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In the following four essays on education published in Eqalite (Geneva) between July and August 
1869, Bakunin argues that where there exists differing degrees of education, class society is 
inevitable. Anarchists, he insists, must seek equality and, therefore, integral education same 
education available for everyone. ' It is to the interest of both labour and science there must no 
longer be this division into workers and scholars - henceforth there must only be men. 

The first topic for consideration today is this will it be feasible for the working masses to know 
complete emancipation as long as the education available to those masses continues to be inferior to 
that bestowed upon the bourgeois, or, in more general terms, as long as there exists any class, be it 
numerous or otherwise, which, by virtue of birth, is entitled to a superior education and a more 
complete instruction? Does not the question answer itself? Is it not self-evident that of any two 
persons endowed by nature with roughly equivalent intelligence, one will have the edge - the one 
whose mind will have been broadened by learning and who, having the better grasped the inter- 
relationships of natural and social phenomena (what we might term the laws of nature and of 
society) will the more readily and more fully grasp the nature of his surroundings? And that this one 
will feel, let us say, a greater liberty and, in practical terms, show a greater aptitude and capability 
than his fellow? It is natural that he who knows more will dominate him who knows less. And were 
this disparity of education and education and learning the only one to exist between two classes, 
would not all the others swiftly follow until the world of men itself in its present circumstances, that 
is, until it was again divided into a mass of slaves and a tiny number of rulers, the former labouring 
away as they do today, to the advantage of the latter? 

Now we see why the bourgeois socialists demand only a little education for the people, a soupcon 
more than they currently receive; whereas we socialist democrats demand, on the people's behalf, 
complete and integral education, an education as full as the power of intellect today permits, So 
that, henceforth, there may not be any class over the workers by virtue of superior education and 
therefore able to dominate and exploit them. The bourgeois socialists want to see the retention of 
the class system each class, they contend, fulfilling a specific social function; one specialising, say, 
in learning, and the other in manual labour. We, on the other hand, seek the final and the utter 
abolition of classes; we seek a unification of society and equality of social and economic provision 
for every individual on this earth. The bourgeois socialists, whilst retaining the historic bases of the 
society of today, would like to see them become less stark, less harsh and more prettified. Whereas 
we should like to see their destruction. From which it follows that there can be no truce or 
compromise, let alone any coalition between the bourgeois socialists and us socialist democrats. 
But, I have heard it said and this is the argument most frequently raised against us and an argument 
which the dogmatists of every shade regard as irrefutable - it is impossible that the whole of 
mankind should devote itself to learning, for we should all die of starvation. Consequently while 
some study others must labour so that they can produce what we need to live - not just producing 
for their own needs, but also for those men who devote themselves exclusively to intellectual 
pursuits; aside from expanding the horizons of human knowledge, the discoveries of these 
intellectuals improve the condition of all human beings, without exception, when applied to 
industry, agriculture and, generally, to political and social life; agreed? And do not their artistic 
creations enhance the lives of every one of us? 

No, not at all. And the greatest reproach which we can level against science and the arts is precisely 
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that they do not distribute their favours and do not exercise their influence, except upon a tiny 
fragment of society, to the exclusion and, thus, to the detriment of the vast majority. Today one 
might say of the advances of science and of the arts, just what has already and so properly been said 
of the prodigious progress of industry, trade, credit, and, in a word, of the wealth of society in the 
most civilised countries of the modern world. That wealth is quite exclusive, and the tendency is for 
it to become more so each day, as it becomes concentrated into an ever shrinking number of hands, 
shunning the lower echelons of the middle class and the petite bourgeoisie, depressing them into the 
proletariat, so that the growth of this wealth is the direct cause behind the growing misery of the 
labouring masses. Thus the outcome is that the gulf which yawns between the privileged, contented 
minority and millions of workers who earn their keep by the strength of their arm yawns ever wider 
and that the happier the contented - who -exploit the people's labour become the more unhappy the 
workers become. One has only to look at the fabulous opulence of the aristocratic, financier, 
commercial and industrial clique in England and compare it with the miserable condition of the 
workers of the same country; one has only to re-read the so naive and heartrending letter lately 
penned by an intelligent and upright goldsmith of London, one Walter Dugan, who has just 
voluntarily taken poison along with his wife and their six children, simply as a means of escape 
from the degradation's of poverty and the torments of hunger (1) - and one will find oneself obliged 
to concede that the much vaunted civilisation means, in material terms, to the people, only 
oppression and ruination. And the same holds true for the modern advances of science and the arts. 
Huge strides, indeed, it is true But the greater the advances, the more they foster intellectual 
servitude and thus, in material terms, foster misery and inferiority as the lot of the people; for these 
advances merely widen the gulf which already separates the people's level of understanding from 
the levels of the privileged classes. From the point of view of natural capacity, the intelligence of 
the former is, today, obviously less stunted, less exercised, less sophisticated and less corrupted by 
the need to defend unjust interests, and is, consequently, naturally of greater potency than the brain 
power of the bourgeoisie: but, then again, the brain power of the bourgeois does have at its disposal 
the complete arsenal of science filled with weapons that are indeed formidable. It is very often the 
case that a highly intelligent worker is obliged to hold his tongue when confronted by a learned fool 
who defeats him, not by dint of intellect (of which he has none) but by dint of his education, an 
education denied the workingman but granted the fool because, while the fool was able to develop 
his foolishness scientifically in schools, the working man's labours were clothing, housing, feeding 
him and supplying his every need, his teachers and his books, everything necessary to his education. 

Even within the bourgeois class, as we know only too well, the degree of learning imparted to each 
individual is not the same. There, too, there is a scale which is determined, not by the potential of 
the individual but by the amount of wealth of the social stratum to which he belongs by birth; for 
example, the instruction made available to the children of the lower petite bourgeoisie, whilst itself 
scarcely superior to that which workers manage to obtain for themselves, is next to nothing by 
comparison with the education that society makes readily available to the upper and middle 
bourgeoisie. What, then, do we find? The petite bourgeoisie, whose only attachment to the middle 
class is through a ridiculous vanity on the one hand, and its dependence upon the big capitalists on 
the other, finds itself most often in circumstances even more miserable and even more humiliating 
than those which afflict the proletariat. So when we talk of privileged classes, we never have in 
mind this poor petite bourgeoisie which, if it did but have a little more spirit and gumption, would 
not delay in joining forces with us to combat the big and medium bourgeoisie who crush it today no 
less than they crush the proletariat. And should society's current economic trends continue in the 
same direction for a further ten years (which we do, however, regard as impossible) we may yet see 
the bulk of the medium bourgeoisie tumble first of all into the current circumstances of the petite 
bourgeoisie only to slip a little later into the proletariat - as a result, of course, of this inevitable 
concentration of ownership into an ever smaller number of hands - the ineluctable consequences of 
which would be to partition society once and for all into a tiny, overweaningly opulent, educated, 
ruling minority and a vast majority of impoverished, ignorant, enslaved proletarians. 



There is one fact which should make an impression upon every person of conscience, upon all who 
have at heart a concern for human dignity and justice; that is, for the liberty of each individual amid 
and through a setting of equality for all. That is the fact that all of the intelligentsia, all of the great 
applications of science to the purpose of industry, trade and to the life of society in general have 
thus far profited no one, save the privileged classes and the power of the State, that timeless 
champion of all political and social iniquity. Never, not once, have they brought any benefit to the 
masses of the people. We need only list the machines and every workingman and honest advocate 
of the emancipation of labour would accept the justice of what we say. By what power do the 
privileged classes maintain themselves today, with all their insolent smugness and iniquitous 
pleasures, in defiance of the all too legitimate outrage felt by the masses of the people? Is it by some 
power inherent in their persons? No - it is solely through the power of the State, in whose apparatus 
today their offspring hold, always, every key position (and even every lower and middle range 
position) excepting that of soldier and worker. And in this day and age what is it that constitutes the 
principle underlying the power of the State? Why, it is science. Yes, science - Science of 
government, science of administration and financial science; the science of fleecing the flocks of 
the people without their bleating too loudly and, when they start to bleat, the science of urging 
silence, patience and obedience upon them by means of a scientifically organised force: the science 
of deceiving and dividing the masses of the people and keeping them allays in a salutary ignorance 
lest they ever become able, by helping one another and pooling their efforts, to conjure up a power 
capable of overturning States; and, above all, military science with all its tried and tested weaponry, 
these formidable instruments of destruction which 'work wonders' (2): and lastly, the science of 
genius which has conjured up steamships, railways and telegraphy which, by turning every 
government into a hundred armed, a thousand armed Briareos (3), giving it the power to be, act and 
arrest everywhere at once - has brought about the most formidable political centralisation the world 
has ever witnessed. 

Who, then, will deny that, without exception, all of the advances made by science have thus far 
brought nothing, save a boosting of the wealth of the privileged classes and of the power of the 
State, to the detriment of the well-being and liberty of the masses of the people, of the proletariat? 
But, we will hear the objection, do not the masses of the people profit by this also? Are they not 
much more civilised in this society of ours than they were in the societies of byegone centuries? 

We shall reply to that with an observation borrowed from the noted German socialist, Lassalle. In 
measuring the progress made by the working masses, in terms of their political and social 
emancipation, one should not compare their intellectual state in this century with what it may have 
been in centuries gone by. Instead, one ought to consider whether, by comparison with some given 
time, the gap which then existed between the working masses and the privileged classes having 
been noted, the masses have progressed to the same extent as these privileged classes. For, if the 
progress made by both has been roughly equivalent, the intellectual gap which separates the masses 
from the privileged in today's world will be the same as it ever was; but if the proletariat has 
progressed further and more rapidly than the privileged, then the gap must necessarily have 
narrowed; but if, on the other hand, the worker's rate of progress has been slower and, consequently, 
less than that of a representative of the ruling classes over the same period, then that gap will have 
grown. The gulf which separates them will have increased and the man of privilege grown more 
powerful and the worker's circumstances more abject, more slave like than at the date one chose as 
the point of departure. If the two of us set off from two different points at the same time and you 
have a lead of one hundred paces over me and you move at a rate of sixty paces per minute, and I at 
only thirty paces per minute, then after one hour the distance which separates us will not be just 
over one hundred paces, but just over one thousand nine hundred paces. 

That example gives a roughly accurate notion of the respective advances made by the bourgeoisie 
and the proletariat. Thus far the bourgeoisie has raced along the track of civilisation at a quicker rate 
than the proletariat, not because they are intellectually more powerful than the latter indeed one 
might properly argue the contrary case - but because the political and economic organisation of 



society has been such that, hitherto, the bourgeoisie alone have enjoyed access to learning and 
science has existed only for them, and the proletariat has found itself doomed to a forced ignorance, 
so that if the proletariat has, nevertheless, made progress (and there is no denying it has) then that 
progress was made not thanks to society, but rather in spite of it. To sum up. In society as presently 
constituted, the advances of science have been at the root of the relative ignorance of the proletariat, 
just as the progress of industry and commerce have been at the root of its relative impoverishment. 
Thus, intellectual progress and material progress have contributed in equal measure towards the 
exacerbation of the slavery of the proletariat. Meaning what? Meaning that we have a duty to reject 
and resist that bourgeois science, just as we have a duty to reject and resist bourgeois wealth. And 
reject and resist them in this sense - that in destroying the social order which turns it into the 
preserve of one or of several classes, we must lay claim to it as the common inheritance of all the 
world. 

[Egalite, 31 July 1869] 

*************************** 

"And in this day and age what is it that constitutes the principle underlying the power of the State? 
Why, it is science. Yes, science - Science of government, science of administration and financial 
science; the science of fleecing the flocks of the people without their bleating too loudly and, when 
they start to bleat, the science of urging silence, patience and obedience upon them by means of a 
scientifically organised force: the science of deceiving and dividing the masses of the people and 
keeping them allays in a salutary ignorance lest they ever become able, by helping one another and 
pooling their efforts, to conjure up a power capable of overturning States;" 

Michael Bakunin 1869 



Selected writings 

by Michael Bakunin

Everything that lives, does so under the categorical condition of decisively interfering in the life of 
someone else.... 

The worse it is for those who are so ignorant of the natural and social law of human solidarity that 
they deem possible or even desirable the absolute independence of individuals in regard to one 
another. To will it is to will the disappearance of society.... All men, even the most intelligent and 
strongest are at every instant of their lives the producers and the product. Freedom itself, the 
freedom of every man, is the ever-renewed effect of the great mass of physical. intellectual, and 
moral influonces to which this man is subjected by the people surrounding him and the environment 
in which he was born and in which he passed his whole life. 

To wish to escape this influence in the name of some . . . self-sufficient and absolutely egoistical 
freedom. is to aim toward non-being. 

To do away with this reciprocal influence is tantamount to death. And in demanding the freedom of 
the masses we do not intend to do away with natural influences to which man is subjected by 
individuals and groups. All we want is to do away with is factitious. legitimized influences. to do 
away with the privileges in exerting influence. 

- * - 

Juridically they are equal; but economically the worker is the serf of the capitalist . . . thereby the 
worker sells his person and his liberty for a given time. The worker is in the position of a serf 
because this terrible threat of starvation which daily hangs over his head and over his family, will 
force him to accept any conditions imposed by the gainful calculations of the capitalist, the 
industrialist, the employer.... The worker always has the right to leave his employer, but has he the 
means to do so? No, he does it in order to sell himself to another employer. He is driven to it by the 
same hunger which forces him to sell himself to the first employer. 

The worker's liberty . . . is only a theoretical freedom. lacking any means for its possible realization. 
ant consequently it is only a fictitious liberty. an utter falsehood. The truth is that the whole life of 
the worker is simply a continuous and dismaying succession of terms of serfdom--"voluntary from 
the juridical point of view but compulsory from an economic sense--broken up by momentarily 
brief interludes of freedom accompanied by starvation; in other words, it is real slavery. 

- * - 

We see that the richest property owners . . . are precisely those who work the least or who do not 
work at all. 

It is evident to anyone who is not blind about this matter that productive labor creates wealth and 
yields the producers only misery, and it is only non-productive, exploiting labor that yields 
property.... What is property, what is capital in their present form? For the capitalist and the 
property owner they mean the power and the right, guaranteed by the State, to live without working. 
And since neither property nor capital produces anything when not fertilized by labor--that means 
the power and the right to live by exploiting the work of someone else. The right to exploit the work 
of those who possess neither property nor capital and who thus are forced to sell their productive 
power to the lucky owners of both. 

- * - 

The only thing that the State can and must do . . . is gradually to modify the right of inheritance so 



as to achieve its complete abolition as soon as possible. . . . We claim that this right will necessarily 
have to be abolished because as long as inheritance lasts, there will be hereditary economic 
inequality--not the natural inequality of individuals, but the artificial inequality of classes--which 
will necessarily continue to be expressed in hereditary inequality of the development and cultivation 
of intelligence and will remain the source and sanction of all political and social inequality. 

- * - 

Will this abolition be just? 

A man, we are told, has acquired through his labor several tens or hundreds of thousands of francs, 
8 million, and he will not have the right to leave them as an inheritance to his children Is this not an 
attack on natural right, is this not unjust plunder? 

It has been proven 8 thousand times that an isolated worker cannot produce much more than what 
he consumes. We challenge any real worker, any worker who does not enjoy a single privilege, to 
amass tens or hundreds of thousands of francs, or millions That would be quite impossible. 
Therefore, if some individuals in present-day society do acquire such great sums, it is not by their 
labor that they do so but by their privilege, that is, by a juridically legalized injustice. And since a 
person inevitably takes from others whatever he does not gain from his own, we have the right to 
say that all such profits are thefts of collective labor, committed by a few privileged individuals 
with the sanction of the State and under its protection." 

Maximoff, G. P. (Ed.); The Political Philosophy of Bakunin:
Scientific Anarchism, N.Y: Free Press, l953. 

Cutler, Robert M. (Ed.); From Out of the Dustbin 
Bakunin's Basic Writing's 1869-1871, Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1985. 



Stateless Socialism: Anarchism

by Mikhail Bakunin 1814-1876

From "The Political Philosophy of Bakunin" 
by G.P. Maximoff 

1953, The Free Press, NY 

Effect of the Great Principles Proclaimed by the French Revolution. From the time when the 
Revolution brought down to the masses its Gospel - not the mystic but the rational, not the heavenly 
but the earthly, not the divine but the human Gospel, the Gospel of the Rights of Man - ever since it 
proclaimed that all men are equal, that all men are entitled to liberty and equality, the masses of all 
European countries, of all the civilized world, awakening gradually from the sleep which had kept 
them in bondage ever since Christianity drugged them with its opium, began to ask themselves 
whether they too, had the right to equality, freedom, and humanity.

As soon as this question was posed, the people, guided by their admirable sound sense as well as by 
their instincts, realized that the first condition of their real emancipation, or of their humanization, 
was above all a radical change in their economic situation. The question of daily bread is to them 
justly the first question, for as it was noted by Aristotle, man, in order to think, in order to feel 
himself free, in order to become man, must be freed from the material cares of daily life. For that 
matter, the bourgeois, who are so vociferous in their outcries against the materialism of the people 
and who preach to the latter the abstinences of idealism, know it very well, for they themselves 
preach it only by word and not by example.

The second question arising before the people - that of leisure after work - is the indispensable 
condition of humanity. But bread and leisure can never be obtained apart from a radical 
transformation of existing society, and that explains why the Revolution, impelled by the 
implications of its own principles, gave birth to Socialism.

Socialism Is Justice...Socialism is justice. When we speak of justice, we understand thereby not the 
justice contained in the Codes and in Roman jurisprudence - which were based to a great extent 
upon facts of violence achieved by force, violence consecrated by time and by the benedictions of 
some church or other (Christian or pagan), and as such accepted as absolute principles, from which 
all law is to be deduced by a process of logical reasoning - no, we speak of that justice which is 
based solely upon human conscience, the justice to be found in the consciousness of every man - 
even in that of children - and which can be expressed in a single word: equity.

This universal justice which, owing to conquests by force and religious influences, has never yet 
prevailed in the political or juridical or economic worlds, should become the basis of the new 
world. Without it there can be neither liberty, nor republic, nor prosperity, nor peace. It then must 
govern our resolutions in order that we work effectively toward the establishment of peace. And 
this justice urges us to take upon ourselves the defense of the interests of the terribly maltreated 
people and demand their economic and social emancipation along with political freedom.

The Basic Principle of Socialism. We do not propose here, gentlemen, this or any other socialist 
system. What we demand now is the proclaiming anew of the great principle of the French 
Revolution: that every human being should have the material and moral means to develop all his  
humanity, a principle which, in our opinion, is to be translated into the following problem:



To organize society in such a manner that every individual, man or woman, should find, upon 
entering life, approximately equal means for the development of his or her diverse faculties and 
their utilization in his or her work. And to organize such a society that, rendering impossible the 
exploitation of anyone's labor, will enable every individual to enjoy the social wealth, which in 
reality is produced only by collective labor, but to enjoy it only in so far as he contributes directly 
toward the creation of that wealth.

State Socialism Rejected. The carrying out of this task will of course take centuries of 
development. But history has already brought it forth and henceforth we cannot ignore it without 
condemning ourselves to utter impotence. We hasten to add here that we vigorously reject any 
attempt at social organization which would not admit the fullest liberty of individuals and 
organizations, or which would require the setting up of any regimenting power whatever. In the 
name of freedom, which we recognize as the only foundation and the only creative principle of 
organization, economic or political, we shall protest against anything remotely resembling State 
Communism, or State Socialism.

Abolition of the Inheritance Law. The only thing which, in opinion, the State can and should do, 
is first to modify little by little inheritance law so as to arrive as soon as possible at its complete 
abolition. That law being purely a creation of the State, and one of the conditions of the very 
existence of the authoritarian and divine State can and should be abolished by freedom in the State. 
In other words, State should dissolve itself into a society freely organized in accord with the 
principles of justice. Inheritance right, in our opinion, should abolished, for so long as it exists there 
will be hereditary economic inequality, not the natural inequality of individuals, but the artificial 
man inequality of classes - and the latter will always beget hereditary equality in the development 
and shaping of minds, continuing to be source and consecration of all political and social 
inequalities. The task of justice is to establish equality for everyone, inasmuch that equality will 
depend upon the economic and political organization society - an equality with which everyone is 
going to begin his life, that everyone, guided by his own nature, will be the product of his own 
efforts. In our opinion, the property of the deceased should accrue to social fund for the instruction 
and education of children of both sexes including their maintenance from birth until they come of 
age. As Slavs and as Russians, we shall add that with us the fundamental social idea, bas upon the 
general and traditional instinct of our populations, is that las the property of all the people, should 
be owned only by those who cultivate it with their own hands.

We are convinced gentlemen, that this principle is just, that it is essential and inevitable condition of 
all serious social reform, and consequently Western Europe in turn will not fail to recognize and 
accept this principle, notwithstanding the difficulties of its realization in countries as in France, for 
instance where the majority of peasants own the land which they cultivate, but where most of those 
very peasants will soon end up by owning next to nothing, owing to the parceling out of land 
coming as the inevitable result of the political and economic system now prevailing in France. We 
shall, however, refrain from offering any proposals on the land question...We shall confine 
ourselves now to proposing the following declaration:

The Declaration of Socialism. "Convinced that the serious realization of liberty, justice, and peace 
will be impossible so long as the majority of the population remains dispossessed of elementary 
needs, so long as it is deprived of education and is condemned to political and social insignificance 
and slavery - in fact if not by law - by poverty as well as by the necessity of working without rest or 
leisure, producing all the wealth upon which the world now prides itself, and receiving in return 
only such a small pan thereof that it hardly suffices to assure its livelihood for the next day;

"Convinced that for all that mass of population, terribly maltreated for centuries, the problem of 
bread is the problem of mental emancipation, of freedom and humanity;

"Convinced that freedom without Socialism is privilege and injustice and that Socialism without 
freedom is slavery and brutality;



"The League [for Peace and Freedom] loudly proclaims the necessity of a radical social and 
economic reconstruction, having for its aim the emancipation of people's labor from the yoke of 
capital and property owners, a reconstruction based upon strict justice - neither juridical nor 
theological nor metaphysical justice, but simply human justice - upon positive science and upon the 
widest freedom."

Organization of Productive Forces in Place of Political Power. It is necessary to abolish 
completely, both in principle and in fact, all that which is called political power; for, so long as 
political power exists, there will be ruler and ruled, masters and slaves, exploiters and exploited. 
Once abolished, political power should be replaced by an organization of productive forces and 
economic service.

Notwithstanding the enormous development of modern states - a development which in its ultimate 
phase is quite logically reducing the State to an absurdity - it is becoming evident that the days of 
the State and the State principle are numbered. Already we can see approaching the full 
emancipation of the toiling masses and their free social organization, free from governmental 
intervention, formed by economic associations of the people and brushing aside all the old State 
frontiers and national distinctions, and having as its basis only productive labor, humanized labor, 
having one common interest in spite of its diversity.

The Ideal of the People. This ideal of course appears to the people as signifying first of all the end 
of want, the end of poverty, and the full satisfaction of all material needs by means of collective 
labor, equal and obligatory for all, and then, as the end of domination and the free organization of 
the people's lives in accordance with their needs - not from the top down, as we have it in the State, 
but from the bottom up, an organization formed by the people themselves, apart from all 
governments and parliaments, a free union of associations of agricultural and factory workers, of 
communes, regions, and nations, and finally, in the more remote future; the universal human 
brotherhood, triumphing above the ruins of all States.

The Program of a Free Society. Outside of the Mazzinian system which is the system of the 
republic in the form of a State, there is no other system but that of the republic as a commune, the 
republic as a federation, a Socialist and a genuine people's republic - the system of Anarchism. It is 
the politics of the Social Revolution, which aims at the abolition of the State, and the economic, 
altogether free organization of the people, an organization from below upward, by means of a 
federation.

...There will be no possibility of the existence of a political government, for this government will be 
transformed into a simple administration of common affairs.

Our program can be summed up in a few words:

Peace, emancipation, and the happiness of the oppressed.

War upon all oppressors and all despoilers.

Full restitution to workers: all the capital, the factories, and all instruments of work and raw 
materials to go to the associations, and the land to those who cultivate it with their own hands.

Liberty, justice, and fraternity in regard to all human beings upon the earth.

Equality for all.

To all, with no distinction whatever, all the means of development, education, and upbringing, and 
the equal possibility of living while working.

Organizing of a society by means of a free federation from below upward, of workers associations, 
industrial as well as a agricultural, scientific as well as literary associations - first into a commune, 
then a federation communes into regions, of regions into nations, and of nations into international 
fraternal association.



Correct Tactics During a Revolution. In a social revolution, which in everything is diametrically 
opposed to a political revolution, the a of individuals hardly count at all, whereas the spontaneous 
action of masses is everything. All that individuals can do is to clarify, propagate, and work out 
ideas corresponding to the popular instinct, and, what is more, to contribute their incessant efforts to 
revolutionary organization of the natural power of the masses - but nothing else beyond that; the 
rest can and should be done by the people themselves. Any other method would lead to political 
dictatorship, to the re-emergence of the State, of privileges of inequalities of all the oppressions of 
the State - that is, it would lead in a roundabout but logical way toward re-establishment of political, 
social, and economic slavery of the masses of people.

Varlin and all his friends, like all sincere Socialists, and in general like all workers born and brought 
up among the people, shared to a high degree this perfectly legitimate bias against the initiative 
coming from isolated individuals, against the domination exercised by superior individuals, and 
being above all consistent, they extended the same prejudice and distrust to their own persons.

Revolution by Decrees Is Doomed to Failure. Contrary to the ideas of the authoritarian 
Communists, altogether fallacious ideas in my opinion, that the Social Revolution can be decreed 
and organized by means of a dictatorship or a Constituent Assembly - our friends, the Parisian 
Social-Socialists, held the opinion that that revolution can be waged and brought to fits full 
development only through the spontaneous and continued mass action of groups and associations of 
the people.

Our Parisian friends were a thousand times right. For, indeed, there is no mind, much as it may be 
endowed with the quality of a genius; or if we speak of a collective dictatorship consisting of 
several hundred supremely endowed individuals - there is no combination of intellects so vast as to 
be able to embrace all the infinite multiplicity and diversity of the real interests, aspirations, wills, 
and needs constituting in their totality the collective will of the people; there is no intellect that can 
devise a social organization capable of satisfying each and all.

Such an organization would ever be a Procrustean bed into which violence, more or less sanctioned 
by the State, would force the unfortunate society. But it is this old system of organization based 
upon force that the Social Revolution should put an end to by giving full liberty to the masses, 
groups, communes, associations, and even individuals, and by destroying once and for all the 
historic cause of all violence - the very existence of the State, the fall of which will entail the 
destruction of all the iniquities of juridical right and all the falsehood of various cults, that right and 
those cults having ever been simply the complaisant consecration, ideal as well as real, of all 
violence represented, guaranteed, and authorized by the State.

It is evident that only when the State has ceased to exist humanity will obtain its freedom, and the 
true interests of society, of all groups, of all local organizations, and likewise of all the individuals 
forming such organization, will find their real satisfaction.

Free Organization to Follow Abolition of the State. Abolition of the State and the Church should 
be the first and indispensable condition of the real enfranchisement of society. It will be only after 
this that society can and should begin its own reorganization; that, however, should take place not 
from the top down, not according to an ideal plan mapped by a few sages or savants, and not by 
means of decrees issued by some dictatorial power or even by a National Assembly elected by 
universal suffrage. Such a system, as I have already said, inevitably would lead to the formation of a 
governmental aristocracy, that is, a class of persons which has nothing in common with the masses 
of people; and, to be sure, this class would again turn to exploiting and enthralling the masses under 
the pretext of common welfare or of the salvation of the State.

Freedom Must Go Hand-in-Hand With Equality. I am a convinced partisan of economic and 
social equality, for I know that outside of this equality, freedom, justice, human dignity, morality, 
and the well-being of individuals as well as the prosperity of nations are all nothing but so many 
falsehoods. But being at the same time a partisan of freedom - the first condition of humanity - I 



believe that equality should be established in the world by a spontaneous organization of labor and 
collective property, by the free organization of producers' associations into communes, and free 
federation of communes - but nowise by means of the supreme tutelary action of the State.

The Difference Between Authoritarian and Libertarian Revolution. It is this point which 
mainly divides the Socialists or revolutionary collectivists from the authoritarian Communists, the 
partisans of the absolute initiative of the State. The goal of both is the same: both parties want the 
creation of a new social order based exclusively upon collective labor, under economic conditions 
that are equal for all - that is, under conditions of collective ownership of the tools of production.

Only the Communists imagine that they can attain through development and organization of the 
political power of the working classes, and chiefly of the city proletariat, aided by bourgeois 
radicalism - whereas the revolutionary Socialists, the enemies of all ambiguous alliances, believe, 
on the contrary, that this common goal can be attained not through the political but through the 
social (and therefore anti-political) organization and power of the working masses of the cities and 
villages, including all those who, though belonging by birth to the higher classes, have broken with 
their past of their own free will, and have openly joined the proletariat and accepted its program.

The Methods of the Communists and the Anarchists. Hence the two different methods. The 
Communists believe that it is necessary to organize the forces of the workers in order to take 
possession of the political might of the State. The revolutionary Socialists organize with the view of 
destroying, or if you prefer a more refined expression, of liquidating the State. The Communists are 
the partisans of the principle and practice of authority, while revolutionary Socialists place their 
faith only in freedom. Both are equally the partisans of science, which is to destroy superstition and 
take the place of faith; but the first want to impose science upon the people, while the revolutionary 
collectivists try to diffuse science and knowledge among the people, so that the various groups of 
human society, when convinced by propaganda, may organize and spontaneously combine into 
federations, in accordance with their natural tendencies and their real interests, but never according 
to a plan traced in advance and imposed upon the ignorant masses by a few "superior" minds.

Revolutionary Socialists believe that there is much more of practical reason and intelligence in the 
instinctive aspirations and real needs of the masses of people than in the profound minds of all these 
learned doctors and self-appointed tutors of humanity, who, having before them the sorry examples 
of so many abortive attempts to make humanity happy, still intend to keep on working in the same 
direction. But revolutionary Socialists believe, on the contrary, that humanity has permitted itself to 
be ruled for a long time, much too long, and that the source of its misfortune lies not in this nor in 
any other form of government but in the principle and the very existence of the government, 
whatever its nature may be.

It is this difference of opinion, which already has become historic, that now exists between the 
scientific Communism, developed by the German school and partly accepted by American and 
English Socialists, and Proudhonism, extensively developed and pushed to its ultimate conclusions, 
and by now accepted by the proletariat of the Latin countries. Revolutionary Socialism has made its 
first brilliant and practical appearance in the Paris Commune.

On the Pan-German banner is written: Retention and strengthening of the State at any cost. On our 
banner, the social-revolutionary banner, on the contrary, are inscribed, in fiery and bloody letters: 
the destruction of all States, the annihilation of bourgeois civilization, free and spontaneous 
organization from below upward, by means of free associations, the organization of the unbridled 
rabble of toilers, of all emancipated humanity, and the creation of a new universally human world.

Before creating, or rather aiding the people to create, this new organization, it is necessary to 
achieve a victory. It is necessary to overthrow that which is, in order to be able to establish that 
which should be...



THE CAPITALIST SYSTEM

by Michael Bakunin

This pamphlet is an excerpt from The Knouto-Germanic Empire and the Social 
Revolution and included in The Complete Works of Michael Bakunin under the 
title "Fragment." Parts of the text were originally translated into English by 
G.P. Maximoff for his anthology of Bakunin's writings, with missing paragraphs 
translated by Jeff Stein from the Spanish edition, Diego Abad de Santillan, 
trans. (Buenos Aires 1926) vol. III, pp. 181-196.

     Is it necessary to repeat here the irrefutable arguments of Socialism which no bourgeois 
economist has yet succeeded in disproving? What is property, what is capital in their present form? 
For the capitalist and the property owner they mean the power and the right, guaranteed by the 
State, to live without working. And since neither property nor capital produces anything when not 
fertilized by labor - that means the power and the right to live by exploiting the work of someone 
else, the right to exploit the work of those who possess neither property nor capital and who thus are 
forced to sell their productive power to the lucky owners of both. Note that I have left out of 
account altogether the following question: In what way did property and capital ever fall into the 
hands of their present owners? This is a question which, when envisaged from the points of view of 
history, logic, and justice, cannot be answered in any other way but one which would serve as an 
indictment against the present owners. I shall therefore confine myself here to the statement that 
property owners and capitalists, inasmuch as they live not by their own productive labor but by 
getting land rent, house rent, interest upon their capital, or by speculation on land, buildings, and 
capital, or by the commercial and industrial exploitation of the manual labor of the proletariat, all 
live at the expense of the proletariat. (Speculation and exploitation no doubt also constitute a sort of 
labor, but altogether non-productive labor.) 

     I know only too well that this mode of life is highly esteemed in all civilized countries, that it is 
expressly and tenderly protected by all the States, and that the States, religions, and all the juridical 
laws, both criminal and civil, and all the political governments, monarchies and republican - with 
their immense judicial and police apparatuses and their standing armies - have no other mission but 
to consecrate and protect such practices. In the presence of these powerful and respectable 
authorities I cannot even permit myself to ask whether this mode of life is legitimate from the point 
of view of human justice, liberty, human equality, and fraternity. I simply ask myself: Under such 
conditions, are fraternity and equality possible between the exploiter and the exploited, are justice 
and freedom possible for the exploited? 

     Let us even suppose, as it is being maintained by the bourgeois economists and with them all the 
lawyers, all the worshippers and believers in the juridical right, all the priests of the civil and 
criminal code - let us suppose that this economic relationship between the exploiter and the 
exploited is altogether legitimate, that it is the inevitable consequence, the product of an eternal, 
indestructible social law, yet still it will always be true that exploitation precludes brotherhood and 
equality. It goes without saying that it precludes economic equality. Suppose I am your worker and 
you are my employer. If I offer my labor at the lowest price, if I consent to have you live off my 
labor, it is certainly not because of devotion or brotherly love for you. And no bourgeois economist 
would dare to say that it was, however idyllic and naive their reasoning becomes when they begin to 
speak about reciprocal affections and mutual relations which should exist between employers and 



employees. No, I do it because my family and I would starve to death if I did not work for an 
employer. Thus I am forced to sell you my labor at the lowest possible price, and I am forced to do 
it by the threat of hunger. 

     But - the economists tell us - the property owners, the capitalists, the employers, are likewise 
forced to seek out and purchase the labor of the proletariat. Yes, it is true, they are forced to do it, 
but not in the same measure. Had there been equality between those who offer their labor and those 
who purchase it, between the necessity of selling one's labor and the necessity of buying it, the 
slavery and misery of the proletariat would not exist. But then there would be neither capitalists, nor 
property owners, nor the proletariat, nor rich, nor poor: there would only be workers. It is precisely 
because such equality does not exist that we have and are bound to have exploiters. 

     This equality does not exist because in modern society where wealth is produced by the 
intervention of capital paying wages to labor, the growth of the population outstrips the growth of 
production, which results in the supply of labor necessarily surpassing the demand and leading to a 
relative sinking of the level of wages. Production thus constituted, monopolized, exploited by 
bourgeois capital, is pushed on the one hand by the mutual competition of the capitalists to 
concentrate evermore in the hands of an ever diminishing number of powerful capitalists, or in the 
hands of joint-stock companies which, owing to the merging of their capital, are more powerful 
than the biggest isolated capitalists. (And the small and medium-sized capitalists, not being able to 
produce at the same price as the big capitalists, naturally succumb in the deadly struggle.) On the 
other hand, all enterprises are forced by the same competition to sell their products at the lowest 
possible price. It [capitalist monopoly] can attain this two-fold result only by forcing out an ever-
growing number of small or medium-sized capitalists, speculators, merchants, or industrialists, from 
the world of exploiters into the world of the exploited proletariat, and at the same time squeezing 
out ever greater savings from the wages of the same proletariat. 

     On the other hand, the mass of the proletariat, growing as a result of the general increase of the 
population - which, as we know, not even poverty can stop effectively - and through the increasing 
proletarianization of the petty-bourgeoisie, ex-owners, capitalists, merchants, and industrialists - 
growing, as I have said, at a much more rapid rate than the productive capacities of an economy that 
is exploited by bourgeois capital - this growing mass of the proletariat is placed in a condition 
wherein the workers are forced into disastrous competition against one another. 

     For since they possess no other means of existence but their own manual labor, they are driven, 
by the fear of seeing themselves replaced by others, to sell it at the lowest price. This tendency of 
the workers, or rather the necessity to which they are condemned by their own poverty, combined 
with the tendency of the employers to sell the products of their workers, and consequently buy their 
labor, at the lowest price, constantly reproduces and consolidates the poverty of the proletariat. 
Since he finds himself in a state of poverty, the worker is compelled to sell his labor for almost 
nothing, and because he sells that product for almost nothing, he sinks into ever greater poverty. 

     Yes, greater misery, indeed! For in this galley-slave labor the productive force of the workers, 
abused, ruthlessly exploited, excessively wasted and underfed, is rapidly used up. And once used 
up, what can be its value on the market, of what worth is this sole commodity which he possesses 
and upon the daily sale of which he depends for a livelihood? Nothing! And then? Then nothing is 
left for the worker but to die. 

     What, in a given country, is the lowest possible wage? It is the price of that which is considered 
by the proletarians of that country as absolutely necessary to keep oneself alive. All the bourgeois 
economists are in agreement on this point. Turgot, who saw fit to call himself the `virtuous minister' 
of Louis XVI, and really was an honest man, said: 

     "The simple worker who owns nothing more than his hands, has nothing else to sell than his 
labor. He sells it more or less expensively; but its price whether high or low, does not depend on 
him alone: it depends on an agreement with whoever will pay for his labor. The employer pays as 



little as possible; when given the choice between a great number of workers, the employer prefers 
the one who works cheap. The workers are, then, forced to lower their price in competition each 
against the other. In all types of labor, it necessarily follows that the salary of the worker is limited 
to what is necessary for survival." (Reflexions sur la formation et la distribution des richesses) 

     J.B. Say, the true father of bourgeois economists in France also said: "Wages are much higher 
when more demand exists for labor and less if offered, and are lowered accordingly when more 
labor is offered and less demanded. It is the relation between supply and demand which regulates 
the price of this merchandise called the workers' labor, as are regulated all other public services. 
When wages rise a little higher than the price necessary for the workers' families to maintain 
themselves, their children multiply and a larger supply soon develops in proportion with the greater 
demand. When, on the contrary, the demand for workers is less than the quantity of people offering 
to work, their gains decline back to the price necessary for the class to maintain itself at the same 
number. The families more burdened with children disappear; from them forward the supply of 
labor declines, and with less labor being offered, the price rises... In such a way it is difficult for the 
wages of the laborer to rise above or fall below the price necessary to maintain the class (the 
workers, the proletariat) in the number required." (Cours complet d' economie politique) 

     After citing Turgot and J.B. Say, Proudhon cries: "The price, as compared to the value (in real 
social economy) is something essentially mobile, consequently, essentially variable, and that in its 
variations, it is not regulated more than by the concurrence, concurrence, let us not forget, that as 
Turgot and Say agree, has the necessary effect not to give to wages to the worker more than enough 
to barely prevent death by starvation, and maintain the class in the numbers needed."1 

     The current price of primary necessities constitutes the prevailing constant level above which 
workers' wages can never rise for a very long time, but beneath which they drop very often, which 
constantly results in inanition, sickness, and death, until a sufficient number of workers disappear to 
equalize again the supply of and demand for labor. What the economists call equalized supply and 
demand does not constitute real equality between those who offer their labor for sale and those who 
purchase it. Suppose that I, a manufacturer, need a hundred workers and that exactly a hundred 
workers present themselves in the market - only one hundred, for if more came, the supply would 
exceed demand, resulting in lowered wages. But since only one hundred appear, and since I, the 
manufacturer, need only that number - neither more nor less - it would seem at first that complete 
equality was established; that supply and demand being equal in number, they should likewise be 
equal in other respects. Does it follow that the workers can demand from me a wage and conditions 
of work assuring them of a truly free, dignified, and human existence? Not at all! If I grant them 
those conditions and those wages, I, the capitalist, shall not gain thereby any more than they will. 
But then, why should I have to plague myself and become ruined by offering them the profits of my 
capital? If I want to work myself as workers do, I will invest my capital somewhere else, wherever I 
can get the highest interest, and will offer my labor for sale to some capitalist just as my workers 
do. 

     If, profiting by the powerful initiative afforded me by my capital, I ask those hundred workers to 
fertilize that capital with their labor, it is not because of my sympathy for their sufferings, nor 
because of a spirit of justice, nor because of love for humanity. The capitalists are by no means 
philanthropists; they would be ruined if they practiced philanthropy. It is because I hope to draw 
from the labor of the workers sufficient profit to be able to live comfortably, even richly, while at 
the same time increasing my capital - and all that without having to work myself. Of course I shall 
work too, but my work will be of an altogether different kind and I will be remunerated at a much 
higher rate than the workers. It will not be the work of production but that of administration and 
exploitation. 

     But isn't administrative work also productive work? No doubt it is, for lacking a good and an 
intelligent administration, manual labor will not produce anything or it will produce very little and 
very badly. But from the point of view of justice and the needs of production itself, it is not at all 



necessary that this work should be monopolized in my hands, nor, above all, that I should be 
compensated at a rate so much higher than manual labor. The co-operative associations already 
have proven that workers are quite capable of administering industrial enterprises, that it can be 
done by workers elected from their midst and who receive the same wage. Therefore if I 
concentrate in my hands the administrative power, it is not because the interests of production 
demand it, but in order to serve my own ends, the ends of exploitation. As the absolute boss of my 
establishment I get for my labor ten or twenty times more than my workers get for theirs, and this is 
true despite the fact that my labor is incomparably less painful than theirs. 

     But the capitalist, the business owner, runs risks, they say, while the worker risks nothing. This 
is not true, because when seen from his side, all the disadvantages are on the part of the worker. The 
business owner can conduct his affairs poorly, he can be wiped out in a bad deal, or be a victim of a 
commercial crisis, or by an unforeseen catastrophe; in a word he can ruin himself. This is true. But 
does ruin mean from the bourgeois point of view to be reduced to the same level of misery as those 
who die of hunger, or to be forced among the ranks of the common laborers? This so rarely 
happens, that we might as well say never. Afterwards it is rare that the capitalist does not retain 
something, despite the appearance of ruin. Nowadays all bankruptcies are more or less fraudulent. 
But if absolutely nothing is saved, there are always family ties, and social relations, who, with help 
from the business skills learned which they pass to their children, permit them to get positions for 
themselves and their children in the higher ranks of labor, in management; to be a state functionary, 
to be an executive in a commercial or industrial business, to end up, although dependent, with an 
income superior to what they paid their former workers. 

     The risks of the worker are infinitely greater. After all, if the establishment in which he is 
employed goes bankrupt, he must go several days and sometimes several weeks without work, and 
for him it is more than ruin, it is death; because he eats everyday what he earns. The savings of 
workers are fairy tales invented by bourgeois economists to lull their weak sentiment of justice, the 
remorse that is awakened by chance in the bosom of their class. This ridiculous and hateful myth 
will never soothe the anguish of the worker. He knows the expense of satisfying the daily needs of 
his large family. If he had savings, he would not send his poor children, from the age of six, to 
wither away, to grow weak, to be murdered physically and morally in the factories, where they are 
forced to work night and day, a working day of twelve and fourteen hours. 

     If it happens sometimes that the worker makes a small savings, it is quickly consumed by the 
inevitable periods of unemployment which often cruelly interrupt his work, as well as by the 
unforeseen accidents and illnesses which befall his family. The accidents and illnesses that can 
overtake him constitute a risk that makes all the risks of the employer nothing in comparison: 
because for the worker debilitating illness can destroy his productive ability, his labor power. Over 
all, prolonged illness is the most terrible bankruptcy, a bankruptcy that means for him and his 
children, hunger and death. 

     I know full well that under these conditions that if I were a capitalist, who needs a hundred 
workers to fertilize my capital, that on employing these workers, all the advantages are for me, all 
the disadvantages for them. I propose nothing more nor less than to exploit them, and if you wish 
me to be sincere about it, and promise to guard me well, I will tell them: 

     "Look, my children, I have some capital which by itself cannot produce anything, because a dead 
thing cannot produce anything. I have nothing productive without labor. As it goes, I cannot benefit 
from consuming it unproductively, since having consumed it, I would be left with nothing. But 
thanks to the social and political institutions which rule over us and are all in my favor, in the 
existing economy my capital is supposed to be a producer as well: it earns me interest. From whom 
this interest must be taken - and it must be from someone, since in reality by itself it produces 
absolutely nothing - this does not concern you. It is enough for you to know that it renders interest. 
Alone this interest is insufficient to cover my expenses. I am not an ordinary man as you. I cannot 
be, nor do I want to be, content with little. I want to live, to inhabit a beautiful house, to eat and 



drink well, to ride in a carriage, to maintain a good appearance, in short, to have all the good things 
in life. I also want to give a good education to my children, to make them into gentlemen, and send 
them away to study, and afterwards, having become much more educated than you, they can 
dominate you one day as I dominate you today. And as education alone is not enough, I want to 
give them a grand inheritance, so that divided between them they will be left almost as rich as I. 
Consequently, besides all the good things in life I want to give myself, I also want to increase my 
capital. How will I achieve this goal? Armed with this capital I propose to exploit you, and I 
propose that you permit me to exploit you. You will work and I will collect and appropriate and sell 
for my own behalf the product of your labor, without giving you more than a portion which is 
absolutely necessary to keep you from dying of hunger today, so that at the end of tomorrow you 
will still work for me in the same conditions; and when you have been exhausted, I will throw you 
out, and replace you with others. Know it well, I will pay you a salary as small, and impose on you 
a working day as long, working conditions as severe, as despotic, as harsh as possible; not from 
wickedness - not from a motive of hatred towards you, nor an intent to do you harm - but from the 
love of wealth and to get rich quick; because the less I pay you and the more you work, the more I 
will gain." 

     This is what is said implicitly by every capitalist, every industrialist, every business owner, 
every employer who demands the labor power of the workers they hire. 

     But since supply and demand are equal, why do the workers accept the conditions laid down by 
the employer? If the capitalist stands in just as great a need of employing the workers as the one 
hundred workers do of being employed by him, does it not follow that both sides are in an equal 
position? Do not both meet at the market as two equal merchants - from the juridical point of view 
at least - one bringing a commodity called a daily wage, to be exchanged for the daily labor of the 
worker on the basis of so many hours per day; and the other bringing his own labor as his 
commodity to be exchanged for the wage offered by the capitalist? Since, in our supposition, the 
demand is for a hundred workers and the supply is likewise that of a hundred persons, it may seem 
that both sides are in an equal position. 

     Of course nothing of the kind is true. What is it that brings the capitalist to the market? It is the 
urge to get rich, to increase his capital, to gratify his ambitions and social vanities, to be able to 
indulge in all conceivable pleasures. And what brings the worker to the market? Hunger, the 
necessity of eating today and tomorrow. Thus, while being equal from the point of juridical fiction, 
the capitalist and the worker are anything but equal from the point of view of the economic 
situation, which is the real situation. The capitalist is not threatened with hunger when he comes to 
the market; he knows very well that if he does not find today the workers for whom he is looking, 
he will still have enough to eat for quite a long time, owing to the capital of which he is the happy 
possessor. If the workers whom he meets in the market present demands which seem excessive to 
him, because, far from enabling him to increase his wealth and improve even more his economic 
position, those proposals and conditions might, I do not say equalize, but bring the economic 
position of the workers somewhat close to his own - what does he do in that case? He turns down 
those proposals and waits. After all, he was not impelled by an urgent necessity, but by a desire to 
improve his position, which, compared to that of the workers, is already quite comfortable, and so 
he can wait. And he will wait, for his business experience has taught him that the resistance of 
workers who, possessing neither capital, nor comfort, nor any savings to speak of, are pressed by a 
relentless necessity, by hunger, that this resistance cannot last very long, and that finally he will be 
able to find the hundred workers for whom he is looking - for they will be forced to accept the 
conditions which he finds it profitable to impose upon them. If they refuse, others will come who 
will be only too happy to accept such conditions. That is how things are done daily with the 
knowledge and in full view of everyone. 

     If, as a consequence of the particular circumstances that constantly influence the market, the 
branch of industry in which he planned at first to employ his capital does not offer all the 
advantages that he had hoped, then he will shift his capital elsewhere; thus the bourgeois capitalist 



is not tied by nature to any specific industry, but tends to invest (as it is called by the economists - 
exploit is what we say) indifferently in all possible industries. Let's suppose, finally, that learning of 
some industrial incapacity or misfortune, he decides not to invest in any industry; well, he will buy 
stocks and annuities; and if the interest and dividends seem insufficient, then he will engage in 
some occupation, or shall we say, sell his labor for a time, but in conditions much more lucrative 
than he had offered to his own workers. 

     The capitalist then comes to the market in the capacity, if not of an absolutely free agent, at least 
that of an infinitely freer agent than the worker. What happens in the market is a meeting between a 
drive for lucre and starvation, between master and slave. Juridically they are both equal; but 
economically the worker is the serf of the capitalist, even before the market transaction has been 
concluded whereby the worker sells his person and his liberty for a given time. The worker is in the 
position of a serf because this terrible threat of starvation which daily hangs over his head and over 
his family, will force him to accept any conditions imposed by the gainful calculations of the 
capitalist, the industrialist, the employer. 

     And once the contract has been negotiated, the serfdom of the workers is doubly increased; or to 
put it better, before the contract has been negotiated, goaded by hunger, he is only potentially a serf; 
after it is negotiated he becomes a serf in fact. Because what merchandise has he sold to his 
employer? It is his labor, his personal services, the productive forces of his body, mind, and spirit 
that are found in him and are inseparable from his person - it is therefore himself. From then on, the 
employer will watch over him, either directly or by means of overseers; everyday during working 
hours and under controlled conditions, the employer will be the owner of his actions and 
movements. When he is told: "Do this," the worker is obligated to do it; or he is told: "Go there," he 
must go. Is this not what is called a serf? 

     M. Karl Marx, the illustrious leader of German Communism, justly observed in his magnificent 
work Das Kapital2 that if the contract freely entered into by the vendors of money -in the form of 
wages - and the vendors of their own labor -that is, between the employer and the workers - were 
concluded not for a definite and limited term only, but for one's whole life, it would constitute real 
slavery. Concluded for a term only and reserving to the worker the right to quit his employer, this 
contract constitutes a sort of voluntary and transitory serfdom. Yes, transitory and voluntary from 
the juridical point of view, but nowise from the point of view of economic possibility. The worker 
always has the right to leave his employer, but has he the means to do so? And if he does quit him, 
is it in order to lead a free existence, in which he will have no master but himself? No, he does it in 
order to sell himself to another employer. He is driven to it by the same hunger which forced him to 
sell himself to the first employer. Thus the worker's liberty, so much exalted by the economists, 
jurists, and bourgeois republicans, is only a theoretical freedom, lacking any means for its possible 
realization, and consequently it is only a fictitious liberty, an utter falsehood. The truth is that the 
whole life of the worker is simply a continuous and dismaying succession of terms of serfdom 
-voluntary from the juridical point of view but compulsory in the economic sense - broken up by 
momentarily brief interludes of freedom accompanied by starvation; in other words, it is real 
slavery. 

     This slavery manifests itself daily in all kinds of ways. Apart from the vexations and oppressive 
conditions of the contract which turn the worker into a subordinate, a passive and obedient servant, 
and the employer into a nearly absolute master - apart from all that, it is well known that there is 
hardly an industrial enterprise wherein the owner, impelled on the one hand by the two-fold instinct 
of an unappeasable lust for profits and absolute power, and on the other hand, profiting by the 
economic dependence of the worker, does not set aside the terms stipulated in the contract and 
wring some additional concessions in his own favor. Now he will demand more hours of work, that 
is, over and above those stipulated in the contract; now he will cut down wages on some pretext; 
now he will impose arbitrary fines, or he will treat the workers harshly, rudely, and insolently. 

     But, one may say, in that case the worker can quit. Easier said than done. At times the worker 



receives part of his wages in advance, or his wife or children may be sick, or perhaps his work is 
poorly paid throughout this particular industry. Other employers may be paying even less than his 
own employer, and after quitting this job he may not even be able to find another one. And to 
remain without a job spells death for him and his family. In addition, there is an understanding 
among all employers, and all of them resemble one another. All are almost equally irritating, unjust, 
and harsh. 

     Is this calumny? No, it is in the nature of things, and in the logical necessity of the relationship 
existing between the employers and their workers. 

NOTES:

     1. Not having to hand the works mentioned, I took these quotes from la Histoire de la Revolution 
de 1848, by Louis Blanc. Mr. Blanc continues with these words: "We have been well alerted. Now 
we know, without room for doubt, that according to all the doctrines of the old political economy, 
wages cannot have any other basis than the regulation between supply and demand, although the 
result is that the remuneration of labor is reduced to what is strictly necessary to not perish by 
starvation. Very well, and let us do no more than repeat the words inadvertently spoken in sincerity 
by Adam Smith, the head of this school: It is small consolation for individuals who have no other 
means for existence than their labor." (Bakunin) 

     2. Das Kapital, Kritik der politischen Oekonomie, by Karl Marx; Erster Band. This work will 
need to be translated into French, because nothing, that I know of, contains an analysis so profound, 
so luminous, so scientific, so decisive, and if I can express it thus, so merciless an expose of the 
formation of bourgeois capital and the systematic and cruel exploitation that capital continues 
exercising over the work of the proletariat. The only defect of this work... positivist in direction, 
based on a profound study of economic works, without admitting any logic other than the logic of 
the facts - the only defect, say, is that it has been written, in part, but only in part, in a style 
excessively metaphysical and abstract... which makes it difficult to explain and nearly 
unapproachable for the majority of workers, and it is principally the workers who must read it 
nevertheless. The bourgeois will never read it or, if they read it, they will never want to comprehend 
it, and if they comprehend it they will never say anything about it; this work being nothing other 
than a sentence of death, scientifically motivated and irrevocably pronounced, not against them as 
individuals, but against their class. (Bakunin)



The Immorality of the State by Mikhail 
Bakunin [1814-1876]

Ethics: Morality of the State 
The Theory of Social Contract. 
Man is not only the most individual being on earth-he is also the most social being. It was a great 
fallacy on the part of Jean Jacques Rousseau to have assumed that primitive society was established 
by a free contract entered into by savages. But Rousseau was not the only one to uphold such views. 
The majority of jurists and modern writers, whether of the Kantian school or of other individualist 
and liberal schools, who do not accept the theological idea of society being founded upon divine 
right, nor that of the Hegelian school-of society as the more or less mystic realization of objective 
morality- nor the primitive animal society of the naturalist school-take nolens volens, for lack of 
any other foundation, the tacit contract, as their point of departure. 

A tacit contract! That is to say, a wordless, and consequently a thoughtless and will-less contract: a 
revolting nonsense! An absurd fiction, and what is more, a wicked fiction! An unworthy hoax! For 
it assumes that while I was in a state of not being able to will, to think, to speak, I bound myself and 
all my descendants-only by virtue of having let myself be victimized without raising any protest - 
into perpetual slavery. 

Lack of Moral Discernment in the State Preceding the Original Social Contract. 
From the point of view of the system which we are now examining the distinction between good 
and bad did not exist prior to the conclusion of the social contract. At that time every individual 
remained isolated in his liberty or in his absolute right, paying no attention to the freedom of others 
except in those cases wherein such attention was dictated by his weakness or his relative strength - 
in other words, by his own prudence and interest. At that time egoism, according to the same 
theory, was the supreme law, the only extant right. The good was determined by success, the bad 
only by failure, and justice was simply the consecration of the accomplished fact, however horrible, 
cruel, or infamous it might be - as is the rule in the political morality which now prevails in Europe. 

The Social Contract as the Criterion of Good and Bad. 
The distinction between good and bad, according to this system, began only with the conclusion of 
the social contract. All that which had been recognized as constituting the general interest was 
declared to be the good, and everything contrary to it, the bad. Members of society who entered into 
this compact having become citizens, having bound themselves by solemn obligations, assumed 
thereby the duty of subordinating their private interests to the common weal, to the inseparable 
interest of all. They also divorced their individual rights from public rights, the only representative 
of which - the State - was thereby invested with the power to suppress all the revolts of individual 
egoism, having, however, the duty of protecting every one of its members in the exercise of his 
rights in so far as they did not run counter to the general rights of the community. 

The State Formed by the Social Contract Is the Modern Atheistic State. 
Now we are going to examine the nature of the relations which the State, thus constituted, is bound 
to enter into with other similar States, and also its relations to the population which it governs. Such 
an analysis appears to us to be the more interesting and useful inasmuch as the State, as defined 
here, is precisely the modern State in so far as it is divorced from the religious idea: it is the lay 
State or the atheist State proclaimed by modern writers. 

Let us then see wherein this morality consists. The modern State, as we have said, has freed itself 



from the yoke of the Church and consequently has shaken off the yoke of universal or cosmopolitan 
morality of the Christian religion, but it has not yet become permeated with the humanitarian idea 
or ethics - which it cannot do without destroying itself, for in its detached existence and isolated 
concentration the State is much too narrow to embrace, to contain the interests and consequently the 
morality of, humanity as a whole. 

Ethics Identified with State Interests. 
Modern States have arrived precisely at that point. Christianity serves them only as a pretext and a 
phrase, only as a means to fool the simpletons, for the aims pursued by them have nothing in 
common with religious goals. And the eminent statesmen of our times - the Palmerstons, the 
Muravievs, the Cavours, the Bismarcks, the Napoleons, would laugh a great deal if their openly 
professed religious convictions were taken seriously. They would laugh even more if anyone 
attributed to them humanitarian sentiments, considerations, and intentions, which they have always 
treated publicly as mere silliness. Then what constitutes their morality? Only State interests. From 
this point of view, which, with very few exceptions, has been the point of view of statesmen, of 
strong men of all times and all countries, all that is instrumental in conserving, exalting, and 
consolidating the power of the State is good-sacrilegious though it might be from a religious point 
of view and revolting as it might appear from the point of view of human morality - and vice versa, 
whatever militates against the interests of the State is bad, even if it be in other respects the most 
holy and humanely just thing. Such is the true morality and secular practice of all States. 

The Collective Egoism of Particular Associations Raised into Ethical Categories. 
Such also is the morality of the State founded upon the theory a of social contract. According to this 
system, the good and the just, since they begin only with the social contract, are in fact nothing but 
the content and the end purpose of the contract - that is to say, the common interest and the public 
right of all individuals who formed this contract, with the exception of those who remained outside 
of it. Consequently, by good in this system is meant only the greatest satisfaction given to the 
collective egoism of a particular and limited association, which, being founded upon the partial 
sacrifice of the individual egoism of every one of its members, excludes from its midst, as strangers 
and natural enemies, the vast majority of the human species whether or not it is formed into similar 
associations. 

Morality Is Co-Extensive Only With the Boundaries of Particular States. 
The existence of a single limited State necessarily presupposed the existence, and if necessary 
provokes the formation of several States, it being quite natural that the individuals who find 
themselves outside of this State and who are menaced by it in their existence and liberty, should in 
turn league themselves against it. Here we have humanity broken up into an indefinite number of 
States which are foreign, hostile, and menacing toward one another. 

There is no common right, and no social contract among them, for if such a contract and right 
existed, the various States would cease to be absolutely independent of one another, becoming 
federated members of one great State. Unless this great State embraces humanity as a whole, it will 
necessarily have against it the hostility of other great States, federated internally. Thus war would 
always be supreme law and the inherent necessity of the very existence of humanity. 

Jungle Law Governs Interrelations of States. 
Every State, whether it is of a federative or a non-federative character, must seek, under the penalty 
of utter ruin, to become the most powerful of States. It has to devour others in order not to be 
devoured in turn, to conquer in order not to be conquered, to enslave in order not to be enslaved - 
for two similar and at the same time alien powers, cannot co-exist without destroying each other. 

The Universal Solidarity of Humanity Disrupted by the State. 
The state then is the most flagrant negation, the most cynical and complete negation of humanity. It 



rends apart the universal solidarity of all men upon earth, and it unites some of them only in order 
to destroy, conquer, and enslave all the rest. It takes under its protection only its own citizens, and it 
recognizes human right, humanity, and civilization only within the confines of its own boundaries. 
And since it does not recognize any right outside of its own confines, it quite logically arrogated to 
itself the right to treat with the most ferocious inhumanity all the foreign populations whom it can 
pillage, exterminate, or subordinate to its will. If it displays generosity or humanity toward them, it 
does it in no case out of any sense of duty: and that is because it has no duty but to itself, and 
toward those of its members who formed it by an act of free agreement, who continue constituting it 
on the same free bases, or, as it happens in the long run, have become its subjects. 

Since international law does not exist, and since it never can exist in a serious and real manner 
without undermining the very foundations of the principle of absolute State sovereignty, the State 
cannot have any duties toward foreign populations. If then it treats humanely a conquered people, if 
it does not go to the full length in pillaging and exterminating it, and does not reduce it to the last 
degree of slavery, it does so perhaps because of considerations of political expediency and 
prudence, or even because of pure magnanimity, but never because of duty - for it has an absolute 
right to dispose of them in any way it deems fit. 

Patriotism Runs Counter to Ordinary Human Morality. 
This flagrant negation of humanity, which constitutes the very essence of the State, is from the 
point of view of the latter the supreme duty and the greatest virtue: it is called patriotism and it 
constitutes the transcendent morality of the State. We call it the transcendent morality because 
ordinarily it transcends the level of human morality and justice, whether private or common, and 
thereby it often sets itself in shard contradiction to them. Thus, for instance, to offend, oppress, rob, 
plunder, assassinate, or enslave one's fellow man is, to the ordinary morality of man, to commit a 
serious crime. 

In public life, on the contrary, from the point of view of patriotism, when it is done for the greater 
glory of the State in order to conserve or to enlarge its power, all that becomes a duty and a virtue. 
And this duty, this virtue, are obligatory upon every patriotic citizen. Everyone is expected to 
discharge those duties not only in respect to strangers but in respect to his fellow citizens, members 
and subjects of the same State, whenever the welfare of the State demands it from him. 

The Supreme Law of the State. 
The supreme law of the State is self-preservation at any cost. And since all States, ever since they 
came to exist upon the earth, have been condemned to perpetual struggle - a struggle against their 
own populations, whom they oppress and ruin, a struggle against all foreign States, every one of 
which can be strong only if the others are weak - and since the States cannot hold their own in this 
struggle unless they constantly keep on augmenting their power against their own subjects as well 
as against the neighborhood States - it follows that the supreme law of the State is the augmentation 
of its power to the detriment of internal liberty and external justice. 

The State Aims to Take the Place of Humanity. 
Such is in its stark reality the sole morality, the sole aim of the State. It worships God himself only 
because he is its own exclusive God, the sanction of its power and of that which it calls its right, 
that is, the right to exist at any cost and always to expand at the cost of other States. Whatever 
serves to promote this end is worthwhile, legitimate, and virtuous. Whatever harms it is criminal. 
The morality of the State then is the reversal of human justice and human morality. 

This transcendent, super-human, and therefore anti-human morality of States is not only the result 
of the corruption of men who are charged with carrying on State functions. One might say with 
greater right that corruption of men is the natural and necessary sequel of the State institution. This 
morality is only the development of the fundamental principle of the State, the inevitable expression 
of its inherent necessity. The State is nothing else but the negation of humanity; it is a limited 



collectivity which aims to take the place of humanity and which wants to impose itself upon the 
latter as a supreme goal, while everything else is to submit and minister to it. 

The Idea of Humanity, Absent in Ancient Times, Has Become a Power in Our 
Present Life. 
That was natural and easily understood in ancient times when the very idea of humanity was 
unknown, and when every people worshiped its exclusively national gods, who gave it the right of 
life and death over all other nations. Human right existed only in relation to the citizens of the State. 
Whatever remained outside of the State was doomed to pillage, massacre, and slavery. 

Now things have changed. The idea of humanity becomes more and more of a power in the 
civilized world, and, owing to the expansion and increasing speed of means of communication, and 
also owing to the influence, still more material than moral, of civilization upon barbarous peoples, 
this idea of humanity begins to take hold even of the minds of uncivilized nations. This idea is the 
invisible power of our century, with which the present powers - the States - must reckon. They 
cannot submit to it of their own free will because such submission on their part would be equivalent 
to suicide, since the triumph of humanity can be realized only through the destruction of the States. 
But the States can no longer deny this idea nor openly rebel against it, for having now grown too 
strong, it may finally destroy them. 

The State Has to Recognize In Its Own Hypocritical Manner the Powerful 
Sentiment of Humanity. 
In the face of this fainful alternative there remains only one way out: and that it hypocrisy. The 
States pay their outward respects to this idea of humanity; they speak and apparently act only in the 
name of it, but they violate it every day. This, however, should not be held against the States. They 
cannot act otherwise, their position having become such that they can hold their own only by lying. 
Diplomacy has no other mission. 

Therefore what do we see? Every time a State wants to declare war upon another State, it starts off 
by launching a manifesto addressed not only to its own subjects but to the whole world. In this 
manifesto it declares that right and justice are on its side, and it endeavors to prove that it is actuated 
only by love of peace and humanity and that, imbued with generous and peaceful sentiments, it 
suffered for a long time in silence until the mounting iniquity of its enemy forced it to bare its 
sword. At the same time it vows that, disdainful of all material conquest and not seeking any 
increase in territory, it will put and end to this war as soon as justice is reestablished. And its 
antagonist answers with a similar manifesto, in which naturally right, justice, humanity, and all the 
generous sentiments are to be found respectively on its side. 

Those mutually opposed manifestos are written with the same eloquence, they breathe the same 
virtuous indignation, and one is just as sincere as the other; that is to say both of them are equally 
brazen in their lies, and it is only fools who are deceived by them. Sensible persons, all those who 
have had some political experience, do not even take the trouble of reading such manifestos. On the 
contrary, they seek ways to uncover the interests driving both adversaries into this war, and to 
weigh the respective power of each of them in order to guess the outcome of the struggle. Which 
only goes to prove that moral issues are not at stake in such wars. 

Perpetual War Is the Price of the State's Existence. 
The rights of peoples, as well as the treaties regulating the relations of the States, lack any moral 
sanction. In every definite historic epoch they are the material expression of the equilibrium 
resulting from the mutual antagonism of States. So long as States exist, there will be no peace. 
There will be only more or less prolonged respites, armistes concluded by the perpetually 
belligerent States; but as soon as the State feels sufficiently strong to destroy this equilibrium to its 
advantage, it will never fail to do so. The history of humanity fully bears out this point. 



Crimes Are the Moral Climate of States. 
This explains to us why ever since history began, that is, ever since States came into existence, the 
political world has always been and still continues to be the stage for high knavery and unsurpassed 
brigandage - brigandage and knavery which are held in high honor, since they are ordained by 
patriotism, transcendent morality, and by the supreme interest of the State. This explains to us why 
all the history of ancient and modern States is nothing more than a series of revolting crimes; why 
present and past kings and ministers of all times and of all countries - statesmen, diplomats, 
bureaucrats, and warriors - if judged from the point of view of simple morality and human justice, 
deserve a thousand times the gallows of penal servitude. 

For there is no terror, cruelty, sacrilege, perjury, imposture, infamous transaction, cynical theft, 
brazen robbery or foul treason which has not been committed and all are still being committed daily 
by representatives of the State, with no other excuse than this elastic, at times so convenient and 
terrible phrase Reason of State. A terrible phrase indeed! For it has corrupted and dishonored more 
people in official circles and in the governing classes of society than Christianity itself. As soon as 
it is uttered everything becomes silent and drops out of sight: honesty, honor, justice, right, pity 
itself vanishes and with it logic and sound sense; black becomes white and white becomes black, 
the horrible becomes humane, and the most dastardly felonies and most atrocious crimes become 
meritorious acts. 

Crime - the Privilege of the State. 
What is permitted to the State is forbidden to the individual. Such is the maxim of all governments. 
Machiavelli said it, and history as well as the practice of all contemporary governments bear him 
out on that point. Crime is the necessary condition of the very existence of the State, and it therefore 
constitutes its exclusive monopoly, from which it follows that the individual who dares commit a 
crime is guilty in a two-fold sense: first, he is guilty against human conscience, and, above all, he is 
guilty against the State in arrogating to himself one of its most precious privileges. 

State Morality According to Machiavelli. 
The great Italian political philosopher, Machiavelli, was the first who gave currency to this phrase 
(reason of State), or at least he gave it its true meaning and the immense popularity which it has 
enjoyed ever since in governmental circles. Realistic and positive thinker that he was, he came to 
understand - and he was the first one in this respect - that the great and powerful States could be 
founded and maintained only by crime - by many great crimes - and by a thorough contempt for 
anything called honesty. 

He wrote, explained, and argued his case with terrible frankness. And since the idea of humanity 
was wholly ignored in his time; since the idea of fraternity - not human, but religious - preached by 
the Catholic Church had been, as it always is, nothing but a ghastly irony belied at every instant by 
the acts of the Church itself; since in his time no one believed that there, was such a thing as 
popular rights - the people having been considered an inert and inept mass, a sort of cannon-fodder 
for the State, to be taxed impressed into forced labor and kept in a state of eternal obedience; in 
view of all this Machiavelli arrived quite logically at the idea that the State was the supreme goal of 
human existence, that it had to be served at any cost, and that since the interest of the State stood 
above everything else, a good patriot should not recoil from any crime in order to serve the State. 

Machiavelli counsels recourse to crime, urges it, and makes it the sine qua non of political 
intelligence as well as of true patriotism. Whether the State is called monarchy or republic, crime 
will always be necessary to maintain and assure its triumph. This crime will no doubt change its 
direction and object, but its nature will remain the same. It will always be the forced and abiding 
violation of justice and of honesty - for the good of the State. 

Wherein Machiavelli Was Wrong. 



Yes, Machiavelli was right: we cannot doubt it now that we have the experience of three and a half 
centuries added to his own experience. Yes, History tells us that while small States are virtuous 
because of their feebleness, powerful States sustain themselves only through crime. But our 
conclusion will differ radically from that of Machiavelli, and the reason thereof is quite simple: we 
are the sons of the Revolution and we have inherited from it the Religion of Humanity which we 
have to found upon the ruins of the Religion of Divinity. We believe in the rights of man, in the 
dignity and necessary emancipation of the human species. We believe in human liberty and human 
fraternity based upon human justice. 

Patriotism Deciphered. 
We have already seen that by excluding the vast majority of humanity from its midst, by placing it 
outside of the obligations and reciprocal duties of morality, of justice, and of right, the State denies 
humanity with this high-sounding word, Patriotism, and imposes injustice and cruelty upon all of its 
subjects as their supreme duty. 

Man's Original Wickedness - the Theoretical Premise of the State. 
Every State, like every theology, assumes that man is essentially wicked and bad. In the State which 
we are going to examine now, the good, as we have already seen, begins with the conclusion of the 
social contract, and therefore is only the product of this contract - its very content. It is not the 
product of liberty. On the contrary, so long as men remain isolated in their absolute individuality, 
enjoying all their natural liberty, recognizing no limits to this liberty but those imposed by fact and 
not by right, they follow only one law - the law of natural egoism. 

They insult, maltreat, rob, murder, and devour one another, everyone according to the measure of 
his intelligence, of his cunning, and of his material forces, as is now being done by the States. 
Hence human liberty produces not good but evil, man being bad by nature. How did he become 
bad? That is for theology to explain. The fact is that the State, when it came into existence, found 
man already in that state and it set for itself the task of making him good; that is to say, of 
transforming the natural man into a citizen. 

One might say to this that inasmuch as the State is the product of a contract freely concluded by 
men and since good is the product of the State, it follows that it is the product of liberty. This, 
however, would be an utterly wrong conclusion. The State, even according to this theory, is not the 
product of liberty, but, on the contrary, the product of the voluntary negation and sacrifice of 
liberty. Natural men, absolutely free from the point of view of right, but in fact exposed to all the 
dangers which at every instant of their lives menace their security, in order to assure and safeguard 
the latter sacrifice, abdicate a greater or lesser portion of their liberty, and inasmuch as they 
sacrifice it for the sake of their security, insofar as they become citizens, they also become the 
slaves o f the State. Therefore we have the right to affirm that from the point of view of the State 
the good arises not from liberty, but, on the contrary, from the negation of liberty. 

Theology and Politics. 
Is it not remarkable, this similitude between theology (the science of the Church) and politics (the 
theory of the State), this convergence of two apparently contrary orders of thoughts and facts upon 
one and the same conviction: that of the necessity of sacrificing human liberty in order to make men 
into moral beings and transform them into saints, according to some, and virtuous citizens, 
according to others? As for us, we are hardly surprised at it, for we are convinced that politics and 
theology are both closely related, stemming from the same origin and pursuing the same aim under 
two different names; we are convinced that every State is a terrestrial Church, just as every Church 
with its Heaven the abode of the blessed and the immortal gods - is nothing but a celestial State. 

The Similarity of the Ethical Premises of Theology and Politics. 
The State then, like the Church, starts with this fundamental assumption that all men are essentially 



bad and that when left to their natural liberty they will tear one another apart and will offer the 
spectacle of the most frightful anarchy wherein the strongest will kill or exploit the weaker ones. 
And is not this just the contrary of what is now taking place in our exemplary States? 

Likewise the State posits as a principle the following tenet: In order to establish public order it is 
necessary to have a superior authority; in order to guide men and repress their wicked passions, it is 
necessary to have a leader, and also to impose a curb upon the people, but this authority must be 
vested in a man of virtuous genius, a legislator for his people, like Moses, Lycurgus, or Solon - and 
that leader and that curb will embody the wisdom and the repressive power of the State. 

Society not a Product of a Contract. 
The State is a transitory historic form, a passing form of society - like the Church, of which it is a 
younger brother - but it lacks the necessary and immutable character of society which is anterior to 
all development of humanity and which, partaking fully of the almighty power of natural laws, acts, 
and manifestations, constitutes the very basis of human existence. Man is born into society just as 
an ant is born into its ant-hill or a bee into its hive; man is born into society from the very moment 
that he takes his first step toward humanity, from the moment that he becomes a human being that 
is, a being possessing to a greater or lesser extent the power of thought and speech. Man does not 
choose society; on the contrary, he is the product of the latter, and he is just as inevitably subject to 
the natural laws governing his essential development as to all the other natural laws which he must 
obey. 

Revolt Against Society Inconceivable. 
Society antedates and at the same time survives every human individual, being in this respect like 
Nature itself. It is eternal like Nature, or rather, having been born upon our earth it will last as long 
as the earth. A radical revolt against society would therefore be just as impossible for man as a 
revolt against Nature, human society being nothing else but the last great manifestation or creation 
of Nature upon this earth. And an individual who would want to rebel a gainst s city that is, against 
Nature in general and his own nature in particular - would place himself beyond the pale of real 
existence, would plunge into nothingness, into an absolute void, into lifeless abstraction, into God. 

So it follows that it is just as impossible to ask whether society is good or evil as it is to ask whether 
Nature - the universal, material, real, absolute, soul and supreme being - is good or evil. It is much 
more than that: it is an immense, positive, and primitive fact, having had existence prior to all 
consciousness, to all ideas, to all intellectual and moral discernment; it is the very basis, it is the 
world in which, inevitably and at a much later stage, there began to develop that which we call good 
and evil. 

The State a Historically Necessary Evil. 
It is not so with the State. And I do not hesitate to say that the State is an evil but a historically 
necessary evil, as necessary in the past as its complete extinction will be necessary sooner or later, 
just as necessary as primitive bestiality and theological divigations were necessary in the past. The 
State is not society; it is only one of its its historical forms, as brutal as it is abstract in character. 
Historically, it arose in all countries out of the marriage of violence, rapine, and pillage - in a word, 
of war and conquest - with the Gods created in succession by the theological fancies of the nations. 
From its very beginning it has been - and still remains - the divine sanction of brutal force and 
triumphant iniquity. Even in the most democratic countries, like the United States of America and 
Switzerland, it is simply the consecration of the privileges of some minority and the actual 
enslavement of the vast majority. 

Revolt Against the State. 
Revolt against the State is much easier because there is something in the nature of the State which 
provokes rebellion. The State is authority, it is force, it is the ostentatious display of and infatuation 



with Power. It does not seek to ingratiate itself, to win over, to convert. Every time it intervenes, it 
does so with particularly bad grace. For by its very nature it cannot persuade but must impose and 
exert force. However hard it may try to disguise this nature, it will still remain the legal violator of 
man's will and the permanent denial of his liberty. 

Morality Presupposes Freedom. 
And even when the State enjoins something good, it undoes and spoils it precisely because the latter 
comes in the form of a command, and because every command provokes and arouses the legitimate 
revolt of freedom; and also because, from the point of view of true morality, of human and not 
divine morality, the good which is done by command from above ceases to be good and thereby 
becomes evil, Liberty, morality, and the humane dignity of man consist precisely in that man does 
good not because he is ordered to do so, but because he conceives it, wants it, and loves it. 



The Organization of the International (1869)

by Michael Bakunin

The masses are the social power, or, at least, the essence of that power. But they lack two things in 
order to free themselves from the hateful conditions which oppress them: education, and 
organization. These two things represent: today, the real foundations of power of all government.

To abolish the military and governing power of the State, the proletariat must organize. But since 
organization cannot exist without knowledge, it is necessary to spread among the masses real social 
education.

To spread this real social education is the aim of the International. Consequently, the day on which 
the international succeeds in uniting in its ranks a half, a fourth, or even a tenth part of the workers 
of Europe, the State or States will cease to exist. The organization of the International will be 
altogether different from the organization of the State, since its aim is not to create new States but to 
destroy all existing government systems. The more artificial, brutal, and authoritarian is the power 
of the State, the more indifferent and hostile it is to the natural developments, interests and desires 
of the people, the freer and more natural must be the organization of the International. It must try all 
the more to accommodate itself to the natural instincts and ideals of the people.

But what do we mean by the natural organization of the masses? We mean the organization which 
is founded upon the experience and results of their everyday life and the difference of their 
occupations, i.e., their industrial organization. The moment all branches of industry are represented 
in their International, the organization of the masses will be complete.

But it might be said that, since we exist, the International, organized influence over the masses: we 
are aiming at new power equally with the politicians of the old State systems. This change is a great 
mistake. The influences of the International over the masses differs from all government power in 
that, it is no more than a natural, unofficial influence of ordinary ideas, without authority.

The State is the authority, the rule, and organized power of the possessing class, and the make-
believe experts over the life and liberty of masses. The State does not want anything other than the 
servility of the masses. At once it demands their submission.

The International, on the other hand, has no other object then the absolute freedom of the masses. 
Consequently, it appeals to the rebel instinct. In order that this rebel instinct should be strong and 
powerful enough to overthrow the rule of the State and the privileged class, the International must 
organize.

To realize this goal, it has to employ two quite just weapons:

1. The propagation of its ideas.

2. The natural organization of its power or authority, through the influence of its adherents on the 
masses.

A person who can assert that, organized activity is an attack on tine freedom of the masses, or an 
attempt to create a new rule, is either a sophist or a fool. It is sad enough for these who don't know 
the rules of human solidarity, to think that complete individual independence is possible, or 
desirable. Such a condition would mean the dissolution of all human society, since the entire social 
existence of man depends on the interdependence of individuals and the masses. Every person, even 
the cleverest and strongest-nay, especially the clever and strong--are at all times, the creatures as 
also the creators of this influence. The freedom of each individual is the direct outcome of these 



material mental and moral influences, of all individuals surrounding him in that society in which he 
lives, develops, and dies. A person who seeks to free himself from that influence in the name of a 
metaphysical, superhuman, and perfectly egotistical "freedom" aims at his own extermination as a 
human being. And these who refuse to use that influence on others, withdraw from all activity of 
social life, and by not passing on their thoughts and feelings, work for their own destruction. 
Therefore, this so-called "independence," which is preached so often by the idealists and 
metaphysicians: this so-called individual liberty is only the destruction of existence.

In nature, as well as in human society, which is never anything else than part of that same nature, 
every creature exists on condition that he tries, as much as his individuality will permit, to influence 
the lives of others. The destruction of that indirect influence would mean death. And when we 
desire the freedom of the masses, we by no means want to destroy this natural influence, which 
individuals or groups of individuals, create through their own contract.

What we seek is the abolition of the artificial, privileged, lawful, and official influence. If the 
Church and State wore private institutions, we should be, even then, I suppose their opponents. We 
should not have protested against their right to exist. True, in a sense, they are, today, private 
institutions, as they exit exclusively to conserve the interests of the privileged classes. Still, we 
oppose them, because they use all the power of the masses to force their rule upon the latter in an 
authoritarian, official, and brutal manner. If the International could have organized itself in the State 
manner, we, its most enthusiastic friends, would have become its bitterest enemies. But it cannot 
possibly organize itself in such a form. The International cannot recognize limits to human 
fellowship and, whilst the State cannot exist unless it limits, by territorial pretensions, such 
fellowship and equality, History has shown us that the realization of a league of all the States of the 
world, about which all the despots have dreamt, is impossible. Hence these who speak of the State, 
necessarily think and speak of a world divided into different States, who are internally oppressors 
and outwardly despoilers, i.e., enemies to each other. The State, since it involves this division, 
oppression, and despoliation of humanity, must represent the negation of humanity and the 
destruction of human society.

There would not have been any sense in the organization of the workers at al!, if they had not aimed 
at the overthrow of the State. The International organizes the masses with this object in view, to the 
end that they might recall this goal. And how does it organize them?

Not from the top to the bottom, by imposing a seeming unity and order on human society, as the 
state attempts, without regards to the differences of interest arising from differences of occupation. 
On the contrary, the International organizes the masses from the bottom up wards, taking the social 
life of the masses, their real aspirations as a starting point, and encouraging them to unite in groups 
according to their real interests in society. The International evolves a unity of purpose and creates a 
real equilibrium of aim and well-being out of their natural difference in life and occupation.

Just because the International is organized in this way, it develops a real power. Hence it is essential 
that every member of every group should be acquainted thoroughly with all its principles. Only by 
these means will he make a good propagandist in time of peace and real revolutionist in time of 
war.

We all know that our program is just. It expresses in a few noble words the just and humane 
demands of the proletariat. Just because it is an absolutely humane program, it contains all the 
symptoms of the social revolution. It proclaims the destruction of the old and the creation of the 
new world.

This is the main point which we must explain to all members of the International. This program 
substitutes a new science, a new philosophy for the old religion. And it defines a new international 
policy, in place of the old diplomacy. It has no other object than the overthrow of the States.

In order that the members of the International scientifically fill their posts, as revolutionary 
propagandists, it is necessary for every one to be imbued with the new science, philosophy, and 



policy: the new spirit of the International. It is not enough to declare that we want the economic 
freedom of the workers, a full return for our labor, the abolition of classes, the end of political 
slavery, the realization of nil human rights, equal duties and justice for all: in a phrase, the unity of 
humanity. All this, is, without a doubt, very good and just. But when the workers of the 
International simply go on repeating these phrases, without grasping their truth and meaning. they 
have to face the danger of reducing their just claims to empty words, cant which is nothing without 
understanding.

It might be answered that not all workers, even when they are members of the International, can be 
educated. It is not enough, then, that there are in the organization, a group of people, who--as far as 
possible--re acquainted with the science, philosophy, and policy of Socialism? Cannot the wide 
mass follow their "brotherly advice "not to turn from the right path, that leads ultimately to the 
freedom of the proletariat?

The authoritarian Communists in the International often make use of these arguments, although 
they have wanted the courage to state them so freely and so clearly. They have sought to hide their 
real opinion under demagogic compliments about the cleverness and all powerfulness of the people. 
We were always the bitterest enemies of this opinion. And we are convinced, that, if the 
International split into two groups-a big majority, and small minority of ton, twenty or more people-
in such a way, that the majority were convinced blindly of the theoretical and practical sense of the 
minority, the result would be the reduction of the International to an oligarchy--the worst form of 
State. The educated and capable minority would, together with its responsibilities, demand the 
rights of a governing body. And this governing body would prove more despotic than an avowed 
autocracy, because it would be hidden beneath a show of servile respect for the will of the people. 
The minority would rule through the medium of resolutions, imposed upon the people, and after. 
wards called "the will, of the people." In this way, the educated minority would develop Into a 
government, which, like all other governments, would grow every day more despotic and 
reactionary.

The International only then can become a weapon for liberating the people, when it frees itself; 
when it does not permit itself to be divided into two groups--a big majority, the blind tool of an 
educated minority. That is why its first duty is to imprint upon the minds of its members the 
science, philosophy, and policy of Socialism.
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    This work, like all my published work, of which there has not been a great deal, is an outgrowth 
of events. It is the natural continuation of my Letters to a Frenchman (September 1870), wherein I 
had the easy but painful distinction of foreseeing and foretelling the dire calamities which now 
beset France and the whole civilized world, the only cure for which is the Social Revolution.

    My purpose now is to prove the need for such a revolution. I shall review the historical 
development of society and what is now taking place in Europe, right before our eyes. Thus all 
those who sincerely thirst for truth can accept it and proclaim openly and unequivocally the 
philosophical principles and practical aims which are at the very core of what we call the Social 
Revolution.

    I know my self-imposed task is not a simple one. I might be called presumptuous had I any 
personal motives in undertaking it. Let me assure my reader, I have none. I am not a scholar or a 
philosopher, not even a professional writer. I have not done much writing in my life and have never 
written except, so to speak, in self-defense, and only when a passionate conviction forced me to 
overcome my instinctive dislike for any public exhibition of myself.

    Well, then, who am I, and what is it that prompts me to publish this work at this time? I am an 
impassioned seeker of the truth, and as bitter an enemy of the vicious fictions used by the 
established order - an order which has profited from all the religious, metaphysical, political, 
juridical, economic, and social infamies of all times - to brutalize and enslave the world. I am a 
fanatical lover of liberty. I consider it the only environment in which human intelligence, dignity, 
and happiness can thrive and develop. I do not mean that formal liberty which is dispensed, 
measured out, and regulated by the State; for this is a perennial lie and represents nothing but the 
privilege of a few, based upon the servitude of the remainder. Nor do I mean that individualist, 
egoist, base, and fraudulent liberty extolled by the school of Jean Jacques Rousseau and every other 
school of bourgeois liberalism, which considers the rights of all, represented by the State, as a limit 
for the rights of each; it always, necessarily, ends up by reducing the rights of individuals to zero. 
No, I mean the only liberty worthy of the name, the liberty which implies the full development of 
all the material, intellectual, and moral capacities latent in every one of us; the liberty which knows 
no other restrictions but those set by the laws of our own nature. Consequently there are, properly 
speaking, no restrictions, since these laws are not imposed upon us by any legislator from outside, 
alongside, or above ourselves. These laws are subjective, inherent in ourselves; they constitute the 
very basis of our being. Instead of seeking to curtail them, we should see in them the real condition 
and the effective cause of our liberty - that liberty of each man which does not find another manpis 
freedom a boundary but a confirmation and vast extension of his own; liberty through solidarity, in 
equality. I mean liberty triumphant over brute force and, what has always been the real expression 
of such force, the principle of authority. I mean liberty which will shatter all the idols in heaven and 
on earth and will then build a new world of mankind in solidarity, upon the ruins of all the churches 
and all the states.

    I am a convinced advocate of economic and social equality because I know that, without it, 
liberty, justice, human dignity, morality, and the well-being of individuals, as well as the prosperity 



of nations, will never amount to more than a pack of lies. But since I stand for liberty as the primary 
condition of mankind, I believe that equality must be established in the world by the spontaneous 
organization of labor and the collective ownership of property by freely organized producerspi 
associations, and by the equally spontaneous federation of communes, to replace the domineering 
paternalistic State.

    It is at this point that a fundamental division arises between the socialists and revolutionary 
collectivists on the one hand and the authoritarian communists who support the absolute power of 
the State on the other. Their ultimate aim is identical. Both equally desire to create a new social 
order based first on the organization of collective labor, inevitably imposed upon each and all by the 
natural force of events, under conditions equal for all, and second, upon the collective ownership of 
the tools of production.

    The difference is only that the communists imagine they can attain their goal by the development 
and organization of the political power of the working classes, and chiefly of the proletariat of the 
cities, aided by bourgeois radicalism. The revolutionary socialists, on the other hand, believe they 
can succeed only through the development and organization of the nonpolitical or antipolitical 
social power of the working classes in city and country, including all men of goodwill from the 
upper classes who break with their past and wish openly to join them and accept their revolutionary 
program in full.

    This divergence leads to a difference in tactics. The communists believe it necessary to organize 
the workerspi forces in order to seize the political power of the State. The revolutionary socialists 
organize for the purpose of destroying - or, to put it more politely - liquidating the State. The 
communists advocate the principle and the practices of authority; the revolutionary socialists put all 
their faith in liberty. Both equally favor science, which is to eliminate superstition and take the 
place of religious faith. The former would like to impose science by force; the latter would try to 
propagate it so that human groups, once convinced, would organize and federalize spontaneously, 
freely, from the bottom up, of their own accord and true t their own interests, never following a 
prearranged plan imposed upon "ignorant"; masses by a few "superior" minds.

    The revolutionary socialists hold that there is a great deal more practical good sense and wisdom 
in the instinctive aspirations and real needs of the masses than in the profound intelligence of all the 
doctors and guides of humanity who, after so many failures, still keep on trying to make men 
happy. The revolutionary socialists, further more, believe that mankind has for too long submitted 
to being governed; that the cause of its troubles does not lie in any particular form of government 
but in the fundamental principles and the very existence of government, whatever form it may take.

    Finally, there is the well-known contradiction between communism as developed scientifically by 
the German school and accepted in part by the Americans and the English, and Proudhonism, 
greatly developed and taken to its ultimate conclusion by the proletariat of the Latin countries. 
Revolutionary socialism has just attempted its first striking and practical demonstration in the Paris 
Commune.

    I am a supporter of the Paris Commune, which for all the bloodletting it suffered at the hands of 
monarchical and clerical reaction, has nonetheless grown more enduring and more powerful in the 
hearts and minds of Europepis proletariat. I am its supporter, above all, because it was a bold, 
clearly formulated negation of the State.

    It is immensely significant that this rebellion against the State has taken place in France, which 
had been hitherto the land of political centralization par excellence, and that it was precisely Paris, 
the leader and the fountainhead of the great French civilization, which took the initiative in the 
Commune. Paris, casting aside her crown and enthusiastically proclaiming her own defeat in order 
to give life and liberty to France, to Europe, to the entire world; Paris reaffirming her historic power 
of leadership, showing to all the enslaved peoples (and are there any masses that are not slaves?) the 
only road to emancipation and health; Paris inflicting a mortal blow upon the political traditions of 



bourgeois radicalism and giving a real basis to revolutionary socialism against the reactionaries of 
France and Europe! Paris shrouded in her own ruins, to give the solemn lie to triumphant reaction; 
saving, by her own disaster, the honor and the future of France, and proving to mankind that if life, 
intelligence, and moral strength have departed from the upper classes, they have been preserved in 
their power and promises in the proletariat! Paris inaugurating the new era of the definitive and 
complete emancipation of the masses and their real solidarity across state frontiers; Paris destroying 
nationalism and erecting th religion of humanity upon its ruins; Paris proclaiming herself 
humanitarian and atheist, and replacing divine fictions with the great realities of social life and faith 
in science, replacing the lies and inequities of the old morality with the principles of liberty, justice, 
equality, and fraternity, those eternal bases of all human morality! Paris heroic, rational and 
confident, confirming her strong faith in the destinies of mankind by her own glorious downfall, her 
death; passing down her faith, in all its power, to the generations to come! Paris, drenched in the 
blood of her noblest children - this is humanity itself, crucified by the united international reaction 
of Europe, under the direct inspiration of all the Christian churches and that high priest of iniquity, 
the Pope. But the coming international revolution, expressing the solidarity of the peoples, shall be 
the resurrection of Paris.

    This is the true meaning, and these are the immense, beneficent results of two months which 
encompassed the life and death of the ever memorable Paris Commune.

    The Paris Commune lasted too short a time, and its internal development was too hampered by 
the mortal struggle it had to engage in against the Versailles reaction to allow it at least to 
formulate, if not apply, its socialist program theoretically. We must realize, too, that the majority of 
the members of the Commune were not socialists, properly speaking. If they appeared to be, it was 
because they were drawn in this direction by the irresistible course of events, the nature of the 
situation, the necessities of their position, rather than through personal conviction. The socialists 
were a tiny minority - there were, at most, fourteen or fifteen of them; the rest were Jacobins. But, 
let us make it clear, there are Jacobins and Jacobins. There are Jacobin lawyers and doctrinaires, 
like Mr. Gambetta; their positivist...presumptuous, despotic, and legalistic republicanism had 
repudiated the old revolutionary faith, leaving nothing of Jacobinism but its cult of unity and 
authority, and delivered the people of France over to the Prussians, and later still to native-born 
reactionaries. And there are Jacobins who are frankly revolutionaries, the heroes, the last sincere 
representatives of the democratic faith of 1793; able to sacrifice both their well-armed unity and 
authority rather than submit their conscience to the insolence of the reaction. These magnanimous 
Jacobins led naturally by Delescluze, a great soul and a great character, desire the triumph of the 
Revolution above everything else; and since there is no revolution without the masses, and since the 
masses nowadays reveal an instinct for socialism and can only make an economic and social 
revolution, the Jacobins of good faith, letting themselves be impelled increasingly by the logic of 
the revolutionary movement, will end up becoming socialists in spite of themselves.

    This precisely was the situation in which the Jacobins who participated in the Paris Commune 
found themselves. Delescluze, and many others with him, signed programs and proclamations 
whose general import and promise were of a positively socialist nature. However, in spite of their 
good faith and all their goodwill, they were merely socialists impelled by outward circumstances 
rather than by an inward conviction; they lacked the time and even the capacity to overcome and 
subdue many of their own bourgeois prejudices which were contrary to their newly acquired 
socialism. One can understand that, trapped in this internal struggle, they could never go beyond 
generalities or take any of those decisive measures that would end their solidarity and all their 
contacts with the bourgeois world forever.

    This was a great misfortune for the Commune and these men. They were paralyzed, and they 
paralyzed the Commune. Yet we cannot blame them. Men are not transformed overnight; they do 
not change their natures or their habits at will. They proved their sincerity by letting themselves be 
killed for the Commune. Who would dare ask more of them?



    They are no more to be blamed than the people of Paris, under whose influence they thought and 
acted. The people were socialists more by instinct than by reflection. All their aspirations are in the 
highest degree socialist but their ideas, or rather their traditional expressions, are not. The 
proletariat of the great cities of France, and even of Paris, still cling to many Jacobin prejudices, and 
to many dictatorial and governmental concepts. The cult of authority - the fatal result of religious 
education, that historic source of all evils, depravations, and servitude - has not yet been completely 
eradicated in them. This is so true that even the most intelligent children of the people, the most 
convinced socialists, have not freed themselves completely of these ideas. If you rummage around a 
bit in their minds, you will find the Jacobin, the advocate of government, cowering in a dark corner, 
humble but not quite dead.

    And, too, the small group of convinced socialists who participated in the Commune were in a 
very difficult position. While they felt the lack of support from the great masses of the people of 
Paris, and while the organization of the International Association, itself imperfect, compromised 
hardly a few thousand persons, they had to keep up a daily struggle against the Jacobin majority. In 
the midst of the conflict, they had to feed and provide work for several thousand workers, organize 
and arm them, and keep a sharp lookout for the doings of the reactionaries. All this in an immense 
city like Paris, besieged, facing the threat of starvation, and a prey to all the shady intrigues of the 
reaction, which managed to establish itself in Versailles with the permission and by the grace of the 
Prussians. They had to set up a revolutionary government and army against the government and 
army of Versailles; in order to fight the monarchist and clerical reaction they were compelled to 
organize themselves in a Jacobin manner, forgetting or sacrificing the first conditions of 
revolutionary socialism.

    In this confusing situation, it was natural that the Jacobins, the strongest section, constituting the 
majority of the Commune, who also possessed a highly developed political instinct, the tradition 
and practice of governmental organization, should have had the upper hand over the socialists. It is 
a matter of surprise that they did not press their advantage more than they did; that they did not give 
a fully Jacobin character to the Paris insurrection; that, on the contrary, they let themselves be 
carried along into a social revolution.

    I know that many socialists, very logical in their theory, blame our Paris friends for not having 
acted sufficiently as socialists in their revolutionary practice. The yelping pack of the bourgeois 
press, on the other hand, accuse them of having followed their program too faithfully. Let us forget, 
for a moment, the ignoble denunciations of that press. I want to call the attention of the strictest 
theoreticians of proletarian emancipation to the fact that they are unjust to our Paris brothers, for 
between the most correct theories and their practical application lies an enormous distance which 
cannot be bridged in a few days. Whoever had the pleasure of knowing Varlin, for instance (to 
name just one man whose death is certain), knows that he and his friends were guided by profound, 
passionate, and well-considered socialist convictions. These were men whose ardent zeal, devotion, 
and good faith had never been questioned by those who had known them. Yet, precisely because 
they were men of good faith, they were filled with self-distrust in the face of the immense task to 
which they had devoted their minds and their lives; they thought too little of themselves! And they 
were convinced that in the Social Revolution, diametrically opposite to a political revolution in this 
as in other ways, individual action was to be almost nil, while the spontaneous action of the masses 
had to be everything. All that individuals can do is formulate, clarify, and propagate ideas 
expressing the instinctive desires of the people, and contribute their constant efforts to the 
revolutionary organization of the natural powers of the masses. This and nothing more; all the rest 
can be accomplished only by the people themselves. Otherwise we would end up with a political 
dictatorship - the reconstitution of the State, with all its privileges, inequalities, and oppressions; by 
taking a devious but inevitable path we would come to reestablish the political, social, and 
economic slavery of the masses. 

    Varlin and all his friends, like all sincere socialists, and generally like all workers born and bred 
among the people, shared this perfectly legitimate feeling of caution toward the continuous activity 



of one and the same group of individuals and against the domination exerted by superior 
personalities. And since they were just and fair-minded men above all else, they turned this 
foresight, this mistrust, against themselves as much as against other persons. 

    Contrary to the belief of authoritarian communists - which I deem completely wrong - that a 
social revolution must be decreed and organized either by a dictatorship or by a constituent 
assembly emerging from a political revolution, our friends, the Paris socialists, believed that 
revolution could neither be made nor brought to its full development except by the spontaneous and 
continued action of the masses, the groups and the associations of the people. 

    Our Paris friends were right a thousand times over. In fact, where is the mind, brilliant as it may 
be, or - if we speak of a collective dictatorship, even if it were formed of several hundred 
individuals endowed with superior mentalities - where are the intellects powerful enough to 
embrace the infinite multiplicity and diversity of real interests, aspirations, wishes and needs which 
sum up the collective will of the people? And to invent a social organization that will not be a 
Procrustean bed upon which the violence of the State will more or less overtly force unhappy 
society to stretch out? It has always been thus, and it is exactly this old system of organization by 
force that the Social Revolution should end by granting full liberty to the masses, the groups, the 
communes, the associations and to the individuals as well; by destroying once and for all the 
historic cause of all violence, which is the power and indeed the mere existence of the State. Its fall 
will bring down with it all the inequities of the law and all the lies of the various religions, since 
both law and religion have never been anything but the compulsory consecration, ideal and real, of 
all violence represented, guaranteed, and protected by the State. 

    It is obvious that liberty will never be given to humanity, and that the real interests of society, of 
all groups, local associations, and individuals who make up society will never be satisfied until 
there are no longer any states. It is obvious that all the so-called general interests of society, which 
the State is supposed to represent and which are in reality just a general and constant negation of the 
true interests of regions, communes, associations, and individuals subject to the State, are a mere 
abstraction, a fiction, a lie. The State is like a vast slaughterhouse or an enormous cemetery, where 
all the real aspirations, all the living forces of a country enter generously and happily, in the shadow 
of that abstraction, to let themselves be slain and buried. And just as no abstraction exists for and by 
itself, having no legs to sand on, no arms to create with, no stomach to digest the mass of victims 
delivered to it, it is likewise clear that the celestial or religious abstraction, God, actually represents 
the very real interests of a class, the clergy, while its terrestrial complement, that political 
abstraction, the State, represents the no less real interests of the exploiting class which tends to 
absorb all the others - the bourgeoisie. As the clergy has always been divisive, and nowadays tends 
to separate men even further into a very powerful and wealthy minority and a sad and rather 
wretched majority, so likewise the bourgeoisie, with its various social and political organizations in 
industry, agriculture, banking, and commerce, as well as in all administrative, financial, judiciary, 
education, police, and military functions of the State tend increasingly to weld all of these into a 
really dominant oligarchy on the one hand, and on the other hand into an enormous mass of more or 
less hopeless creatures, defrauded creatures who live in a perpetual illusion, steadily and inevitably 
pushed down into the proletariat by the irresistible force of the present economic development, and 
reduced to serving as blind tools of this all-powerful oligarchy. 

    The abolition of the Church and the State should be the first and indispensable condition for the 
real enfranchisement of society which can and should reorganize itself not from the top down 
according to an ideal plan dressed up by wise men or scholars nor by decrees promulgated by some 
dictatorial power or even by a national assembly elected through universal suffrage. Such a system, 
as I have already said, would inevitably lead to the creation of a new state and, consequently, to the 
formation of a ruling aristocracy, that is, an entire class of persons who have nothing in common 
with the masses. And, of course, this class would exploit and subject the masses, under the pretext 
of serving the common welfare or saving the State. 



    The future social organization should be carried out from the bottom up, by the free association 
or federation of workers, starting with the associations, then going on to the communes, the regions, 
the nations, and, finally, culminating in a great international and universal federation. It is only then 
that the true, life-giving social order of liberty and general welfare will come into being, a social 
order which, far from restricting, will affirm and reconcile the interests of individuals and of 
society. 

    It is said that the harmony and universal solidarity of individuals with society can never be 
attained in practice because their interests, being antagonistic, can never be reconciled. To this 
objection I reply that if these interest have never as yet come to mutual accord, it was because the 
State has sacrificed the interests of the majority for the benefit of a privileged minority. That is why 
this famous incompatibility, this conflict of personal interests with those of society, is nothing but a 
fraud, a political lie, born of the theological lie which invented the doctrine of original sin in order 
to dishonor man and destroy his self-respect. The same false idea concerning irreconcilable interests 
was also fostered by the dreams of metaphysics which, as we know, is close kin to theology. 
Metaphysics, failing to recognize the social character of human nature, looked upon society as a 
mechanical and purely artificial aggregate of individuals, suddenly brought together in the name of 
some formal or secret compact concluded freely or under the influence of a superior power. Before 
uniting in society, these individuals, endowed with some sort of immortal soul, enjoyed complete 
liberty, according to the metaphysicians. We are convinced that all the wealth of man's intellectual, 
moral, and material development, as well as his apparent independence, is the product of his life in 
society. Outside society, not only would he not be a free man, he would not even become genuinely 
human, a being conscious of himself, the only being who thinks and speaks. Only the combination 
of intelligence and collective labor was able to force man out of that savage and brutish state which 
constituted his original nature, or rather the starting point for his further development. We are 
profoundly convinced that the entire life of men - their interests, tendencies, needs, illusions, even 
stupidities, as well as very bit of violence, injustice, and seemingly voluntary activity - merely 
represent the result of inevitable societal forces. People cannot reject the idea of mutual 
independence, nor can they deny the reciprocal influence and uniformity exhibiting the 
manifestations of external nature. 

    In nature herself, this marvelous correlation and interdependence of phenomena certainly is not 
produced without struggle. On the contrary, the harmony of the forces of nature appears only as the 
result of a continual struggle, which is the real condition of life and of movement. In nature, as in 
society, order without struggle is death. 

    If order is natural and possible in the universe, it is only because the universe is not governed 
according to some pre imagined system imposed by a supreme will. The theological hypothesis of 
divine legislation leads to an obvious absurdity, to the negation not only of all order but of nature 
herself. Natural laws are real only in that they are inherent in nature; that is, they are not established 
by any authority. These laws are but simple manifestations, or rather continuous variations, of the 
uniformities constituting what we call 'nature.' Human intelligence and its science have observed 
them, have checked them experimentally, assembled them into a system and called them laws. But 
nature as such knows no laws. She acts unconsciously; she represents in herself the infinite variety 
of phenomena which appear and repeat themselves inevitably. This inevitability of action is the 
reason the universal order can and does exist. 

    Such an order is also apparent in human society, which seems to have evolved in an allegedly 
anti natural way but actually is determined by the natural animal's needs and his capacity for 
thinking that have contributed a special element to his development - a completely natural element, 
by the way, in the sense that men, like everything that exists, represent the material product of the 
union and action of natural forces. This special element is reason, the captivity for generalization 
and abstraction, thanks to which man is able to project himself in his thought, examining and 
observing himself like a strange, eternal object. By lifting himself in thought above himself, and 
above the world around him, he reaches the representation of perfect abstraction the absolute void. 



And this absolute is nothing less than his capacity for abstraction, which disdains all that exists and 
finds its repose in attaining complete negation. This is the ultimate limit of the highest abstraction 
of the mind; this absolute nothingness is God. 

    This is the meaning and the historical foundation of every theological doctrine. As they did not 
understand the nature and the material causes of their own thinking, and did not even grasp the 
conditions or natural laws underlying such thinking, these early men and early societies had not the 
slightest suspicion that their absolute notions were simply the result of their own capacity for 
formulating abstract ideas. Hence they viewed these ideas, drawn from nature, as real objects, next 
to which nature herself ceased to amount to anything. They began to worship their fictions, their 
improbably notions of the absolute, and to honor them. But since they felt the need of giving some 
concrete form to the abstract idea of nothingness or of God, they created the concept of divinity 
and, furthermore, endowed it with all the qualities and powers, good and evil, which they found 
only in nature and in society. Such was the origin and historical development of all religions, from 
fetishism on down to Christianity. 

    We do not intend to undertake a study of the history of religious, theological, and metaphysical 
absurdities or to discuss the procession of all the divine incarnations and visions created by 
centuries of barbarism. We all know that superstition brought disaster and caused rivers of blood 
and tears to flow. All these revolting aberrations of poor mankind were historical, inevitable stages 
in the normal growth and evolution of social organizations. Such aberrations engendered the fatal 
idea, which dominated men's imagination, that the universe was governed by a supernatural power 
and will. Centuries came and went, and societies grew accustomed to this idea to such an extent that 
they finally destroyed any urge toward or capacity to achieve further progress which arose in their 
midst. 

    The lust for power of a few individuals originally, and of several social classes later, established 
slavery and conquest as the dominant principle, and implanted this terrible idea of divinity in the 
heart of society. Thereafter no society was viewed as feasible without these two institutions, the 
Church and the State, at its base. These two social scourges are defended by all their doctrinaire 
apologists. 

    No sooner did these institutions appear in the world than two ruling classes - the priests and the 
aristocrats - promptly organized themselves and lost no time in indoctrinating the enslaved people 
with the idea of the utility, indispensability, and sacredness of the Church and of the State. 



WHERE I STAND

By Michael Bakunin

I am a passionate seeker after truth (and no less embittered enemy of evil doing 
fictions) which the party of order, this official, privileged and interested 
representative of all the past and present religions, metaphysical, political, juridical 
and "social" atrociousness claim to employ even today only to make the world stupid 
and enslave it, I am a fanatical lover of truth and freedom which I consider the only 
surroundings in which intelligence, consciousness and happiness develop and 
increase. 
I do not mean the completely formal freedom which the State imposes, judges and 
regulates, this eternal lie which in reality consists always of the privileges of a few 
based upon the slavery of all-not even the individualists, egotistical, narrow and 
fictitious freedom which the school of J. J. Rousseau and all other system of property 
moralists, middle class bourgeoisism and liberalism recommend-according to which 
the socalled rights of individuals which the State "represents" has the limit in the 
right of all, whereby the rights of every individual are necessarily, always reduced to 
nil. No, I consider only that as freedom worthy and real as its name should imply, 
which consists in the complete development of all material, intellectual and spiritual 
powers which are in a potential state in everyone, the freedom which knows no other 
limits than those prescribed by the laws of our own nature,so that there be really no 
limits-for these laws are not enforced upon us by external legislators who are around 
and over us, these laws are innate in us, clinging to us and form the real basis of our 
material, intellectual and moral being; instead of therefore seeing in them a 
limitation, we must look upon them as the real condition and the actual cause of our 
freedom. 

Unconditional Freedom

I mean that freedom of the individual which, instead of stopping far from the freedom 
of others as before a frontier, sees on the contrary the ,menting and the expansion into 
the infinity of its own free will,the unilmited freedom of the individual through the, 
freedom of all;freedom through solidarity, freedom in equality; the freedom which 
triumphs over brute force and over the principle of authoritarianism, the ideal 
expression of that force which, after the destruction of all terrestrial and heavenly 
idols, will find and organize a new world of undivided mankind upon the ruins of all 
churches and States. I am a convinced partisan of economic and social equality, for I 
know that outside this equality, freedom, justice, human dignity and moral and 
spiritual well-being of mankind and the prosperity of nation, and individuals will 
always remain a lie only. But as an unconditional partisan of freedom, this first 
condition of humanity, I believe the equality must be established through the 
spontaneous organization of voluntary cooperation of work freely organized, and into 



communes federated, by productive associations and through the equally spontaneous 
federation of communes-not through and by supreme supervisng action of the State. 
This point separates above all others the revolutionarysocialists or collectivists from 
the authoritarian "comunists", the adherents of the absolute initivaitve necessity of 
and by the State. The communists imagine that condition of freedom and socialism 
(i.e., the administration of the society's affairs by the self-goverment of the society 
itself without the medium and pressure of the State) can be achieved by the 
development and organization of the political power of the working class, chiefly of 
the proletariat of the towns with the help of bourgeois radicalism, while the 
revolutionary (who are otherwise, known as libertarian) socialists, enemies of every 
double-edged allies and alliance believe, on the very contrary that the aim can be 
realised and materialized only through the development and organization not of the 
political but of the social and economic, and therefore antipolitical forces of the 
working masses of the town and country, including all well disposed people of the 
upper classes who are ready to break away from their past and join them openly and 
accept their programme unconditionally. 

Two Methods

From the difference named, there arise two different methods. The "Communists" 
pretend to organize the working classes in order to "capture the political power of the 
State". The revolutionary socialists organize people with the object of the liquidation 
of the States altogether whatever be their form. The first are the partisans of 
authoritiveness in theory and practice, the socialists have confidence only in freedom 
to develop the initiative of peoples in order to liberate themselves. The communist 
authoritarians wish to force class "science" upon others, the social libertarians 
propagate emporicle science among them so that human groups and aggregations 
infused with conviction in and understanding of it, spontaneously, freely and 
voluntarily, from bottom up wards, organize themselves by their own motion and in 
the measure of their strength-not according to a plan sketched out in advance and 
dictated to them, a plan which is attempted to be imposed by a few "highly 
intelligent, honest and all that" upon the so-caIled ignorant masses from above. The 
revolutionary social libertarians think that there is much more practical reason and 
common, sense in the aspirations and the of the people than in the "deep" intelligence 
of all the learned, men and tutors of mankind who want to add to the many disastrous 
attempts "to make humanity happy" a still newer attempt. We are on the contrary of 
the conviction that humankind has allowed itself too long enough to be governed and 
legislated for and that the origin of its misery is not to be looked for in this or that 
form of government and man-established State, but in the very nature and existence 
of every ruling leadership, of whatever kind and in whatever name this may be. The 
best friends of the ignorant people are those who free them from the thraldom of 
leadership and let people alone to work among themselves with one another on the 
basis of equal comradeship. 



Mikhail Bakunin

By J. M. W.

Three of the most notable types of the revolutionistic innovators of this century are Mazzini (1808--
1872), Proudhon (1809--1865), and Bakunin (1814--1876). All three were essentially "men of 48." 
The culmination of their teaching was then first attempted to be put in practice. But they were so 
much in advance of their time, that it may still be generations ere the seed they sowed shall ripen 
into fruit. The three were alike in restless daring, and noble aspiration. But the Italian was the 
refined and passionate idealist, the Frenchman the intrepid thinker, and the Russian the sturdy man 
of action. It is with Bakunin, as the least known in England, that I propose at present to briefly deal. 

Bakunin, the founder of Russian Nihilism, was born at Torshok, in the department of Tver, in 1814. 
He came of an aristocratic family and was educated for military service at St.Petersburg. Even in 
these early years he seems to have seen that soldiers were serfs bribed by pay and decorations to 
keep down their fellow serfs. The artillery branch, in which he was, in common with the most 
favored aristocracy, had greater freedom, of thought and research than any other branch of the 
service, and the powerful mind of Bakunin was stimulated towards philosophy. Hegalianism was 
then rising in vogue, and he obtained permission to study in Germany. He visited Berlin, Dresden 
and Leipsic, mastering the Hegelian philosophy, which he afterwards characterised as the "Algebra 
of Revolution," but already inclining to the heterodox school which produced men like Ludwig 
Freuerbach and David Friedrich Strauss. Bakunin himself put forward several notable philosophical 
essays under the nom de guerre of "Jules Elisard." In 1843 he visited Paris and became acquainted 
with Pierre Joseph Proudhon, who in that year published his profound work on The Creation of 
Order in Humanity. The Russian became, a disciple of the French Anarchist, and the next few years 
of his life were devoted to making the Social Democratic movement also anarchist and 
international. His permission to reside abroad, which had only brought on him the suspicion of 
being a Russian spy, was recinded by the Russian Government. Instead of obeying the order to 
return to Russia he issued an address to Poles and Russians to unite in a Pan-Slavonic revolutionary 
confederation. Ten thousand roubles were offered for his arrest, and the French government 
expelled him. But the revolution of February 1848 brought him back to Paris, whence he rushed as 
a torch of revolution to Prague to stir up the Congress of Slavs. Soon after we find him in Saxony, 
where be became a member of the insurrectionsry government. Forced to fly from Dresden he was 
captured, sent to prison, and condemned to death in May 1850. His sentence was commuted to 
imprisonment for life. He contrived to escape into Austria, was again captured and sentenced to 
death, but eventually was surrendered to Russia. He was kept for several years in a dungeon in the 
fortress of Neva, and at length was deported to Siberia. He spent many years amid the horrors of 
penal servitude, but his spirit was unvanquished. He finally succeeded in escaping and walking 
eastward over a thousand miles, under extreme hardship, and at last reached the sea and obtained 
passage to Japan. From there he sailed to California, thence to New York, and in 1860 appeared in 
London. He had suffered innumerable hardships and adventures, had mixed with all sorts and 
conditions of men, from the rulers of Europe to the wild hairy Ainus, and had everywhere found 
that government was tyranny. He threw himself into revolutionary schemes with redoubled 
enthusiasm. With Hertzen he published the Kolokol, or Tocsin of Revolution. His demand for the 
abolition of the State drew him more and more into conflict with the Marxian wing of the 
revolutionary Socialist party, and in 1872 he was expelled from the Congress of the International 
Association, carrying however, thirty delegates with him. Meanwhile he had helped to build up the 
Nihilist party in Russia on the basis of undoing, present injustice without seeking to hamper, or 
even to guide, the natural evolution of the future. Switzerland was his only safe centre of 
operations, and here, with hands, heart and brain full of revolutionary schemes, he died on July 1st, 



1876. 

Carlo Cafiero and Elisé Reclus, in their preface to Bakunin's God and the State, say: "In Russia 
among the students, in Germany among the insurgents of Dresden, in Siberia among his brothers in 
exile, in America, in England, in France, in Switzerland, in ItaIy among all earnest men, his direct 
influence has been considerable. The originality of his ideas, the imagery and vehemence of his 
eloquence, his untiring zeal in propagandism, helped too by the natural majesty of his person and by 
a powerful vitality, gave Bakunin access to all the socialistic revolutionary groups, and his efforts 
left deep traces everywhere, even upon those who, after having welcomed him, thrust him out 
because of a difference of object or method." Bakunin, it is evident, was rather the stimulator than 
the organiser. He wrote wonderful letters, arousing the torpid and nerving the timid. Fertile in 
suggestion, his writings were of the nature of fragments cast off red-hot from the fiery furnace of 
his mind. "My life," he used to say, "is but a fragment." Most notable of the aforesaid fragments is 
his booklet on God and the State, in which those twin instruments of oppression are attacked with 
equal vehemence and vigor. It is on the pretence of divine authority that human authority is 
founded, and Bakunin, "apostle of destruction" as he was called by the Belgian economist Lavaleye, 
looked forward to the time when "human justice will be substituted for divine justice." Bakunin 
shows that the superstitions and stupidities of religious belief are the natural outcome of ignorance 
and oppression, with only the dram- shop and the church, debauchery of the body and debauchery 
of the mind, as the relief to a life of serfdom. But the work is accessible to all, and to those who like 
to come into contact with a vigorous mind I say:--"Read it; and if you do not like it, Read it again." 


