Wantò, Complete Works of 

Malatesta III:71. 
3 For more details, see Davide Turcatoôs ñSocialists and 

Workers: The 1896 London Congressò, Black Flag Anarchist 

Review Volume 1 Number 3 (Autumn 2021) and Making 

Sense of Anarchism, 136-141. 

to whom they look for certain reforms ï 

might that not have been effort better 

invested in going after the desired reforms 

directly?2 

Unsurprisingly, when Anarchists sought to secure 

their right as socialists to participate in the Second 

International at the London Congress of 1896,3 

Kropotkin also urged that they ñmust also show 

solidarity with the idea of the general strike, in 

contrast to the politicians who are using every 

means at their disposal to suppress it until the next 

Congress.ò4 After the anarchists were expelled 

from the Congress, they held a counter-meeting at 

which ñLouise Michel advocated the general strike. 

Partial strikes fail and partial revolts fail and lead 

to hecatombs of victims of the best of the workers. 

A general strike would mean a general revolt which 

could not be put down by massacres. Their duty 

was to organise the miserable and down-trodden 

for this last great effort for freedom.ò5 A resolution 

saw the definition of ñpolitical actionò widen 

beyond the electioneering insisted upon by the 

Marxists: 

all Anarchist-Socialists agree that the 

emancipation of the labouring masses by 

organised struggle against Capital by means 

of a general strike is absolutely impossible 

without systematic struggle against the 

monopolised State... organise all who are 

already fighting against Capital for a 

general Political Strike against the State, 

monopolised by the capitalist class6 

Anarchists helped ensure the general strike made 

its way into the French trade union movement, 

becoming part of revolutionary syndicalism and 

from there spread internationally ï helped by 

anarchists across the globe who had been raising it 

since the late 1860s. It even started to permeate 

into the Marxist movement, with Social 

Democratic parties developing within them 

advocates of the idea who would not be put off by 

appeals to the authority of Marx and Engels.  

1905 and after  

By the dawn of the new century, the general strike 

was international and spreading ï both in terms of 

4 ñThe Workersô Congress of 1896ò, Direct Struggle Against 

Capital, 348. 
5 Proceedings of the International Workerôs Congress, 

London, July-August, 1896 (Glasgow: The Labour Leader, 

1896), 65. 
6 Proceedings, 65-6. 
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advocates and practice. In 1902, the German 

anarchist-syndicalist Arnold Roller published his 

pamphlet Der Generalstreik und die Soziale 

Revolution (The General Strike and the Social 

Revolution) in London which summarised its 

nature and history. This was translated in 1905 as 

The Social General Strike and Max Baginski and 

others circulated it at the founding conference of 

the Industrial Workers of the World in June of that 

year, where the veteran anarchist Lucy Parsons 

spoke about it to the assembled delegates: 

I wish to say that my conception of the 

future method of taking possession of this 

Earth is that of the general strike; that is my 

conception of it. The trouble with all the 

strikes in the past has 

been this: the 

workingmené strike 

and go out and starve. 

Their children starve. 

Their wives get 

discouragedé My 

conception of the 

strike of the future is 

not to strike and go 

out and starve, but to 

strike and remain in 

and take possession of 

the necessary property 

of production. If 

anyone is to starve ï I 

do not say it is 

necessary ï let it be 

the capitalist class.1 

With the Russian Revolution of 1905, its power 

and potential became obvious. Kropotkin rightly 

noted the emergence of both the soviets and the use 

of the general strike: 

Another prominent feature of the Russian 

revolution is the ascendency which labour 

has taken in it. It is not social democrats, or 

revolutionary socialists, or anarchists, who 

take the lead in the present revolution. It is 

labour ï the workingmen. Already during 

the first general strike, the St. Petersburg 

workingmen had nominated 132 delegates, 

who constituted a ñCouncil [Soviet] of the 

Union of Workingmen,ò and these 

 
1 ñSpeeches at the I.W.W.ôs founding Conventionò, Black 

Flag Anarchist Review vol. 2 no. 1 (Spring 2022), 126. 
2 Peter Kropotkin, ñThe Revolution in Russiaò, The 

Nineteenth Century and After (December 1905), 880-1. 

delegates had nominated an executive of 

eight membersé Similar organizations 

most probably have sprung up at Moscow 

and elsewhere, and at this moment the 

workingmen of St. Petersburg are 

systematically arming themselves in order 

to resist the absolutist ñblack gangsòé 

Many years ago the general strike was 

advocated by the Latin workingmen as a 

weapon which would be irresistible in the 

hands of labour for imposing its will. The 

Russian revolution has demonstrated that 

they were right. Moreover, there is not the 

slightest doubt that if the general strike has 

been capable of forcing the centuries-old 

institution of autocracy to 

capitulate, it will be capable 

also of imposing the will of 

the labourers upon capital, 

and that the workingmen, 

with the common sense of 

which they have given such 

striking proof, will find also 

the means of solving the 

labour problem, so as to 

make industry the means not 

of personal enrichment but 

of satisfying the needs of the 

community.2 

In the anarchist press, he 

noted that the Soviet ñvery 

much reminds us of the 

Central Committee which 

preceded the Paris 

Commune of 1871, and it is certain that workers 

across the country should organise on this model. 

In any case, these councils represent the 

revolutionary strength of the working class.ò When 

the workers and peasants ñunderstand the strength 

conferred by direct action added to the general 

strikeò and get ñtheir hands on all that is necessary 

to live and produceò, then they can lay ñthe initial 

foundations of the communist commune.ò3 

Kropotkin stressed how it validated anarchist 

advocacy of the general strike: 

A general strike was declared. ñNonsense! 

A general strike is impossible!ò the fools 

said, even then. But the workingmen set 

3 ñLôAction directe et la Gr¯ve g®n®rale en Russieò, Les 

Temps Nouveaux, 2 December 1905. 

òA general strike was 

declared. ôNonsense! A 

general strike is 

impossible! õ the fools 

said, even then. But 

the workingmen set 

earnestly to stop all 

work in the great city, 

and fully succeeded. In 

a few days the strike 

became general. ó 
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earnestly to stop all work in the great city, 

and fully succeeded. In a few days the 

strike became general. What the 

workingmen must have suffered during 

these two or three weeks, when all work 

was suspended and provisions became 

extremely scarce, one can easily imagine; 

but they held outé Once the heart of 

Russia, Moscow, had struck, all the other 

towns followed. St. Petersburg soon joined 

the strike, and the workingmen displayed 

the most admirable organizing capacitiesé 

A whole country had struck against its 

government, all but the troopsé In a few 

days the strike had spread over all the main 

cities of the empire, including Poland and 

Finlandé All life in the towns had come to 

a standstill. And what exasperated the rulers 

most was that the workers offered no 

opportunity for shooting at them and re-

establishing ñorderò by massacres. A new 

weapon, more terrible than street warfare, 

had thus been tested and proved to work 

admirably.1 

This was reflected in the conclusions of a Russian 

Anarchist congress held in 1906: 

The social-democrats consider the workersô 

unions as an aid in their political fight; the 

anarchists, on the other hand, consider them 

as natural organs for the direct struggle 

with capital and for the organisation of the 

future order ˈ organs that are inherently 

necessary to achieve the workersô own 

goalsé 

We could all appreciate the importance of 

the general strike for Russia last October, 

when even the unbelievers had to admit its 

revolutionary potentialé we can boldly 

declare that the general strike, proclaimed 

by our Western European comrades as a 

means of producing a revolution, has 

proved to be a powerful weapon in the 

struggleé however, we have to remember 

that the general strike is not an instrument 

that can be used by the will of central 

committees and that can simply be decreed 

 
1 ñThe Revolution in Russiaò, 874-5. 
2 ñThe Russian Revolution and Anarchismò, Direct Struggle 

Against Capital, 476-7. 
3 The International Anarchist Congress: Held at the Plancius 

Hall, Amsterdam, on August 26th-31st, 1907 (London: 

Freedom Press, 1907), 21-2 

by an order of the majority of workersô 

delegatesé a strike can only be successful 

when it is willed by a large majority of the 

workersé 

We want to add that although a general 

strike is a good method of struggle, it does 

not free the people that use it from the 

necessity of an armed struggle against the 

dominating orderé we also want to point 

to the necessity of not losing sight of the 

necessary preparatory work amongst the 

peasants and the workers to the end of using 

immediately the first fruits of the victories 

that were gained through the general strike, 

andé starting the expropriation of lands 

and means of production and consumption 

immediatelyé wherever this seems 

possible.2  

This resolution summarised the lessons gained 

from the International onwards ï unions as means 

of combating and replacing capitalism, the key role 

of the general strike as starting a social revolution 

and the recognition that it needed to be extended to 

both expropriation and insurrection. Similar 

viewpoints were expressed in the resolutions 

passed on syndicalism and the general strike at the 

International Anarchist Congress held the 

following year.3 Malatesta made the point 

explicitly in his speech at it: 

As far as I am concerned, I accept the 

principle [of the general strike] and promote 

it as much as I can, and have done so for 

several years. The general strike has always 

struck me as an excellent means to set off 

the social revolution. However, let us take 

care to avoid falling under the dangerous 

illusion that the general strike can make the 

revolution superfluous. 

We are expected to believe that by suddenly 

halting production the workers will starve 

the bourgeoisie into submission within a 

few days.4 Personally speaking, I can think 

of nothing more absurd. The first to starve 

to death during a general strike will not be 

the bourgeoisie who have all the 

accumulated produce at their disposal, but 

4 Malatesta had in mind statements like the general strike 

ñprobably be[ing] the first time that the ruling classes will 

understand and feel what it means to be hungryò and ñ[l]et us 

stop working for them and they will starve in spite of their 

money.ò (Arnold Roller, The Social General Strike [Chicago: 

Debating Club No. 1, 1905], 8, 17). 
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the workers, who only have their labour to 

live on. 

The general strike as it is described to us is 

a pure utopia. Either the workers, starving 

after three days of striking, will go back to 

work with his tail between his legsé or he 

will decide to take the products into his own 

hands by forceé. let us prepare for this 

inevitable insurrection instead of limiting 

ourselves to exalting the general strike as if 

it were a panacea for all evilsé  

Rather than inviting the workers to stop 

working, what we 

should be doing is 

asking them to go on 

working, but for their 

own benefit. Unless 

that happens, the 

general strike will 

soon become a 

general famine, even 

if we were strong 

enough to 

commandeer all the 

produce in the 

warehouses straight 

away.1 

The importance of the 

general strike as a means of 

creating a revolutionary 

situation was shared by the 

likes of Emma Goldman, so 

often slandered by Marxists 

and others as some kind of 

ñlifestyleò anarchist. Thus, 

we see her and her comrades 

urge the creation of a 

revolutionary weekly paper 

to supplement Mother Earth 

ñto deal entirely with labor, 

its battles, hopes and 

aspirationsò as the monthly 

ñcannot devote itself 

exclusively to one particular phaseò. The proposed 

paper would expand upon the articles on the class 

war in Mother Earth and would be ña fighting 

champion of revolutionary labor. We must carry 

our ideas to the men that toilò particularly given 

ñhow all important is the propaganda of direct 

 
1 The International Anarchist Congress of Amsterdam (1907) 

(Edmonton: Black Cat Press, 2008), 124-5. 

action and the general strikeò and called on 

anarchists to work with them: 

It is for us, as Anarchists, to point out to the 

workingman the real cause of his 

dissatisfaction, misery and oppression; to 

impress upon him the inefficiency of trades 

unionism, pure and simple; to convince him 

of the dangerous uselessness of 

parliamentary methods. We must discover 

to him his natural weapons and the 

powerful means at hand to make himself 

free; we must point out to him the methods 

so successfully being used by 

his European brothers: the 

revolutionary tactics whose 

final destiny it is to free labor 

from all exploitation and 

oppression, and usher in a free 

society; the modern, efficient 

weapons of direct action and 

general strike..2 

The journal hoped that ñthe 

terrible fear with which the 

solidarity of labor and the 

General Strike movement 

inspire the masters will teach 

the disinherited the world over 

to make common cause and to 

appreciate to the fullest extent 

the powerful weapon in their 

handsò and stressed that ñthe 

solidaric General Strike [is] 

laborôs great emancipator.ò3 An 

example of Mother Earthôs 

engagement with the class 

struggle can be seen in relation 

to the general strike in 

Philadelphia, which saw 

Voltairine de Cleyre raising the 

need to turn a general strike 

into a general expropriation in 

its April 1910 issue: 

there is no doubt that the 

enemy recognises that the weapon of 

industrial warfare in the future will be the 

general strike, ï and dreads ité do the 

workers perceive, that it must be the strike 

which will stay in the factory, not go out? 

which will guard the machines, and allow 

no scab to touch them? which will organise, 

2 ñTo Our Comradesò, Mother Earth, September 1907. 
3 ñObservations and Commentsò, Mother Earth, August 1908. 

òLet us act for 

ourselves, on the 

spot: the control of 

the factories should 

be in the hands of 

those who work in 

them; the means: 

direct action and the 

general strike é All 

too long the toilers 

have felt themselves 

mere ôhandsõ and 

subjects. It is time to 

remember their rights 

as human beings and 

to realize their 

strength to assert 

these.ó 
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not to inflict deprivation on itself, but on 

the enemy? which will take over industry 

and operate it for the workers, not for 

franchise holders, stockholders, and office-

holders? Do they? Or will it take a few 

thousand more clubbings to knock it into 

their heads?1 

Another article insisted that ñlabor possesses the 

power, by means of united and direct action, 

forever to put a stop to the wholesale slaughter of 

capitalist greedé Let us act for ourselves, on the 

spot: the control of the factories should be in the 

hands of those who work in them; the means: direct 

action and the general strike, and sabotage which 

has accomplished such splendid results in the 

syndicalist movement of France and Italyé All too 

long the toilers have felt themselves mere óhandsô 

and subjects. It is time to remember their rights as 

human beings and to realize their strength to assert 

these.ò2 Goldman summarised the paperôs 

perspective on the general strike: 

By the General Strike, Syndicalism means a 

stoppage of work, the cessation of labor. 

Nor need such a strike be postponed until 

all the workers of a particular place or 

country are ready for it... the General Strike 

may be started by one industry and exert a 

tremendous force... The General Strike, 

initiated by one determined organization, by 

one industry or by a small, conscious 

minority among the workers, isé soon 

taken up by many other industries, 

spreading like wildfire... Syndicalism 

recognizes the right of the producers to the 

things which they have created; namely, the 

right of the workers to help themselves if 

the strike does not meet with speedy 

settlement... the General Strike will become 

a fact the moment labor understands its full 

value ð its destructive as well as 

constructive value, as indeed many workers 

all over the world are beginning to realize.3 

The seeds planted in the International in the late 

1860s had blossomed by the 1910s, as the anarchist 

perspective on the general strike had become well-

defined ï primarily spontaneous, spreading, 

 
1 ñA Study of the General Strike in Philadelphiaò, Black Flag 

Anarchist Review vol. 2 no. 1 (Spring 2022), 60. 
2 M.B., ñEverlasting Murderò, Mother Earth, April 1911. 
3 Emma Goldman, ñSyndicalismò, 95-6. 
4 Space precludes discussing the differences between 

revolutionary anarchism and syndicalism but this is addressed 

here: Iain McKay, ñPrecursors of Syndicalism IV: The 

expropriatory and a means to create a social 

revolution rather than the revolution itself. It was 

recognised that the general strike could take many 

forms and anarchists sought the tactics needed to 

both promote general strikes and to push the ones 

which occurred towards revolutionary ends, based 

on an analysis of strike waves which had happened 

and the implications of previous conceptions. 

Developments within  

Revolutionary Syndicalism 

Anarchist involvement in the French labour 

movement was one of the key factors in the rise of 

revolutionary syndicalism in that country. The 

anarchists raised many of their ideas within the 

movement ï rejection of electioneering, direct 

struggle against capital, workersô combat 

organisations taking over workplaces, and the 

general strike. It is fair to say, given the ignorance 

and distortion about anarchism, many consider 

these notions as syndicalist rather than anarchist ï 

including the general strike.4 Indeed, it is often 

proclaimed as the syndicalist strategy. 

With these ideas now associated with the main 

French union federation, the CGT, they became 

more respectable and were discussed within 

Marxist parties, particularly by those on their left 

who could see the limitations of 

parliamentarianism. In 1904, leading French 

syndicalist Émile Pouget contributed a history of 

the general strike to a special issue of a leading 

French Marxist journal which discussed its various 

aspects and its evolution in syndicalist ranks.5 He 

noted how many assertions by the enemies of the 

general strike failed to take into account how the 

idea had changed within syndicalist ranks, from a 

ñfolded armsò strike called on a specific day in the 

1890s to a spontaneous, spreading strike which 

moved quickly to expropriation and workersô 

control (as regards the latter, similar perspectives 

were expressed by British syndicalists in the 

1910s6).  

This is reflected in the syndicalist novel How We 

Shall Bring About the Revolution (1909) which 

Pouget wrote with Émile Pataud. In it the 

revolution was not a passive folding of arms but 

Anarchist-Communist Critiqueò, Anarcho-Syndicalist Review 

78 (Winter 2020).  
5 ñLa Gr¯ve G®n®rale et Le Socialismeò, Le Mouvement 

socialiste : revue bi-mensuelle internationale, June and July 

1904. 
6 Iain McKay, ñTom Mann and British Syndicalismò, Black 

Flag Anarchist Review vol. 1 no. 3 (Autumn 2021). 
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rather an active, insurrectionary and expropriatory 

movement which spread from a union dispute 

rather than being called for a specific day. The 

general strike ñvery soon changed into an 

insurrectional strikeò and ñthe General Strikers 

occupied the centres of 

Government action, and 

expelled the representative 

of the State.ò The unions ñin 

the provision trade 

constituted themselves into 

commissions for 

provisioningò communities 

while others, ñwhich, under 

Capitalism, had been 

societies for combat, 

changed into societies for 

production; and each in its 

sphere set itself to the 

reorganisation of its workò. 

They also saw the necessity 

for the ñorganisation of 

defence, with a Trade Union 

and Federal basis.ò These 

ñSyndicalist battalions were 

not a force external to the 

people. They were the 

people themselvesò who 

ñhad the common-sense to 

arm themselves in order to protect their conquered 

liberty.ò1 

This vision of the genera l strike was repeated in 

1930 by Pierre Besnard. The general strike, he 

explained, was ña specifically syndicalist weaponò 

which can deal ñin a decisive manner with all 

revolutionary situations whatever the initial factors 

of the movements set in motionò2 and contrasted it 

with action by political parties: 

It is directly opposed to insurrection, the 

only weapon of the political parties.  

It is, by far, more complete than that. In 

fact, whereas the latter only makes it 

possible to take power, the general strike 

not only provides the possibility of 

destroying that power, of getting rid of 

those who enjoy it, of preventing any party 

 
1 Émile Pataud and Émile Pouget, How we shall bring about 

the Revolution: Syndicalism and the Co-operative 

Commonwealth (London: Pluto Press, 1990), 94, 63, 121-2, 

158. Kropotkin, it should be noted, suggested in his preface 

that the authors ñhave considerably attenuated the resistance 

from capturing it, it deprives capitalism and 

the State of all means of defence, while at 

the same time abolishing individual 

property, replacing it by collective property.  

In a word, the general strike 

has a power of immediate 

transformation, and this 

power is exercised for the 

sole benefit of the 

proletariat, to whom the 

possession of the apparatus 

of production and exchange 

offers the means of radically 

transforming the social 

order.  

The expropriatory general 

strike, with violence which 

the proletariat will 

invariably be obliged to use, 

will be, moreover, clearly 

insurrectional.  

Its effect will be felt at the 

same time politically and 

economically, whereas 

insurrection permits a party 

to act only in the political 

field.3  

This was the ñinsurrectionary and expropriatory 

general strikeò and ñ[o]n the duration of this 

[work] stoppage will depend the future of the 

revolutionary movement,ò Besnard stressed.4 The 

need was to restart production under workersô 

management: 

Let us, now, examine what are the 

characteristics of the general strike. I have 

said that it signified in the first place and 

above all, the cessation of production, and 

work, under capitalism.  

This means that workers, then the peasants, 

must simultaneously stop work. Does this 

mean they must quit their place of work and 

abandon the means of production to the 

bosses? No. Unlike what happens during a 

strike, workers will have to at the same time 

stop work, occupy the place of production, 

that the Social Revolution will probably meet with on its 

way.ò (xxxvi) 
2 Pierre Besnard, Les Syndicats Ouvriers et la Revolution 

Sociale (Paris: CGT-SR, 1930), 249. 
3 Besnard, 249. 
4 Besnard, 252. 
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get rid of the boss, expropriate him, and get 

ready to get production moving again, but 

in the interests of the revolution.  

The cessation of work and production will 

mark the end of a regime, the expropriation 

of the possessors of the means of 

production and exchange and at the same 

time the overthrow of State power.1  

The similarities to the ideas expounded by the likes 

of Kropotkin and Malatesta are clear. 

Just as the anarchists had refined their position over 

the years, so had syndicalists. This means that 

certain critiques raised by, say, the Bolsheviks 

were addressing a position which had long been 

discarded by leading syndicalists, reflecting the 

early years of the movement or held by similar, but 

by no means identical, movements such as 

Industrial Unionism (the IWW). This is to be 

expected ï syndicalists, 

like anarchists, sought 

to learn the lessons of 

the strikes they were 

involved in as well as 

address the critiques 

raised against them by 

others in the wider 

socialist and labour 

movements. 

Conclusions 

More, much more, 

could be written. The 

activities of anarchists 

and syndicalists during 

the 1917 Russian 

Revolution (which saw 

workers start to apply 

the ideas raised by 

libertarians twelve 

years before), in the 

near-revolutions which erupted across the world 

towards the end of the First World War and 

immediately after, the occupation of the factories in 

Italy in 1920, France 1936 and 1968 ï the list is 

long.  

However, the role of the general strike in anarchist 

theory, its birth and development, have been 

indicated from the First International to 1914 as 

well as changes sketched within syndicalism. As 

can be seen, many of the characteristics of what 

 
1 Besnard, 251. 

was latter associated with revolutionary 

syndicalism had been developed within the 

Federalist-wing of the International and the 

anarchist movement which emerged from it. The 

anarchists in the 1870s saw the need to organise 

unions which would both fight for gains within 

capitalism and be the means of replacing it, using 

strikes and other forms of direct struggle against 

capital with the aim of turning these into a general 

strike and the seizing of the means of life by the 

workers themselves. 

Anarchist support for a general strike is long-

standing and is intimately linked to the rise of 

revolutionary anarchism within First International. 

However, this advocacy was not uncritical and it 

quickly recognised ï driven by analysing actual 

mass strikes ï the limitations of a simple ñfolded 

armsò general strike. Rather, the need to turn the 

strike into a revolution, to move beyond the 

ceasing of work to 

the seizing of 

workplaces was 

stressed. In short, 

the general strike 

was seen as a 

possible start of a 

social revolution but 

it had to go beyond 

this into 

expropriation and 

insurrection for it to 

achieve its potential. 

As Kropotkin 

summarised in 1904: 

ñExpropriation as an 

end, and the general 

strike as a means of 

paralysing the 

bourgeois world in 

all countries at 

once.ò2  

Likewise within revolutionary syndicalism itself, 

with initial hopes of the general strike being a case 

of ceasing work with the demand for the capitalists 

to handover their property replaced with a 

recognition that such a vision was utopian and that 

the general strike, as anarchists had argued, had to 

swiftly move towards expropriation and 

insurrection. 

2 ñPreface to the 1904 Italian Editionò, Words of a Rebel, lii. 

 

Paris, 28 May 1936 : 32,000 workers occupied 

the Renault plant. 100,000 more soon 

occupied every major engineering factory 

across  the city. A strike wave then swept 

France , involving 2 million workers in 12,000 

strikes and occupations  
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Unsurprisingly, then, Alexander Berkman 

summarised this position in his classic 1929 

introduction to revolutionary anarchism: 

the social revolution can take place only by 

means of the General Strike. The General 

Strike, rightly understood and thoroughly 

carried out, is the social revolution.... its 

real meaning is revolution, that it is the only 

practical way to it. It is time for us to learn 

this, and when we do so the social 

revolution will cease to be a vague, 

unknown quantity. It 

will become an 

actuality, a definite 

method and aim, a 

program whose first 

step is the taking over 

of the industries by 

organized labor.... 

There is no man nor 

any body of men that 

can manage it except 

the workers 

themselves, for it takes 

the workers to operate 

the industriesé the 

taking over of the 

industries... means... 

the running of them by 

labor. As concerns the 

taking over, you must 

consider that the workers are actually now 

in the industries. The taking over consists in 

the workers remaining where they are, yet 

remaining not as employees but as the 

rightful collective possessions.... The 

expropriation of the capitalist class during 

the social revolution-the taking over of the 

industries-requires tactics directly the 

reverse of those you now use in a strike. In 

the latter you quit work and leave the boss 

in full possession of the mill, factory, or 

mine. It is an idiotic proceeding, of course, 

for you give the master the entire 

advantage: he can put scabs in your place, 

and you remain out in the cold. 

In expropriating, on the contrary, you stay 

on the job and you put the boss out.... [the 

workers] take possession (by means of their 

revolutionary shop committees) of the 

workshop, factory, or other establishment... 

the factory becomes public property in 

charge of the union of workers engaged in 

the industry, all equal partners in the 

general undertaking.1 

Whether it should be existing unions or some new 

body created during the struggle (such as factory 

committees) is subject to 

debate by anarchists and 

syndicalists, but if both are 

organised in a libertarian 

fashion then it is of little 

importance (particularly as no 

union will have complete 

coverage and so any 

revolutionary situation will 

inevitably see new 

organisations being formed, 

regardless). Suffice to say, in 

areas dominated by reformist 

unions then federations of 

factory committees would 

likely be the preferred option 

(as was the case with Russian 

syndicalists in 1917, for 

example). These differences 

should not be used to hide the 

similarities between both positions just as 

differences between communist-anarchists and 

revolutionary syndicalists should not obscure what 

they have in common, not least support for the 

general strike. 

What is past is prologue. The key is to know the 

events and arguments of the past to understand, 

learn and apply their lessons in new circumstances 

and in ways which avoid repeating the mistakes 

made. Yes, undoubtedly new mistakes will be 

made but knowing the past can ensure we, firstly, 

know when we are being lied to by those interested 

in discrediting libertarian ideas and, secondly and 

far more importantly, build upon the activity and 

theory of previous generations of libertarians. 

 
 

1 Alexander Berkman, What is Anarchism? (Edinburgh: AK 

Press, 2003), 197-8, 207-8. 

What is past is 

prologue. The key is 

to know the events 

and arguments of the 

past to understand, 

learn and apply their 

lessons in new 

circumstances and in 

ways which avoid 

repeating the 

mistakes made.  

òthe social revolution can take pl ace only by means of the General Strike . 

The General Strike, rightly understood and thoroughly carried out, is the 

social revolution....ó 
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The Federalist International  

The Geneva General Congress  

(1 -6 September 1873)  

James Guillaume  

LôInternationale, documents et souvenirs (Paris: Stock, 1909), 116-9, 120-1 

The Congress then turned to the 

question of the general strike. In 

this session we heard Joukovsky, 

rapporteur of the Commission, 

then subsequently Manguette, 

Verrycken, Alerini, Guillaume, 

Costa, Brousse, Bert, Viñas, 

Ostyn, Spichiger and Hales. As a 

result of the decision the 

Congress had just taken, this 

discussion was not published in 

the minutes; but I can give a 

summary of it by means of the 

manuscript which has remained 

in my hands. 

The Commission, said the 

rapporteur Joukovsky, thinks that 

the question of the general strike 

is subordinated to the more or 

less complete realisation of 

regional and international 

organisation of trades, and to the 

statistical work which the 

International must do in preparation for this strike. 

Furthermore, the general strike being nothing other than 

the social revolution ï for it suffices to suspend work 

only for ten days for the present order to collapse 

entirely ï the Commission believes that this question 

does not have to be decided upon by Congress, 

especially since the discussion would make our 

opponents aware of the means we intend to use for the 

social revolution. 

Manguette and Verrycken explain that the Belgians 

understand the general strike as a means of bringing 

about a revolutionary movement. ñIf the Spaniards and 

Italians tell us that in their countries this is not the 

means that can be used to accomplish the revolution, 

this is not a reason for us to reject it in countries where 

workers are used to going on strike. What we want to 

examine is the possibility of making the movement 

international; we would like to see that when workers in 

a country rise in revolt, whether in the form of a general 

strike or under another form, the other peoples combine 

their efforts with those of the country in revolt.ò 

Verrycken observes that if a general strike had been 

possible at the time of the Paris Commune, there is no 

doubt the triumph of reaction 

would have been prevented; 

during the last Spanish 

revolution, the general strike 

would have been an effective 

means of paralysing Prussia and 

preventing it from stemming 

Spainôs revolutionary 

movement. 

Alerini cites, as an example of 

what can be achieved by a 

general strike, even if it is 

restricted to a single locality, 

what happened in Alcoy. In this 

town, the workers of certain 

trades were on strike; they were 

going to succumb and be forced 

to return to work without 

obtaining anything, when the 

Spanish Federal Commission 

(which was located in Alcoy) 

proposed a general strike by all 

the trades in the city, with the 

commitment that, in no trade, workers would return to 

work before all other trades had obtained satisfaction. 

This general strike led to an armed conflict, in which 

the workers overthrew the local authority; the principal 

bourgeois were arrested as hostages; and when General 

Velarde arrived at Alcoy with an army, he had to 

negotiate; the hostages offered to mediate; the governor 

of the province promised that no prosecution would be 

brought against the insurgents; the terms that the 

strikers demanded of their bosses were accepted, and a 

levy was imposed on the bourgeoise, with the proceeds 

of which the workers were compensated for the days 

lost during the strike. As a consequence, Alerini is a 

staunch supporter of the general strike as a 

revolutionary method. 

James Guillaume notes that the idea of a revolutionary 

general strike is on the agenda; it is the logical outcome 

of the practice of partial strike; as these produce only 

temporary and incomplete results, it was recognised that 

the aim should be generalise the strike. The general 

strike, to triumph, will have to be international. But is it 

necessary that it breaks out everywhere at the same 

time, on a fixed day and upon a signal? No, we should 

 

James Guillaume ( 1844 -1916)  
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not even raise this question, and let it be assumed that it 

can be so. The revolution must be contagious. In a 

country where a spontaneous movement is going to 

erupt, we should not wish to postpone the explosion on 

the pretext of waiting for other countries to be ready to 

follow it. 

Costa says partial strikes were nothing other than wool 

pulled over the workersô eyes. The general strike is an 

excellent revolutionary means. But the Congress does 

not have to pronounce on this matter; that would be to 

risk making the bourgeoise smirk. 

Brousse thought that, if the general strike was a 

practical means in certain countries, elsewhere, in Italy 

and France for example, this means could not be used. 

Why, in France, where the general strike is impossible, 

should we not make the revolution in the form of a 

communalist movement? 

Bert tables the following draft resolution: 

Considering that the general strike is the strike 

of all categories of trades in all localities, 

Each partial general strike will be organised in a 

such a way that only one category of trade is on 

strike in the different localities, and that the 

category on strike is supported in solidarity by 

all the others. The proceeds of the wage 

increase obtained in this first victory must help 

support a second category of trade which will in 

turn go on strike, and so on until complete 

victory. 

Brousse argues that such a proposal would be to 

organise the defeat of the workers. 

Costa suggests another motion, which is: 

Considering that the general strike is an 

excellent practical means to bring about the 

social revolution, but that, according to the 

statements of the delegates, if there are 

federations where this means can be used for 

the triumph of the revolution, there are others 

where this means is in practice impossible, 

The Congress declares that it confines itself to 

noting these various statements, and that it 

leaves it to each federation to organise itself in 

order to find the means which could lead it as 

soon and most surely to the emancipation of the 

workers. 

Alerini objects that it would be imprudent to publicise a 

declaration framed in such terms, that is to say openly 

advocating for social revolution. 

Costa points out that he is not asking for it to be 

published. 

 
1 As requested by a few Belgian delegates at the Verviers 

congress on the previous 14 April. 

James Guillaume puts forward the following motion, in 

which he avoided using the expression social 

revolution: 

Considering that partial strikes can only provide 

workers with momentary and illusory relief, 

since wages, by their very essence, will always 

be limited to the means of subsistence strictly 

necessary to prevent the worker from starving 

to death, 

Congress, without believing in the possibility of 

completely renouncing partial strikes1, 

recommend that the workers devote their efforts 

to completing the international organisation of 

trades, which will allow them one day to 

undertake a general strike, the only really 

effective strike to achieve the complete 

emancipation of labour.  

Viñas is not in favour of strikes. What, according to 

him, kept the workers away from the revolutionary 

movement was the strike. Perhaps in Spain, if the 

workers had not been so absorbed in their numerous 

strikes, they would have been more successful at 

achieving their complete emancipation. It has been said 

that the general strike is a revolutionary means: Viñas 

denies it.2 For this to happen, the workers who go on 

strike would have to be aware of the necessity of 

revolution. We must therefore work to make the 

exploited masses understand this necessity, and then 

they will make the revolution without needing the 

pretext of a strike. 

Ostyn believes that the International is and must remain 

the great practical school of political and social 

economy, which many workers do not know. It is 

necessary to enlighten minds, this is the true way to 

achieve the emancipation of the workers. 

Spichiger believes that partial strikes should not be 

condemned; he thinks we should seek to take advantage 

of even those movements which can only bring a 

moment of satisfaction. Without doubt we must try to 

make the workers understand that only the general 

strike can emancipate labour; but this will require long-

term propaganda and, in the meantime, we must be 

careful not to oppose partial movements and to 

discourage workers who are not yet revolutionary from 

strikes. 

Joukovsky says that the first question to be decided is 

whether Congress wants to pass a resolution on the 

general strike. 

On his proposal, the chair (Verrycken) asked delegates 

to vote on the following question: ñDoes Congress want 

to adopt a resolution on the general strike?ò 

2 Viñas was thinking of the workers in Barcelona who, in July 

1873, had held a peaceful general strike instead of rising up. 
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All the delegates answer yes, except Hales, who 

answers no, and Van den Abeele, who abstains because 

the Dutch Federation, in its Congress of August 10, 

voted that it would await the decisions of the General 

Congress on the general strike to discuss and adopt 

them if necessary. 

The remainder of the discussion was deferred to the 

administrative session the following day. 

[é] 

In the eighth session, private, on Thursday morning, 

September 5, the discussion on the general strike was 

continued and came to an end. 

The Commission, by means of Joukovsky, proposed a 

rather poorly worded declaration, the first part of which 

insisted on the need for regional and international 

organisation of trades; the second part said: ñThe 

general strike being nothing else than the social 

revolution, for it is enough to suspend all work for only 

ten days for the current order to completely collapse, for 

this reason, this matter is reserved.ò 

Manguette and Van den Abeele argued against this draft 

declaration, which Cyrille and Joukovsky defended. 

Hales, employing for the first time, to my knowledge, 

an expression that has since become well known in 

Germany (Generalstreik, Generalunsinn), spoke thusly: 

ñThe general strike is impractical, and it is nonsense. In 

order to have a general strike, it would first be 

necessary to organise everywhere for this purpose: and 

when the workersô organisation is complete, the social 

revolution would be made.ò After a rather confusing 

discussion, in which Alerini, Bert and Farga spoke 

again, the Commission, reconsidering, presented a draft 

motion which it had just composed and which it 

substituted for the statement initially proposed by it; 

Costa read it; the draft was as follows: 

The Congress, considering that, in the present 

state of the organisation of the International, the 

question of the general strike cannot be given a 

complete answer, recommends to the workers, 

as a matter of urgency, the international 

organisation of trade unions. 

Farga proposed adding a sentence recommending 

ñactive socialist and revolutionary propaganda.ò 

Verrycken supported Fargaôs amendment, on condition 

that the word ñrevolutionaryò be removed, which, he 

said, ñis often understood to mean fighting in the 

streets, and which would not be understood in 

Belgium.ò Farga replied that he willingly consented to 

the deletion of the word ñrevolutionary.ò 

The new text of the Commission, supplemented by the 

Farga amendment, was then adopted unanimously, as 

follows (which was made known in the afternoon public 

session): 

The Congress, considering that, in the present 

state of the organisation of the International, the 

question of the general strike cannot be given a 

complete answer, recommends to the workers, 

as a matter of urgency, the international 

organisation of trade unions, as well as active 

socialist propaganda. 

The agenda then called for the continuation of the 

discussion on the revision of the general statues. It was 

ten oôclock in the morning. To continue this discussion 

under the conditions of openness it deemed necessary, 

the Congress, adjourning the administrative session, 

declared itself in public session. 

Events in America  

Peter Kropotkin  

ñAffaires dôAm®riqueò, Bulletin de la Fédération Jurassienne, 5 August 1877 

Our readers already know that during the past week the 

United States of North America has been the scene of 

insurrections which seemed, for a moment, to assume 

the characteristic of a great popular uprising. Up to this 

time we have drawn our information on these events 

only from the brief updates brought to us by telegraph, 

which is silent on the causes of the movement. But 

these causes are easy to guess. 

We had already said some time ago that in the United 

States around 2 million workers were without work. 

The industrial crisis that we are experiencing in Europe 

is also deeply felt in America. Before, industrial 

workers without work would have gone to the Western 

States to seek employment in agriculture: there is still 

so much land to clear, or to cultivate more rationally, in 

America. But today, times have changed. Most of the 

land available to the pioneer without capital has already 

fallen into the hands of the big stock exchanges 

(speculators). The small pioneer finds no place there; 

small-scale agriculture gives way to the big, which 

replaces the worker by the machine or else by the 

Chinese ï those negroes of today. 

Taking advantage of the abundance of unemployed 

workers, the bosses obviously reduce wages in all 

branches of industry and increase the number of hours 

of work; so much so that today wages in America have 

fallen, comparatively, as low as in Europe, and people 

work there (despite the ten-hour law) as amongst us, 

from 11 to 14 hours a day. The workers are resisting as 

much as they can, and during these past months we 

have seen strike after strike, but they were only 
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desperate attempts at resistance that almost all ended in 

the defeat of the worker.  

But, not content with imposing beggarsô wages, the 

bosses ï who, it should be noted, in the ñdemocratic 

republicò make the law as much as in Belgium or 

France ï still take their measures for the future: they 

terrorise by hanging dozens of ñMolly Maguiresò, and 

they have recently passed laws which tend to abolish 

the freedom even to strike. Let us quote one ï it gives 

an idea of the others: that, for example, of the State 

which says that whoever will conspire with another, or 

others, to hinder in any way whatsoever the operation of 

an industrial enterprise, will be sentenced to a heavy 

fine and to prison from twenty days to three months. 

Finally, the legislative power having already fallen into 

the hands of the capitalists, these gentlemen are also 

trying to destroy the political rights of the people; they 

are abolishing, like the State of New York for example, 

universal suffrage and are already introducing the 

property tax for elections, while taking advantage of the 

power they are appropriating, as we have said in our 

second last number.  

These are the general 

causes of the events which 

have just taken place in 

the United States. Their 

specific cause appears to 

have been the 10 per cent 

cut in driver wages made 

by the Baltimore-Ohio 

railway company. 

This reduction caused a 

strike to break out in 

Martinsburg. But this 

time, probably telling 

themselves that it is 

always the worker who 

suffers the consequence of the strike and almost never 

the boss, the strikers seem to have directly attacked the 

property of their bosses. The bosses asked for troops, 

and the democratic government, everywhere and always 

the faithful servant of the bosses, immediately sent the 

militia. The militia, arriving quickly, soon triumphed 

over the strikers in this little village. But the strike and 

uprising were already speaking with almost incredible 

speed over the entire surface of the United States In two 

days traffic was suspended on all the railways. ñThe 

lower classesò, ñthe rabbleò everywhere sympathised 

with the strikers; the workers of different trades left the 

factories and joined their brothers. 

In many places the strike turned into a struggle of the 

people against their oppressors. In Baltimore, a city of 

300,000 in habitants, 5,000 men, armed with stones and 

a few rifles, attacked the militia; just as it was taking the 

train to go somewhere and protect sacred property. The 

militia fired, killing 10 men and wounding 29. Then the 

furious people fell upon the militia, drove them back, 

destroyed and burned the train station, the telegraph and 

the line, and burned a number of wagons loaded with 

oil. At the same time the insurrection broke out in 

Pittsburgh, a large industrial city of 100,000 inhabitants. 

The militia, having arrived at the station, was repulsed 

and locked themselves into a machinery warehouse. The 

strikers, supported by other city workers, seized guns 

and cannons and besieged the warehouse; they soon 

forced the militia to abandon the warehouse, inflicting a 

loss of 10 men killed and many wounded, amongst 

others its general Pearson. The militia abandoned the 

town, reached the other bank of the river and fled into 

the mountains, pursued by the populace. Troop 

reinforcements sent by the government could not reach 

Pittsburgh. People destroy the train station and burn 

2,000 wagons loaded with goods. ñTerrible night in 

Pittsburgh!ò exclaims the telegraph. ñ20 million fr. of 

damage!ò  

But the matter does not end there. The strike spreads all 

over the great railroad lines, and the insurrection breaks 

out in Reading, Harrisburg, Columbus, Cincinnati, 

Chicago, etc., in short, in all the great towns of 

Pennsylvania, Ohio, and 

in certain cities of the 

States of New York and 

Missouri. Popular 

uprisings were expected 

in all the major cities of 

the United States, federal 

troops were concentrated, 

battleships were being 

armed. The bourgeoisie 

had a hard time. In New 

York, the arsenals were 

guarded by troops whom 

the people insulted, and 

the outcome of a popular 

meeting was anxiously awaited. It took place; 10,000 

men attended; but, for unknown reasons, it came to 

nothing.  

According to the latest news it appears however that the 

movement is dying down. The railroad companies have 

found wretches to operate some of the trains; in many 

places strikers are laying down their arms and allowing 

themselves to be arrested. 

This movement will have certainly deeply struck the 

proletariat of Europe and aroused its admiration. Its 

spontaneity, its concurrency at so many distant points 

communicating only by telegraph, the aid given by 

workers of various trades, the resolute character of the 

uprising from the start, the good idea of hitting the 

owners on their most sensitive nerve, their property, 

gains all our sympathies, arouse our admiration, and 

awaken our hopes. 

But, to take full advantage of this admirable lesson 

given to us by our American brothers, let us also 
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mention the weak side of the movement. That it was not 

victorious was to be expected. It is not by a single 

insurrection that the people will manage to get the better 

of the current society. But for this step towards the great 

revolution to have its full impact, it lacked one essential 

thing: a flag, a principle in the name of what was the 

insurrection, the blood shed? In the name of 10 percent 

on the wage? ï Obviously not. Such a fine movement 

must have had much deeper reasons: hatred against the 

bosses, against the present abhorrent order, aspirations, 

perhaps vague, but always right, towards social 

revolution, towards a new order of things. But these 

aspirations, these hatreds were not formulated, set out in 

broad daylight. It is certainly not only the desire to 

maintain their wages which inspired our American 

brothers on July 21. No; it is evident that they received 

their heroic impetus from a higher order of ideas; for, as 

we know well, all the socialist aspirations which are 

emerging amongst the proletarians of Europe also exist 

in America. But ï unless the telegraph has carefully 

omitted it ï we do not see these aspirations formulated. 

They acted wonderfully but they do not set a marker for 

the future. 

Why? ï Because let us note it well ï the American 

trades organisations , the Trades-Unions, because 

obviously it is they which prepared the strike and the 

insurrection ï do not express all the aspirations of the 

people. Confining themselves to the exclusive domain 

of wage questions, they are no longer the 

representatives of the main aspiration which is already 

penetrating the mass of the people, the aspiration for the 

fundamental reorganisation of society through social 

revolution. 

On the other hand, we wonder what role the American 

Workingmenôs Party has played in this movement ï that 

party (composed for the most part of Germans) which, 

while propagating socialist ideas, neglects their 

application and persists in eliciting in America, despite 

the general disgust of the people for politics, a 

parliamentary movement? On the eve of the movement 

it spoke, as usual, of elections, of action on the legal 

terrain ï when a spark had already lit a revolutionary 

fire! Of elections when it was a question of organising 

the insurrection that was already roaring around them! 

Hence ï on the one hand, the organisation for 

revolutionary action without broadly posing the 

principles of socialism; on the other ï the principle, but 

without revolutionary action and with an organisation 

made to stop every affirmation of the revolutionary act: 

such are the causes which have prevented the American 

movement bearing all the fruits which it could have 

done, if the American workersô organisation had been a 

synthesis of the two present organisations: the principle 

with the organisation necessary for achieving as much 

of it as possible, whenever the opportunity presents 

itself. 

But the blood of our brothers in America will not have 

been shed in vain. Their energy, their unity of action, 

their courage will serve as an example to the proletarian 

of Europe. But may this noble bloodshed prove once 

again the blindness of those who amuse the people with 

the toy of parliamentarianism, when the powder keg is 

ready to burst into flames, unbeknownst to them, as a 

result of the slightest spark. May it also help to open the 

eyes of those who, by locking themselves into wage 

questions like the English [trade] unionists, do not want 

to know anything about immeasurably broader 

aspirations, the socialist aspirations of the people; may 

it do so as soon as possible! Time is pressing, for 

everything proclaims that the English proletarian will 

soon follow the example of his American brothers. 

Respects to these noble and courageous fighters! 

Courage to imitate their example! 

International Bulletin  

Peter Kropotkin  

ñBulletin internationalò, LôAvant-garde, 11 August 1877 

The strike of the railway workers of the United States of 

America and the popular uprising that followed are by 

far the most important events, perhaps the only ones, of 

the last two weeks. So we will return to that. Let us say 

first that these events have taken on a far greater 

significance than could have been foreseen initially. 

They were a general shock given to the immense 

republic. For two days, all traffic on the railways was 

suspended and for more than a week only a few 

passenger trains were running, and only on a few lines. 

Ports lacks coal; the eastern States lacked goods; 

steamships from Europe were no longer taking 

passengers to New York; in a word, all the business of 

this immense cartel called America was stopped.  

The government, for its part, took the same measures as 

a monarchical State; it appealed to force. 

It put in pace federal troops; it sent convoys of arms to 

the bourgeois and it armed battleships. Meanwhile, the 

papers of the bourgeoisie sounded the reactionary 

alarm. 

The free constitution of the United States has been 

suspended; the independence of the States, usually so 

jealously defended, largely trampled upon. Just think! 

sacred property was in peril! Faced with this danger, in 

America as in Europe, as in the parts of the world where 

this nettle, the bourgeois, had already been able to grow, 

there is no longer a political party, there is only a cartel; 

no more flags, no more symbols, a single international 
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coat of arms, a bag of coins on a red background of the 

workersô blood. 

The arrests and convictions of the glorious rabble were 

made just as summarily as in our backward monarchies 

of central Europe, and, assuredly, since Paris in 1871, 

since Göschenen in Switzerland1, and these recent 

events show that for the defence of the capitalist order 

republics do not yield to monarchies. They even do it 

better and faster. 

The events at Martinsburg and Pittsburgh, of which we 

spoke about in our last issue, were only the prologue of 

the insurrection. The strike spread with incredible speed 

over the whole area of the United States and in almost 

all the major cities of eleven 

States it resulted in very serious 

popular movements. The 

character of these uprisings was 

the same everywhere: first, the 

strikers derailed locomotives to 

block the track, destroyed the 

track and, finally, by these 

combined means stopped all 

traffic. The government then sent 

troops to dislodge the strikers 

from the vicinity of the railway 

lines; but the people were on 

watch, and they did all they 

could to prevent the departure of 

the troops: they attacked them, 

armed with stones and a few 

wretched rifles. The militia fired. 

The people, furious like a 

wounded bull, threw themselves 

on the stations and destroyed 

them, burning them with all the 

assets of the companies they 

could lay their hands on. 

Sometimes, as in Pittsburgh, in 

Chicago, in Newark, enraged 

with the bourgeois militia, it 

ransacked the mansions of the 

rich, obtained arms from the 

stores and fought veritable 

pitched battles with the troops. 

In the big industrial cities, 

workers left the factories and 

mills and joined the insurgents. 

Ten thousand miners from the State of Pennsylvania 

quit work. In New York, in San Francisco, great popular 

assemblies took place, and the most incendiary speeches 

there found the best reception. If people did not move in 

those towns, the reason was the presence of numerous 

troops and bodies of bourgeois militias armed by the 

government in these special circumstances. 

 
1 A reference to troops opening fire on Italian miners 

demonstrating for better working conditions and wages when 

So today the character of these serious events seems to 

us to be well defined. The insurrection was a real 

popular uprising. The strikers were, for the most part, 

only hampering the progress of the insurrection by their 

pleas for patience, and by the blame they laid on the 

violence committed. Some, without considering that it 

was for them at least as much as for themselves that the 

people took up arms, betrayed the common cause, by 

coming to terms with the more pliable companies, when 

these agreed to not cut wages, and ï what is worst! ï 

handed over to the troops the same people who, 

unarmed, had risen up to prevent these same troops 

from marching against them. 

In closing, let is highlight in a 

few words the lessons contained 

in the American movement. This 

insurrection clearly shows the 

vicious and selfish side of those 

trade unions whose sole purpose 

is the defence of wages. All this 

immense shedding of blood (a 

deadly shedding, and which all 

the speeches could not prevent) 

has benefited the cause of 

socialism very little! For the 

uprisen people, while destroying 

property in their anger, did not 

proclaim any of those principles 

which have become so familiar 

in Europe through international 

propaganda: the abolition of 

wage labour, the establishment 

of collective property, the 

abolition of the State. The 

uprising had no flag, laid no 

principle, planted no marker. 

Enemy of individual property, 

and proving it by its acts, the 

people have not yet uttered the 

word of its abolition. 

It also shows something else. 

In Chicago, communists of the 

democratic-socialist school tried 

to propagate their principles ï by 

words, when now it required to 

realise them in actions. Here is 

proof of what we have always 

reiterated, that everything that is organised on the 

terrain of legal agitation becomes a useless weapon, 

finds itself disorientated, the day when tired of waiting 

the people rises. 

Suppose that, on the contrary, that we had had the good 

fortune to have anarchist sections of the International 

Workersô Association in America, in the places which 

building the Gotthard tunnel in July-August, 1875. Four 

workers were killed and several were injured. (Black Flag) 

the people master 

of capital, of 

factories, of 

workshops, would 

have organised 

work for their own 

benefit; as master 

of the palaces, of 

bourgeois houses, 

they would have 

installed the 

families of workers 

in them; they 

would have 

created, in a word, 

a òCommuneó 
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had seen the momentarily triumphant of the popular 

insurrection? What would have happened? This: the 

people master of capital, of factories, of workshops, 

would have organised work for their own benefit; as 

master of the palaces, of bourgeois houses, they would 

have installed the families of workers in them; they 

would have created, in a word, a ñCommuneò as we 

understand it, and if they had suffered defeat, there 

would at least remain an immensely resounding act of 

propaganda for socialism. 

Only two items of news for other countries. In Spain, 

the annual conferences of the Spanish Federations have 

ended and we will soon report on them; we already 

know, however, that they voted for a resolution 

expressing sympathy with the events of Kazan, 

Benevento and Berne.1 In Italy, the Reggio section went 

to court for the publication of a revolutionary manifesto; 

amid indescribable enthusiasm, the defendants were 

acquitted. In Belgium, the organisation of the next 

congress is progressing. 

The American Strike  

Elisée  Reclus  

Le Travailleur, September 18772 

We were overwhelmed with 

emotions when the telegraph 

brought us the news: striking 

workers have taken control of 

Pittsburgh. We did not even 

know there was an insurrection, 

and suddenly we learn that 

workers are holding the official 

and bourgeois world of the 

United States in check. For the 

conservatives of Europe, it was a 

day of dread; for all of us, men 

of the revolution, it was a great 

day of hope.  

But, it must be said, the fearful 

of Europe were soon reassured 

and reality did not meet our 

sudden hopes. The strike of 

American workers was not a 

revolution; it was only partial 

and the great mass of workers 

remained separated from the 

movement. After twelve days of 

emotion, business seems to have 

resumed its usual course; the 

slave again gave his limbs to the chain and the God 

Capital retrieved all its serenity. However, this short 

period of fear for some, hope for others, will not have 

passed without leaving profound traces in the history of 

the United States. It is important to quickly study the 

strike in its causes, its twists and its consequences.  

 
1 This refers to: the demonstration in Kazan square, St 

Petersburg, on 6 December 1876 by members of the Populist 

Zemlya i volya (Land and Liberty) organisation and workersô 

associations. After a revolutionary speech and the raising of 

the red flag, the protest ï the first where workers were 

involved ï was repressed by the Tsarist police; the failed 

Benevento uprising of April 1877 which saw a group of 

Italian Internationalists (including Errico Malatesta) take up 

arms to provoke a general uprising of peasants in the 

Benevento province. Using their trial to expound their 

Americans, it is well known, are 

men who know little about 

restraint. They go straight to 

their goal. The capitalist, there, 

does not pride himself with 

philanthropy; the trader of 

human flesh, who sells white 

people after having trafficked 

black people, does not claim to 

bring happiness to his living 

commodity; he exploits his 

workers excessively, like his 

colleagues in Europe, but with 

less hypocrisy. In recent years, 

the decrease in work which has 

resulted in the United States in 

the increase in pauperism has 

enabled American capitalists to 

dictate starvation laws to the 

workers. Free to choose at their 

will from the crowd of those 

begging to work, they jumped on 

the opportunity to lower wages, 

while trying to sell to the public 

their products or services always 

at the same price or even on even more onerous terms.  

Of all the groups of capitalists, those who united to 

operate the railways, and thus to command all of the 

exchanges between producers and consumers, are those 

who have the greatest power. Competition between the 

various lines is a rare occurrence. Almost all the 

anarchist ideas, the Matese gang were all later acquitted by 

the jury; the successful march and meeting organised by 

Internationalists in Berne (including Kropotkin, who 

mentions the event in his Memoirs) on 18 March 1877 to 

mark the Paris Commune. The Internationalists successfully 

repulsed the police who had attacked the march because they 

had raised the banned red flag. (Black Flag) 
2 https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/elisee-reclus-the-

american-strike (revised) 

 

Élisée Reclus (18 30 -19 05 ) 
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companies have banded together to keep transport 

prices high, and, alone to distribute the countryôs 

produce, they no longer have any orders to receive from 

the government or the public. Having together a capital 

that cannot be less than 25 billion and an income of two 

to three billion, presiding by that all the oscillations of 

credit, masters, by the purchase of votes, of all the local 

legislatures and of the government of the United States, 

these companies laugh at the poor farmer who would 

like to ship his products without leaving all the profit to 

capital, and repeatedly, while in England the destitute 

died of starvation and in Germany the typhus of hunger 

reigned, we saw American farmers forced to use their 

corn as fuel, so as not to ruin themselves on shipping 

costs.  

By the effect of the increasing concentration of capital, 

the companies themselves are owned by a small group 

of men. As Minister Sherman recently admitted in an 

official speech, the United States is the financial 

property of four individuals, the presidents of the 

railway companies Erie, New-York-Central, 

Pennsylvania, Baltimore and Ohio . It is they who hold 

the stock market and create at will the well-being or the 

ruin of the shareholders; they set in motion the pump, 

aspirating and treading, which makes capital flow from 

the pockets of petit bourgeois into that of the big ones. 

They have, it is true, only a modest official salary of 

200,000 or 250,000 francs, but ñOther peopleôs moneyò 

is an inexhaustible mine for them. If they cry poverty, it 

is on behalf of the poor shareholders that they have 

ruined, and when those complain, they are satisfied by 

reducing the wages of the workers. In the space of the 

last four years, the price of a day has been lowered 

several times for all small railway employees: it is by 40 

percent on average that we can assess the general 

decrease in salary, and on a few lines the payment of 

salary was several weeks late, even two months on the 

Baltimore-Ohio road. From decrease to decrease, the 

average salary no longer even reaches 4 francs per head 

of family, and it is with this sum that he must provide 

for the maintenance of his wife and children in a 

country like the United States where money has so little 

value. The United States, which once proudly compared 

itself to the countries of the old world as a ópromised 

landô for all the unfortunate, now has its proletariat as 

has England, France, Belgium or Germany. In 

Massachusetts, the model state, the number of those in 

need has risen in ten years from 22,000 to over 220,000; 

in the city of New York alone, 40,000 unfortunate 

people have no other resources than that of public 

charity; in the Union as a whole, nearly two million 

workers go without work. America, after receiving 

hundreds of thousands of Europeans every year, has in 

turn become a country of emigration: not only hopeless 

migrants are returning to their homeland, but also real 

yankee workers go seek their fortunes in South 

America, Australia and England.  

A further 10 percent cut in wages has set off the storm 

on the Baltimore-Ohio line. It was July 16th. In the city 

of Baltimore itself, the mechanics, the drivers, the 

brakemen, numbering several thousand, went on strike; 

but the directors of the company, prepared for the event, 

had taken their measures: immediately the strikers were 

replaced by formerly starving people, who had 

registered to demand work, and the service was hardly 

interrupted.  

But east of Baltimore, in a valley of the Blue Mountains 

crossed by the Potomac, things turned out differently. 

The Martinsburg workers, who went on strike like those 

of Baltimore, remained masters of the station from 

which they wished to be driven out, and did not let in 

the newcomers whom they came to put in their place. 

They told the Company that if their wages were lowered 

they would stop the service and not let any freight trains 

pass. The Governor of West Virginia, to which the 

Company immediately addressed itself as its natural 

ally, hastened to call in the local militia. It meets 

indeed, but composed in great majority of farmers and 

petit bourgeois exasperated by the rates of the 

Company, it only appeared in front of the station to 

cheer on the strikers; some militiamen even gave their 

weapons to the workers before returning to their 

villages. The boatmen of a large canal which passes 

through Martinsburg joined the ranks of the small 

insurgent troop.  

On the 18th, the Martinsburg strikers and their friends 

formed an army of 800 men and organised militarily to 

resist the Company. More than 80 freight trains were 

stranded in Baltimore and other eastern stations; 

earthworks rose on a favourable point above a curve in 

the line; large grain supplies and other foodstuffs that 

were in the station had been seized by workers in 

anticipation of a siege; as for the cattle found in the 

stables and the wagons, they had been released in the 

surrounding meadows. But passenger trains passed 

regularly and the government of the United States, 

taking advantage of this, was quick to use it to dispatch 

to Martinsburg old disciplined troops, accustomed to 

march, to slash and to kill on command. On the 19th, 

these old soldiers, soldiers of order, cherished children 

of Capital, were in the presence of workers in revolt and 

in such large numbers that it became impossible to 

resist them. Some insurgents, among others the one they 

had chosen as leader, the mechanic Zebb, were taken 

prisoner and the bulk of the band was forced to retreat 

west into the Cumberland Pass. The soldiers pursued 

them; but they could not cross the barricade of wagons 

opposed to them; they in turn retreated and the strikers 

celebrated their first victory. It is in the surrounding 

area, near the village of Charlestown, that John Brown, 

twenty years ago, gave the signal for emancipation of 

black people, and one could wonder if the strikers of 

Martinsburg in their turn would not have inaugurated a 

new war from which the freedom of white slaves would 

come out.  
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The events of the Potomac Valley caused great emotion 

throughout the working class of America, and the strike, 

which until then had been only an isolated fact, became 

general on the network of Pennsylvania, New York, 

Ohio, Indiana, Illinois; even in Canada, railway workers 

broke free from their company. In Baltimore, on the 

21st, the dismissed workers assembled in front of the 

station; the crowd there followed them to boo the 

soldiers of two regiments which were hurriedly 

dispatched to Martinsburg; a conflict took place, in 

which the soldiers armed with their rifles and their 

sabres, won, not 

without difficulty, 

over the multitude 

armed with 

stones. Ten dead, 

twenty-five 

wounded 

remained on the 

pavement; but the 

track was partially 

destroyed and the 

station set in 

flames. In the 

town of 

Pittsburgh, the 

large coal and oil 

warehouse, a huge 

industrialised 

metropolitan area 

in eastern 

Pennsylvania, the 

conflicts were much bloodier and the disaster more 

serious. A first call for militia by the government was 

unsuccessful; Only 300 men answered the call, only to 

disband immediately. Soon the federal troops appeared, 

arriving by hijacked railways whose employees were 

not on strike. As soon as they exited the cars, they were 

already charging the crowd, bayonets in front. From the 

first meeting, 70 individuals, dead or injured, were left 

on the battlefield. The exasperated crowd retreated into 

the hills to the east of the city and from there the 

struggle continued, throwing stones and bricks. In the 

evening, the troops, attacked from all sides, took refuge 

in the machine workshop, near the station, and there, 

like a fortress, continued firing on the attackers. These 

had no weapons, but they knew how to make some; 

they seized all kinds of projectiles, then, seizing the 

wagons laden with coal and oil, they light them and, by 

using the converging tracks, sent them to the machine 

workshop; the circle of fire gradually narrowed around 

the soldiers: they barely escaped, leaving behind the 

wounded that the fire consumed. Pursued by the crowd, 

the soldiers crossed the river, then dispersed in small 

bands, and only in the evening, the wounded general 

manages to regroup them in a fortified camp 16 

kilometres away from the town; they had lost 25 of 

theirs during the retreat; all in all, nearly 500 men on 

both sides were killed or wounded. The fire had spread 

from wagon to wagon, building to building, and from 

the machine workshop to the end of the freight yard, 

everything was burning on length of more than five 

kilometres. One hundred and twenty-five locomotives, 

over a thousand wagons, immense supplies, that was the 

loss of the day for the company.  

Similar conflicts, though less bloody, took place in 

several other cities of the United States, in Reading, in 

Chicago, in Buffalo, in Columbus, everywhere where 

the company directors had at their disposal federal 

troops to shoot at 

the people. The 

President of the 

United States, 

himself arrived by 

fraud in office, 

hastened to give 

his support to his 

friends, the honest 

Railroad Directors; 

he had placed the 

25,000 Federal 

troops at their 

disposal and 

recalled General 

Sherman from the 

Indian border. It 

was necessary to 

go as fast as 

possible, to neglect 

the enemies on the 

outside to deal 

with those on the inside. Order had to be ensured at all 

costs, that is, to maintain against the strikers the ten 

percent wage reduction imposed by the bosses. The 

ships scattered on the coast were summoned in all haste; 

they were assigned a combat post in front of the major 

coastal towns and captains were ordered to reduce to 

ashes the suburbs and workersô quarters, if the revolt 

was to break out there. There was even talk of decreeing 

a levy of 75,000 men, as Lincoln had done at the 

beginning of the Civil War. But the active resistance 

was already drawing to a close, and the riots had 

changed in nature almost everywhere. In many places 

where the crowd rose up, it had already forgotten the 

strike, the root cause of the national crisis; it was only 

obeying its own instinct, very legitimate, leading her to 

fight an enemy society, but it had no other goal than to 

enjoy the euphoria of battle for a few hours. In San 

Francisco, popular passion even ended up targeting the 

Chinese workers, as if these unfortunate people were 

responsible for the tiny wages to which the greed of 

white people doomed them. The last strike riot and the 

last massacre of unarmed workers took place on August 

the 2nd in Scranton, not far from where the movement 

had started, two weeks earlier. The repression was 

merciless. As for constitutional guarantees, the 

immunities of states and towns, and the rights which the 
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