
To most Englishmen, the word Anarchy 
is so evil-sounding that ordinary readers 
of the Contemporary Review will prob-
ably turn from these pages with aver-
sion, wondering how anybody could 
have the audacity to write them. With 
the crowd of commonplace cha  erers 
we are already past praying for; no re-
proach is too bi  er for us, no epithet too 
insul  ng. Public speakers on social and 
poli  cal subjects  nd that abuse of An-
archists is an unfailing passport to public 
favor. Every conceivable crime is laid to 
our charge, and opinion, too indolent to 
learn the truth, is easily persuaded that 
Anarchy is but another name for wicked-
ness and chaos. Overwhelmed with op-
probrium and held up with hatred, we 
are treated on the principle that the sur-
est way of hanging a dog is to give it a 
bad name.

ELISÉE RECLUS

Some Writings:

An Anarchist On Anarchy
A Letter To Spanish Comrades

Evolution and Revolution
Why Anarchists Don’t Vote



An Anarchist on Anarchy

     �“It is a pity that such men as Elisée Reclus cannot be promptly shot.�” �– Providence 
Press

     To most Englishmen, the word Anarchy is so evil-sounding that ordinary read-
ers of the Contemporary Review will probably turn from these pages with aversion, 
wondering how anybody could have the audacity to write them. With the crowd of 
commonplace cha  erers we are already past praying for; no reproach is too bi  er for 
us, no epithet too insul  ng. Public speakers on social and poli  cal subjects  nd that 
abuse of Anarchists is an unfailing passport to public favor. Every conceivable crime 
is laid to our charge, and opinion, too indolent to learn the truth, is easily persuaded 
that Anarchy is but another name for wickedness and chaos. Overwhelmed with 
opprobrium and held up with hatred, we are treated on the principle that the surest 
way of hanging a dog is to give it a bad name.

     There is nothing surprising in all this. The chorus of impreca  ons with which we 
are assailed is quite in the nature of things, for we speak in a tongue unhallowed by 
usage, and belong to none of the par  es that dispute the possession of power. Like all 
innovators, whether they be violent or paci c, we bring not peace but a sword, and 
are nowise astonished to be received as enemies.

     Yet it is not with light hearts that we incur so much ill-will, nor are we sa  s ed 
with merely knowing that it is undeserved. To risk the loss of so precious an advan-
tage as popular sympathy without  rst pa  ently searching out the truth and carefully 
considering our duty would be an act of reckless folly. To a degree never dreamt of 
by men who are born unresis  ngly on the great current of public opinion, are we 
bound to render to our conscience a reason for the faith that is in us, to strengthen 
our convic  ons by study of nature and mankind, and, above all, to compare them 
with that ideal jus  ce which has been slowly elaborated by the untold genera  ons of 
the human race. This ideal is known to all, and is almost too trite to need repea  ng. 
It exists in the moral teaching of every people, civilized or savage; every religion has 
tried to adapt it to its dogmas and precepts, for it is the ideal of equality of rights and 
reciprocity of services. �“We are all brethren,�” is a saying repeated from one end of 
the world to the other, and the principle of universal brotherhood expressed in this 
saying implies a complete solidarity of interests and e  orts.

     Accepted in its integrity by simple souls, does not this principle seem to imply as 
a necessary consequence the social state formulated by modern socialists: �“From 
each according to ability, to each according to needs�”? Well, we are simple souls, 
and we hold  rmly to this ideal of human morality. Of a surety there is much dross 

both morally and intellectually.

To vote is to prepare shameful treachery and traitors.

Electors do certainly believe in the honesty of the candidates, and this is to a certain 
extent exis  ng while the fervor and the heat of the contest remains.

But every day has its to-morrow. As soon as the condi  ons alter, likewise do men 
change. To-day your candidate bows humbly before your presence; to-morrow he will 
say �“pish�” to you. From a cadger of votes he has turned to be a master of yours.

How can a worker, enrolled by you amongst the ruling class, be the same as before, 
since now he can speak in terms of equality with the other oppressors? Look at the 
servility of any one of them, wri  en all over his face, a  er paying a call to a �“captain 
of industry,�” or when the King invites him to the ante-chamber of his court !

The atmosphere of the �“House�” is not for deep breathing; it is corrupt. If you send 
one of yourselves in a foul place, you must not be surprised a  erwards if he comes 
back in a ro  en condi  on.

Therefore, do not part with your freedom.

Don�’t vote!

Instead of intrus  ng the defence of your interests to Others, see to the ma  er by 
yourselves. Instead of trying to choose advisers that will guide you in future ac  ons, 
do the thing yourselves, and do it now! Men of good will shall not have to look long in 
vain for the opportunity.

To put on others�’ shoulders the responsibility of one�’s ac  ons is cowardice.

Don�’t vote!



renounce his vic  m, but bankers�’ books pronounce judgments without appeal. From 
the terrible mechanism whose merciless work is recorded in the  gures on its silent 
pages, men and na  ons come forth ground to powder. If capital carries the day, it will 
be  me to weep for our golden age; in that hour we may look behind us and see like 
a dying light, love and joy and hope-all the earth has held of sweet and good. Human-
ity will have ceased to live.

As for us, whom men call �“the modern barbarians,�” our desire is jus  ce for all. Villains 
that we are, we claim for all that shall be born, bread, liberty, and progress.

Why Anarchists Don�’t Vote

EVERYTHING that can be said about the su  rage may be summed up in a sentence.

To vote is to give up your own power.

To elect a master or many, for a long or short  me, is to resign one�’s liberty.

Call it an absolute monarch, a cons  tu  onal king, or a simple M.P., the candidate 
that you raise to the throne, to the seat, or to the easy chair, he will always be your 
master. They are persons that you put �“above�” the law, since they have the power of 
making the laws, and because it is their mission to see that they are obeyed.

To vote is be   ng of idiots.

It is as foolish as believing that men, of the same make as ourselves, will acquire in a 
moment, at the ringing of a bell, the knowledge and the understanding of everything. 
Of course it is so. Your elected person shall have to legislate on every subject under 
the moon; how a box of matches should or should not be made, or how to make war; 
how to improve the agriculture, or how best to kill a tribe of Arabs or a few Negroes. 
Probably you believe that their intelligence will grow in propor  on to the variety of 
subjects they have to give their minds to; but history and experience teaches other-
wise.

The possession of power has a maddening in uence; parliaments have always 
wrought unhappiness.

In ruling assemblies, in a fatal manner, the will prevails of those below the average, 

mixed with the pure metal, and the personal and collec  ve egoisms of families, ci  es, 
castes, peoples, and par  es have wrought on this groundwork some startling varia-
 ons. But we have not to do here with the ethics of sel sh interests, it is enough to 

iden  fy the central point of convergence towards which all par  al ideas more or less 
tend. This focus of gravita  on is jus  ce. If humanity be not a vain dream, if all our 
impressions, all our thoughts, are not pure hallucina  ons, one capital fact dominates 
the history of humanity �– that every kindred and people yearns a  er jus  ce. The very 
life of humanity is but one long cry for that fraternal equity which s  ll remains unat-
tained. Listen to the words, u  ered nearly three thousand years ago, of old Hesiod, 
answering beforehand all those who contend that the struggle for existence dooms 
us to eternal strife. �“Let  shes, the wild beasts and birds, devour one and other �– but 
our law is jus  ce.�”

     Yet how vast is the distance that s  ll separates us from the jus  ce invoked by the 
poet in the very dawn of history! How great is the progress we have s  ll to make 
before we may righ  ully cease comparing ourselves with wild creatures  gh  ng for 
a morsel of carrion! It is in vain that we pretend to be civilized, if civiliza  on be that 
which Mr. Alfred R. Wallace has described as �“the harmony of individual liberty with 
the collec  ve will.�” It is really too easy to cri  cize contemporary society, its morals, its 
conven  ons, and its laws, and to show how much its prac  ces fall short of the ideal 
jus  ce formulated by thinkers and desired by peoples. To repeat stale censures is to 
risk having called mere disclaimers, sca  ers of voices in the market-place. And yet so 
long as the truth is not heard, is it not our duty to go on speaking it in season and out 
of season? A sincere person owes it to themselves to expose the frigh  ul barbarity 
which s  ll prevails in the hidden depths of a society so outwardly well-ordered. Take, 
for instance, our great ci  es, the leaders of civiliza  on, especially the most populous, 
and, in many respects, the  rst of all �– the immense London, which gathers to herself 
the riches of the world, whose every warehouse is worth a king�’s ransom; where 
are to be found enough, and more than enough, of food and clothing for the needs 
of the teeming millions that throng her streets in greater numbers than the ants 
which swarm in the never-ending labyrinth of their subterranean galleries. And yet 
the wretched who cast longing and hungry eyes on those hoards of wealth may be 
counted by the hundred thousand; by the side of untold splendors, want is consum-
ing the vitals of en  re popula  ons, and it is only at  mes that the fortunate for whom 
these treasures are amassed hear, as a mu   ed wailing, the bi  er cry which rises eter-
nally from those unseen depths. Below the London of fashion is a London accursed, 
a London whose only food are dirt-stained fragments, whose only garments are  lthy 
rags, and whose only dwellings are fe  d dens. Have the disinherited the consola  on 
of hope? No: they are deprived of all. There are some among them who live and die 
in dampness and gloom without once raising their eyes to the sun.

     What boots it to the wretched outcast, burning with fever or craving for bread, 
that the Book of the Chris  ans opens the doors of heaven more widely to them than 



to the rich! Besides their present misery, all these promises of happiness, even if they 
heard them, would seem the bi  erest irony. Does it not appear, moreover, -- judging 
by the society in which the majority of preachers of the Gospel most delight, -- that 
the words of Jesus are reversed, that the �“Kingdom of God�” is the guerdon of the 
fortunate of this world, -- a world where spiritual and temporal government are on 
the best of terms, and religion leads as surely to earthly power as to heavenly bliss? 
�“Religion is a cause for preferment, irreligion a bar to it,�” as a famous commentator of 
the Bible, speaking to his sovereign, said it ought to be.

     When ambi  on thus  nds its account in piety, and hypocrites prac  ce religion 
in order to give what they are pleased to call their conscience a higher mercan  le 
value, is it surprising that the great army of the hopeless should forget the way to the 
church? Do they deceive themselves in thinking that, despite o   cial invita  ons, they 
would not always be well received in the �“houses of God�”? Without speaking here of 
churches whose si   ngs are sold at a price, where you may enter only purse in hand, 
is it nothing to the poor to feel themselves arrested on the threshold by the cold 
looks of well-clad men and the  ghtened lips of elegant women? True, no wall bars 
the passage, but an obstacle s  ll more formidable stops the way, -- the dark atmos-
phere of hatred and disgust which rises between the disinherited and the world�’s 
elect.

     Yet the  rst word u  ered by the minister when he stand stands up in the pulpit 
is �“Brethren,�” a word which, by a characteris  c di  eren  a  on, has come to mean 
no more than a sort of poten  al and theore  c fraternity without prac  cal reality. 
Nevertheless, its primi  ve sense has not altogether perished, and if the outcast that 
hears it be not stupe ed by hunger, if he be not one of those boneless beings who 
repeat idio  cally all they hear, what bi  er thoughts will be suggested by this word 
�“brethren�” coming from the lips of men who feel so li  le its force! The impressions 
of my childhood surge back into my mind. When I heard for the  rst  me an earnest 
and eager voice beseech the �“Father who is in heaven�” to give us �“our daily bread,�” it 
seemed to me that by a mysterious act a meal would descend from on high on all the 
tables of the world. I imagined that these words, repeated millions of  mes, were a 
cry of human brotherhood, and that each, in u  ering them, thought of all. I deceived 
myself. With some, the prayer is sincere; with the greater part it is but an empty 
sound, a gust of wind like that which passes through the reeds.

     Governments at least talk not to the poor about fraternity; they do not torment 
them with so sorry a jest. It is true that in some countries the jargon of courts com-
pare the Sovereign to a father whose subjects are his children, and upon whom he 
pours the inexhaus  ble dews of his love; but this formula, which the hungry might 
abuse by asking for bread, is no longer taken seriously. So long as Governments were 
looked upon as direct representa  ves of a heavenly Sovereign, holding their pow-
ers by the grace of God, the comparison was legi  mate; but there are very few now 

Formerly this blood-and- re theory was not openly avowed; it would have appeared 
too violent, and honied words were preferable. But the discoveries of science rela  ve 
to the struggle between species for existance and the survival of the   est, have 
permi  ed the advocates of force to withdraw from their mode of expression all that 
seemed too insolent. �“See, they say, �“it is an inevitable law! Thus decrees the fate of 
mankind!�”

We ought to congratulate ourselves that the ques  on is thus simpli ed, for it is so 
much the nearer to its solu  on. Force reigns, say the advocates of social inequality! 
Yes, it is force which reigns! proclaims modern industry louder and louder in its brutal 
perfec  on. But may not the speech of economists and traders be taken up by revolu-
 onists? The law of the strongest will not always and necessarily operate for the ben-

e t of commerce. �“Might surpasses right,�” said Bismark, quo  ng from many others; 
but it is possible to make ready for the day when might will be at the service of right. 
If it is true that ideas of solidarity are spreading; if it is true that the conquests of sci-
ence end by penetra  ng the lowest strata; if it is true that truth is becoming common 
property; if evolu  on towards jus  ce is taking place, will not the workers, who have 
at once the right and the might, make use of both to bring about a revolu  on for the 
bene t of all? What can isolated individuals, however strong in money, intelligence, 
and cunning, do against associated masses?

In no modern revolu  on have the privileged classes been known to  ght their own 
ba  les. They always depend on armies of the poor, whom they have taught what is 
called loyalty to the  ag, and trained to what is called �“the maintenance of order.�” 
Five millions of men, without coun  ng the superior and inferior police, are employed 
in Europe in this work. But these armies may become disorganised, they may call to 
mind the nearness of their own past and future rela  ons with the mass of the people, 
and the hand which guides them may grow unsteady. Being in great part drawn from 
the proletariat, they may become to bourgeois society what the barbarians in the pay 
of the Empire became to that of Rome-an element of dissolu  on. History abounds in 
examples of the frenzy which seizes upon those in power. When the miserable and 
disinherited of the earth shall unite in their own interest, trade with trade, na  on 
with na  on, race with race; when they shall fully awake to their su  erings and their 
purpose, doubt not that an occasion will assuredly present itself for the employment 
of their might in the service of right; and powerful as may be the Master of those 
days, he will be weak before the starving masses leagued against him. To the great 
evolu  on now taking place will succeed the long expected, the great revolu  on.

It will be salva  on, and there is none other. For if capital retains force on its side, we 
shall all be the slaves of its machinery, mere bands connec  ng iron cogs with steel 
and iron sha  s. If new spoils, managed by partners only responsible to their cash 
books, are ceaselessly added to the savings already amassed in bankers�’ co  ers, 
then it will be vain to cry for pity, no one will hear your complaints. The  ger may 



amongst those who devote their lives to higher pursuits--science, art, poetry--how 
many, unless forced to do so, occupy themselves with theology? Enter the University 
of Geneva. At all the courses of lectures--medicine, natural history, mathema  cs, 
even jurisprudence--you will  nd voluntary listeners; at every tone except at those 
upon theology. The Chris  an religion is like a snow-wreath mel  ng in the sun: traces 
are visible here and there, but beneath the streaks of dirty white the earth shows, 
already clear of rime.

The religion which is thus becoming detached, like a garment, from European civilisa-
 on, was extremely convenient for the explana  on of misery, injus  ce, and social 

inequality. It had one solu  on for everything-miracles. A Supreme will had pre-
ordained all things. Injus  ce was an apparent evil, but it was preparing good  lings to 
come. �“God giveth sustenance to the young birds. He prepareth eternal blessedness 
for the a   icted. Their misery below is but the harbinger of felicity on high!�” These 
things were ceaselessly repeated to the oppressed as long as they believed them; but 
now such arguments have lost all credence, and are no longer met with, except in the 
pe  y literature of religious tracts.

What is to be done to replace the depar  ng religion? As the worker believes no 
longer ill miracles, can he perhaps be induced to believe in lies? And so learned 
economists, academicians, merchants, and  nanciers have contrived to introduce into 
science the bold proposi  on that property and prosperity are always the reward of 
labour! It would be scarcely decent to discuss such an asser  on. When they pretend 
that labour is the origin of fortune, economists know perfectly well that they are not 
speaking the truth. They know as well as the Socialists that wealth is not the product 
of personal labour, but of the labour of others: they are not ignorant that the runs of 
luck on the Exchange and the specula  ons which create great fortunes have no more 
connec  on with labour than the exploits of brigands in the forests; they dare not 
pretend that the individual who has  ve thousand pounds a day, just what is required 
to support one hundred thousand persons like himself, is dis  nguished from other 
men by an intelligence one hundred thousand  mes above the average. It would be 
scandalous to discuss this sham origin of social inequality. It would be to be a dupe, 
almost an accomplice, to waste  me over such hypocri  cal reasoning.

But arguments of another kind are brought forward, which have at least the merit 
of not being based upon a lie. The right of the strongest is now evoked against 
social claims. Darwin�’s theory, which has lately made its appearance in the scien   c 
world, is believed to tell against us. And it is, in fact, the right of the strongest which 
triumphs when fortune is monopolised. He who is materially the   est, the most 
wily, the most favoured by birth, educa  on, and friends; he who is best armed and 
confronted by the feeblest foe, has the greatest chance of success; he is able be  er 
than the rest to erect a citadel, from the summit of which he may look down on his 
unfortunate brethren. Thus is determined the rude struggle of con ic  ng egoisms. 

that make any claim to this quasi-divinity. Shorn of the sanc  ons of religion, they 
no longer hold themselves answerable for the general weal, conten  ng themselves 
instead with promising good administra  on, impar  al jus  ce, and strict economy in 
the administra  on of public a  airs. Let history tell how these promises have been 
kept. Nobody can study contemporary poli  cs without being struck by the truth of 
the words a  ributed alike to Oxenstjerna and Lord Chester eld: �“Go, my son, and see 
with how li  le the world is governed!�” It is now a ma  er of common knowledge that 
power, whether its nature be monarchic, aristocra  c, or democra  c, whether it be 
based on the right of the sword, of inheritance, or of elec  on, is wielded by individu-
als neither be  er nor worse than their fellows, but whose posi  on exposes them to 
greater tempta  ons to do evil. Raised above the crowd, whom they soon learn to 
despise, they end by considering themselves as essen  ally superior beings; solicited 
by ambi  on in a thousand forms, by vanity, greed, and caprice, they are all the more 
easily corrupted that a rabble of interested  a  erers is ever on the watch to pro t by 
their vices. And possessing as they do a preponderant in uence in all things, holding 
the powerful lever whereby is moved the immense mechanism of the State �– func-
 onaries, soldiers, and police �– every one of their oversights, their faults, or their 

crimes repeats itself to in nity and magni es as it grows. It is only too true: a  t of 
impa  ence in a Sovereign, a crooked look, an equivocal word, may plunge na  ons 
into mourning and be fraught with disaster for mankind. English readers, brought 
up to a knowledge of Biblical lore, will remember the striking parable of the trees 
who wanted a king [Judges 9:8]. The peaceful trees and the strong, those who love 
work and whom man blesses; the olive that makes oil, the  g-tree that grows good 
fruit, the vine that produces wine, �“which cheereth God and man,�” refuse to reign; 
the bramble accepts, and of that noxious briar is born the  ame which devours the 
cedars of Lebanon.

     But these depositaries of power who are charged, whether by right divine or uni-
versal su  rage, with the august mission of dispensing jus  ce, can they be considered 
as in any way more infallible, or even impar  al? Can it be said that the laws and their 
interpreters shows towards all people the ideal equity as it exists in popular concep-
 on? Are the judges blind when there come before them the wealthy and the poor 

�– Shylock, with his murderous knife, and the unfortunate who has sold beforehand 
pounds of their  esh or ounces of their blood? Hold they always even scales between 
the king�’s son and the beggar�’s brat? That these magistrates should  rmly believe in 
their own impar  ality and think themselves incarnate right in human shape, is quite 
natural; everyone puts on �– some  mes without knowing it �– the peculiar moral-
ity of their calling; yet, judges, no more than priests, can withstand the in uence of 
their surroundings. Their sense of what cons  tutes jus  ce, derived from the average 
opinion of the age, is insensibly modi ed by the prejudices of their class. How honest 
soever they may be, they cannot forget that they belong to the rich and powerful, or 
to those, less fortunate, who are s  ll on the look-out for preferment and honor. They 
are moreover blindly a  ached to precedent, and fancy that prac  ces inherited from 



their forerunners must needs be right. Yet when we examine o   cial jus  ce without 
prejudice, how many inequi  es do we  nd in legal procedures! Thus the English are 
scandalized �– and rightly so �– by the French fashion of examining prisoners, those sa-
cred beings who are in strict probity ought to be held innocent un  l they are proven 
guilty; while the French are disgusted, and not without reason, to see English jus  ce, 
through the English Government, publicly encourage treachery by o  ers of impunity 
and money to the betrayer, thereby deepening the degrada  on of the debased and 
provoking acts of shameful meanness which children in their schools, more moral 
than their elders, regard with unfeigned horror.

     Nevertheless, law, like religion, plays only a secondary part in contemporary soci-
ety. It is invoked but rarely to regulate the rela  ons between the poor and the rich, 
the powerful and the weak. These rela  ons are the outcome of economic laws and 
the evolu  on of a social system based on inequality of condi  ons.

     Laissez faire! Let things alone! have said the judges of the camp. Careers are open; 
and although the  eld is covered with corpses, although the conqueror stamps on 
the bodies of the vanquished, although by supply and demand, and the combina  ons 
and monopolies in which they result, the greater part of society becomes enslaved to 
the few, let things along �– for thus has decreed fair play. It is by virtue of this beau  -
ful system that a parvenu, without speaking of the great lord who receives coun  es 
as his heritage, is able to conquer with ready money thousands of acres, expel those 
who cul  vate his domain, and replace people and their dwellings with wild animals 
and rare trees. It is thus that a tradesman, more cunning or intelligent, or, perhaps, 
more favored by luck than his fellows, is enabled to become master of an army of 
workers, and as o  en as not to starve them at his pleasure. In a word, commercial 
compe   on, under the paternal aegis of the law, lets the great majority of merchants 
�– the fact is a  ested numberless medical inquests �– adulterate provisions and drink, 
sell pernicious substances as wholesome food, and kill by slow poisoning, without for 
one day neglec  ng their religious du  es, their brothers in Jesus Christ. Let people say 
what they will, slavery, which aboli  onists strove so gallantly to ex  rpate in America, 
prevails in another form in every civilized country; for en  re popula  ons, placed 
between the alterna  ves of death by starva  on and toils which they detest, are con-
strained to choose the la  er. And if we would deal frankly with the barbarous society 
to which we belong, we must acknowledge that murder, albeit disguised under a 
thousand insidious and scien   c forms, s  ll, as in the  mes of primi  ve savagery, 
terminates the majority of lives. The economist sees around them but one vast  eld 
of carnage, and with the coldness of the sta  s  cian they count the slain as on the 
evening a  er a great ba  le. Judge by these  gures. The mean mortality among the 
well-to-do is, at the utmost, one in sixty. Now the popula  on of Europe being a third 
of a thousand millions, the average deaths, according to the rate of mortality among 
the fortunate, should not exceed  ve millions. They are three  mes  ve millions! 
What have we done with these ten million human beings killed before their  me? If 

desire that unions should be free, depending only on mutual a  ec  on and respect for 
self and for the dignity of others, and, in this sense, however loving and devoted to 
those whose lives are associated with theirs, they are certainly the enemies of the le-
gal family. Yes; they do desire to put an end to the monopoly of land and capital, and 
to restore them to all, and, in this sense, however glad they may be to secure to every 
one the enjoyment of the fruits of the earth, they are the enemies of property.

Thus the current of evolu  on, the incoming  de, is bearing us onward towards a 
future radically di  erent from exis  ng condi  ons, and it is vain to a  empt to oppose 
obstacles to des  ny. Religion, by far the most solid of all dikes, has lost its strength: 
cracking on every side, it leaks and to  ers, and cannot fail to be sooner or later over-
thrown.

It is certain that contemporary evolu  on is taking place wholly outside Chris  anity. 
There was a  me when the word Chris  an, like Catholic, had a universal signi ca  on, 
and was actually applied to a world of brethren, sharing, to a certain extent, the same 
customs, the same ideas, and a civilisa  on of the same nature. But are not the pre-
tensions of Chris  anity to be considered in our day as synonymous with civilisa  on, 
absolutely unjus   able? And when it is said of England or Russia that their armies are 
about to carry Chris  anity and civilisa  on into distant regions, is not the irony of the 
expression obvious to every one? The garment of Chris  anity does not cover all the 
peoples who by right of culture and industry form a part of contemporary civilisa  on. 
The Parsees of Bombay, the Brahmins of Benares eagerly welcome our science, but 
they are coldly polite to the Chris  an Missionaries. The Japanese, though so prompt 
in imita  ng us, take care not to accept our religion. As for the Chinese, they are much 
too cunning and wary to allow themselves to be converted. �“We have no need of 
your priests,�” says an English poem wri  en by a Chinese, �“We have no need of your 
priests. We have too many ourselves, both long-haired and shaven. What we need 
is your arms and your science, to  ght you and expel you from our land, as the wind 
drives forth the withered leaves!�”

Thus Chris  anity does not nominally cover half the civilised world, and even where 
it is supposed to be paramount, it must be sought out; it is much more a form than a 
reality, and amongst those who are apparently the most zealous, it is nothing but an 
ignoble hypocrisy. Pu   ng aside all whose Chris  anity consists merely in the sprin-
kling of bap  sm or inscrip  on on the parish register, how many individuals are there 
whose daily life corresponds with the dogmas they profess, and whose ideas are 
always, as they should be, those of another world? Chris  ans rendered honourable 
by their perfect sincerity may be sought without marked success even in �“Protestant 
Rome,�” a city, nevertheless, of mighty tradi  ons. At Geneva as at Oxford, as at all 
religious centres, and everywhere else, the principal preoccupa  ons are non-ecclesi-
as  cal; they lean towards poli  cs, or, more o  en s  ll, towards business. The princi-
pal representa  ves of so-called Chris  an society are Jews, �“the epoch�’s kings.�” And 



them, thanks to some despised revolu  onists, it shines forth clear and simple in all its 
brilliance. All understand it without an e  ort: it seems as if it had always been known. 
Formerly learned men fancied that the sky was a round dome, a metal roof-or be  er 
s  ll-a series of vaults, three, seven, nine, even thirteen, each with its procession of 
stars, its dis  nct laws, its special regime and its troops of angels and archangels to 
guard it! But since these  ers of heavens, piled one upon the other, men  oned in the 
Bible and Talmud, have been demolished, there is not a child who does not know that 
round the earth is in nite and uncon ned space. He hardly can be said to learn this. It 
is a truth which henceforward forms a part of the universal inheritance.

It is the same with all great acquisi  ons, especially in morals and poli  cal economy. 
There was a  me when the great majority of men were born and lived as slaves, 
and had no other ideal than a change of servitude. It never entered their heads that 
�“one man is as good as another.�” Now they have learnt it, and understand that the 
virtual equality bestowed by evolu  on must be changed into real equality, thanks to 
a revolu  on. Instructed by life, the workers comprehend certain economic laws much 
be  er than even professional economists. Is there a single workman who remains 
indi  erent to the ques  on of progressive or propor  onal taxa  on, and who does not 
know that all taxes fall on the poorest in the long run ? Is there a single workman who 
does not know the terrible fatality of the �“iron law,�” which condemns him to receive 
nothing but a miserable pi  ance, just the wage: that will prevent his dying of hunger 
during his work? Bi  er experience has caused him to know quite enough of this inevi-
table law of poli  cal economy.

Thus, whatever be the source of informa  on, all pro t by it, and the worker not 
less than the rest. Whether a discovery is made by a bourgeois, a noble, or a plebe-
ian, whether the learned man is Bernard Palissy, Lord Bacon, or Baron Humboldt, 
the whole world will turn his researches to account. Certainly the privileged classes 
would have liked to retain the bene ts of science for themselves, and leave ignorance 
to the people, but henceforth their sel sh desire cannot be ful lled. They  nd them-
selves in the case of the magician in �“The Thousand and One Nights,�” who unsealed 
a vase in which a genius had been shut up asleep for ten thousand years. They would 
like to drive him back into his retreat, to fasten him down under a triple seal, but they 
have lost the words of the charm, and the genius is free for ever.

This freedom of the human will is now asser  ng itself in every direc  on; it is prepar-
ing no small and par  al revolu  ons, but one universal Revolu  on. It is thoughout 
society as a whole, and every branch of its ac  vity, that changes are making ready. 
Conserva  ves are not in the least mistaken when they speak in general terms of 
Revolu  onists as enemies of religion, the family and property. Yes; Socialists do reject 
the authority of dogma and the interven  on of the supernatural in nature, and, in 
this sense however earnest their striving for the realisa  on of their ideal, they are the 
enemies of religion. Yes; they do desire the suppression of the marriage market; they 

it be true that we have du  es, one towards the other, are we not responsible for the 
servitude, the cold, the hunger, the miseries of every sort, which doom the unfortu-
nate to un  mely deaths? Race of Cains, what have we done with our brothers and 
sisters?

     And what are the remedies proposed for the social ills which are consuming the 
very marrow in our bones? Can charity, as assert many good souls �– who are an-
swered in chorus by a crowd of egoists �– can charity by any possibility deal with so 
vast an evil? True, we know some devoted ones who seem to live only that they may 
do good. In England, above all, is this the case. Among childless women who are con-
strained to lavish their love on their kind are to be found many of those admirable be-
ings whose lives are passed in consoling the a   icted, visi  ng the sick, and ministering 
the young. We cannot help being touched by the exquisite benevolence, the indefa  -
gable solicitude shown by these ladies towards their unhappy fellow creatures; but, 
taken even in their en  rety, what economic value can be a  ached to these well-
meant e  orts? What sum represents the chari  es of a year in comparison with the 
gains which hucksters of money and hawkers of loans o  en  mes make by the specu-
la  ons of a single day? While Ladies Boun  ful are giving a cup of tea to a pauper, or 
preparing a po  on for the sick, a father or brother, by a hardly stroke on the Stock 
Exchange or a successful transac  on in produce, may reduce to ruin thousands of 
Bri  sh workers or Hindu coolies. And how worthy of respect soever may be deeds of 
unobstenta  ons charity, is it not the fact that the bestowal of alms is generally a mat-
ter of personal caprice, and that their distribu  on is too o  en in uenced rather by 
poli  cal and religious sympathies of the giver than by the moral worth of the recipi-
ent? Even were help always given to those who most need it, charity would be none 
the less tainted with the capital vice, that it infallibly cons  tutes rela  ons of inequal-
ity between the bene ted and the benefactor. The la  er rejoices in the consciousness 
of doing a good thing, as if they were not simply discharging a debt; and the former 
asks bread as a favor, when they should demand work as a right, or, if helpless, hu-
man solidarity. Thus are created and developed hideous mendacity with its lies, its 
tricks, and its base, heart-breaking hypocrisy. How much nobler are the customs of 
some so-called �“barbarous countries�” where the hungry person simply stops by the 
side of those who eat, is welcomed by all, and then, when sa  s ed, with a friendly 
gree  ng withdraws �– remaining in every respect the equal of their host, and fre   ng 
under no painful sense of obliga  on for favors received! But charity breeds patronage 
and pla  tudes �– miserable fruits of a wretched system, yet the best which a society of 
capitalists has to o  er!
II.

     Hence we may say that, in le   ng those whom they govern �– and the responsibility 
for whose fate they thereby accept �– waste by want, sink under exposure, and dete-
riorate by vice, the leaders of modern society have commi  ed moral bankruptcy. But 
where the masters have come short, free individuals may, perchance, succeed. The 



failure of governments is no reason why we should be discouraged; on the contrary, 
it shows us the danger of entrus  ng to others the guardianship of our rights, and 
makes us all the more  rmly resolved to take our own cause into our own care. We 
are not among those whom the prac  ce of social hypocrisies, the long weariness of 
a crooked life, and the uncertainty of the future have reduced to necessity of asking 
ourselves �– without daring to answer it �– the sad ques  on: �“Is life worth living?�” Yes, 
to us life does seem worth living, but on condi  on that it has an end �– not personal 
happiness, not a paradise, either in this world or the next �– but the realiza  on of 
a cherished wish, an ideal that belongs to us and springs from our innermost con-
science. We are striving to draw nearer to that ideal equality which, century a  er 
century, has hovered before subject peoples like a heavenly dream. The li  le that 
each of us can do o  ers an ample recompense for the perils of the combat. On these 
terms life is good, even a life of su  ering and sacri ce �– even though it may be cut 
short by premature death.

     The  rst condi  on of equality, without which any other progress is merest mockery 
�– the object of all socialists without excep  on �– is that every human being shall have 
bread. To talk of duty, of renuncia  on, of ethernal virtues to the famishing, is nothing 
less than cowardice. Dives has no right to preach morality to the beggar at his gates. 
If it were true that civilized lands did not produce food enough for all, it might be said 
that, by virtue of vital compe   on, bread should be reserved for the strong, and that 
the weak must content themselves with the crumbs that fall from the feasters�’ tables. 
In a family where love prevails things are not ordered in this way; on the contrary, 
the small and the ailing receive the fullest measure; yet it is evident that dearth may 
strengthen the hands of the violent and make the powerful monopolizers of bread. 
But are our modern socie  es really reduced to these straits? On the contrary, what-
ever may be the value of Malthus�’s forecast as to the distant future, it is an actual, 
incontestable fact that in the civilized countries of Europe and America the sum total 
of provisions produced, or received in exchange for manufacturers, is more than 
enough for the sustenance of the people. Even in  mes of par  al dearth the granaries 
and warehouses have but to open their doors that every one may have a su   cient 
share. Notwithstanding waste and prodigality, despite the enormous losses arising 
from moving about and handling in warehouses and shops, there is always enough 
to feed generously all the world. And yet there are some who die of hunger! And yet 
there are fathers who kill their children because when the li  le ones cry for bread 
they have none to give them.

     Others may turn their eyes from these horrors; we socialists look them full in the 
face, and seek out their cause. That cause is the monopoly of the soil, the appropria-
 on by a few of the land which belongs to all. We Anarchists are not the only ones to 

say it: the cry for na  onaliza  on of the land is rising so high that all may hear it who 
do not willfully close their ears. The idea spreads fast, for private property, in its pre-
sent form, has had its day, and historians are everywhere tes  fying that the old Ro-

town and country, mountain and plain, earth and sea. The rich travel more than the 
poor, it is true; but they generally travel aimlessly; when they change countries they 
do not change surroundings, they are always in a sense at home; the luxuries and 
enjoyments of hotel life do not permit them to appreciate the essen  al di  erences 
between country and country, people and people. The poor man, who comes into 
collision with the di   cul  es of life without guide or cicerone, is best quali ed to 
observe and remember. And does not the great school of the outer world exhibit the 
prodigies of human industry equally to rich and poor, to those who have called these 
marvels into existence and those who pro t by them? The poverty-stricken outcast 
can see railways, telegraphs, hydraulic rams, perforators, self-ligh  ng matches, as well 
as the man of power, and he is no less impressed by them. Privilege has disappeared 
in the enjoyment of some of these grand conquests of science. When he is conduct-
ing his locomo  ve through space, doubling or slacking speed at his pleasure, does 
the engine-driver believe himself the inferior of the sovereign shut up behind him in 
a gilded railway-carriage, and trembling with the knowledge that his life depends on a 
jet of steam, the shi  ing of a lever, or a bomb of dynamite?

The sight of nature and the works of man, and prac  cal life, these form the college 
in which the true educa  on of contemporary society is obtained. Schools, properly 
so called, are rela  vely much less important; yet they, too, have undergone their 
evolu  on in the direc  on of equality. There was a  me, and that not very far distant, 
when the whole of educa  on consisted in mere formulas, mys  c phrases, and texts 
from sacred books. Go into the Mussel school opened beside the mosque. There you 
will see children spending whole hours in spelling or reci  ng verses from the Koran. 
Go into a school kept by Chris  an priests, Protestant or Catholic, and you will hear 
silly hymns and absurd recita  ons. But even in these schools the pressure from below 
has caused this dull rou  ne to be varied with a new sort of instruc  on; instead of 
nothing but formulas the teachers now explain facts, point out analogies and trace 
the ac  on of laws. Whatever the commentaries with which the instructor accompa-
nies his lessons, the  gures remain none the less incorrup  ble. Which educa  on will 
prevail? That according to which two and two make four, and nothing is created out 
of nothing; or the odd educa  on according to which everything comes from nothing 
and three persons make only one?

The elementary school, it is true, is not all: it is not enough to catch a glimpse of sci-
ence, one should be able to apply it in every direc  on. Therefore Socialis  c evolu-
 on renders it necessary that school should be a permanent ins  tu  on for all men. 

A  er receiving �“general enlightenment�” in a primary school, each ought to be able 
to develop to the full such intellectual capacity as he may possess, in a life which 
he has freely chosen. Meanwhile let not the worker despair. Every great conquest 
of science ends by becoming public property. Professional scien  sts are obliged to 
go through long ages of research and hypothesis, they are obliged to struggle in the 
midst of error and falsehood; but when the truth is gained at length, o  en in spite of 



guished persons permit themselves to possess handsomer furniture or  ner horses; 
the wives of less wealthy men go more sumptuously a   red. And what is the com-
plaint of the ordinary man or woman of the middle-class? There are no more serv-
ants to be had, the spirit of obedience is lost. Now the maid pretends to understand 
cooking be  er than her mistress; she does not piously remain in one situa  on, only 
too grateful for the hospitality accorded her; she changes her place in consequence of 
the smallest disagreeable observa  on, or to gain two shillings more wages. There are 
even countries where she asks her mistress for a character in exchange for her own.

It is true, respect is depar  ng; not the just respect which a  aches to an upright and 
devoted man, but that despicable and shameful respect which follows wealth and 
o   ce; that slavish respect which gathers a crowd of loafers when a king passes, and 
makes the lackeys and horses of a great man objects of admira  on. And not only is 
respect depar  ng, but those who lay most claim to the considera  on of the rest, are 
the  rst to compromise their superhuman character. In former days Asia  c sovereigns 
understood the art of causing themselves to be adored. Their palaces were seen from 
afar; their statues were erected everywhere; their edicts were read; but they never 
showed themselves. The most familiar never addressed them but upon their knees; 
from  me to  me a half-li  ed veil parted to disclose them as if by a lightning  ash, 
and then as suddenly enfolded them once more, leaving consterna  on in the hearts 
of all beholders. In those days respect was profound enough to result in stupifac-
 on: a dumb messenger brought a silken cord to the condemned, and that su   ced, 

even a gesture would have been super uous. And now we see sovereigns taking 
boxes by telegraph at the theatre to witness the performance of Orphee aux Enfers 
or The Grand Duchess of Gerolstein, that is to say, taking part in the derision of all 
which used to be held most worthy of respect- divinity and royalty! Which is the true 
regicide, the man who kills a sovereign, doing him the honour to take him as the rep-
resenta  ve of a whole society, or the monarch, who mocks at himself by laughing at 
the Grand Duchess or General Boum ? He teaches us at least that poli  cal power is a 
worm eaten ins  tu  on. It has retained its form, but the universal respect which gave 
it worth has disappeared. It is nothing but an external sca  olding, the edi ce itself 
has ceased to exist.

Does not the spread of an educa  on, which gives the same concep  on of things 
to all, contribute to our progress towards equality? If instruc  on were only to be 
obtained at school, governments might s  ll hope to hold the minds of men enslaved; 
but it is outside the school that most knowledge is gained. It is picked up in the 
street, in the workshop, before the booths of a fair, at the theatre, in railway car-
riages, on steam boats, by gazing at new landscapes, by visi  ng foreign towns. Almost 
every one travels now, either as a luxury or a necessity. Not a mee  ng but people 
who have seen Russia, Australia, or America may be found in it, and if travellers 
who have changed con  nents are so frequently met with, there is, one may say, no 
one who has not moved about su   ciently to have observed the contrast between 

man law is not synonymous with ethanol jus  ce. Without doubt it were vain to hope 
that holders of the soil, saturated, so to speak, with ideas of caste, of privilege, and 
of inheritance, will voluntarily give back to all the bread-yielding furrows; the glory 
will not be theirs of joining as equals their fellow-ci  zens; but when public opinion is 
ripe �– and day by day it grows �– individuals will oppose in vain the general concourse 
of wills, and the axe will be applied to the upas tree�’s roots. Arable land will be held 
once more in common; but instead of being ploughed and sown almost at hazard by 
ignorant hands, as it has hitherto been, science will aid us in the choice of climate, of 
soils, of methods of culture, of fer  lizers, and of machinery. Husbandry will be guided 
by the same prescience as mechanical combina  ons and chemical opera  ons; but the 
fruits of their toil will not be lost to the laborer. Many so-called savage socie  es hold 
their land in common, and humble though in our eyes they may seem, they are our 
be  ers in this: want among them is unknown. Are we, then, too ambi  ous in desiring 
to a  ain a social state which shall add to the conquests of civiliza  on the privileges of 
these primi  ve tribes? Through the educa  on of our children we may to some extent 
fashion the future.

     A  er we have bread for all, we shall require something more �– equality of rights; 
but this point will soon be realized, for an individual who needs not incline them-
selves before their fellows to crave pi  ance is already their equal. Equality of condi-
 ons, which is in no way incompa  ble with the in nite diversity of human character, 

we already desire and look upon as indispensable, for it o  ers us the only means 
whereby a true public morality can be developed. An individual can be truly moral 
only when they are their own master. From the moment when they awaken to a 
comprehension of that which is equitable and good it is for them to direct their own 
movements, to seek in the their conscience reasons for their ac  ons, and to perform 
them simply, without either fearing punishment or looking for reward. Nevertheless 
their will cannot fail to be strengthened when they see others, guided like themselves 
by their own voli  on, following the same line of conduct. Mutual example will soon 
cons  tute a collec  ve code of ethics to which all may conform without e  ort; but 
the moment that orders, enforced by legal penal  es, replace the personal impulses 
of the conscience, there is an end to morality. Hence the saying of the Apostle of the 
Gen  les, �“the law makes sin.�” Even more, it is sin itself, because, instead of appeal-
ing to humanity�’s be  er part, to it�’s bold ini  a  ve, it appeals to it�’s worst �– it rules by 
fear. It thus behooves every one to resist the laws that they have not made, and to 
defend their personal rights, which are also the rights of others. People o  en speak 
of the antagonism between rights and du  es. It is an empty phrase; there is no such 
antagonism. Whoso vindicates their own rights ful lls at the same  me their duty 
towards their fellows. Privilege, not right, is the converse of duty.

     Besides the possession of an individual�’s own person, sound morality involves 
yet another condi  on �– mutual goodwill, which is likewise the outcome of equality. 
The  me-honored words of Mahabarata are as true as ever: �“The ignorant are not 



the friends of the wise; the man who has no cart is not the friend of him who has a 
cart. Friendship is the daughter of equality; it is never born of inequality.�” Without 
doubt it is given to some people, great by their thoughts, by sympathy, or by strength 
of will, to win the mul  tude; but if the a  achment of their followers and admirers 
comes otherwise than an enthusias  c a   nity of idea to idea, or of heart to heart, it 
is speedily transformed either into fana  cism or servility. Those who are hailed lord 
by the acclama  ons of the crowd must almost of necessity a  ribute to themselves 
excep  onal virtues, or a �“Grace of God,�” that makes them in their own es  ma  on as 
a predes  ned being, and they usurp without hesita  on or remorse privileges which 
they transmit as a heritage of their children. But, while in rank exalted, they are 
morally degraded, and their par  sans and sycophants are more degraded s  ll: they 
wait for the words of command which fall from the master�’s lips; when they hear in 
the depths of their conscience some faint note of dissent, it is s   ed; they become 
prac  ced liars, they stoop to  a  ery, and lose the power of looking honest individuals 
in the face. Between those who command and those who obey, and whose degrada-
 on deepens from genera  on to genera  on, there is no possibility of friendship. The 

virtues are transformed; brotherly frankness is destroyed; independence becomes 
a crime; above is either pitying condescension or haughty contempt, below either 
envious admira  on or hidden hate. Let each of us recall the past and ask ourselves in 
all sincerity the ques  on: �“Who are the individuals in whose society we have expe-
rienced the most pleasure?�” Are they the personages who have �“honored�” us with 
their conversa  on, or the humble with whom we have �“deigned�” to associate? Are 
they not rather our equals, those whose looks neither implore nor command, and 
whom we may love with open hearts without a  erthought or reserve.

     It is to live in condi  ons of equality and escape from the falsehoods and hypoc-
risies of a society of superiors and inferiors, that so many men and women have 
formed themselves into close corpora  ons and li  le worlds apart. America abounds 
in communi  es of this sort. But these socie  es, few of which prosper while many 
perish, are all ruled more or less by force; they carry within themselves the seed of 
their own dissolu  on, and are reabsorbed by Nature�’s law of gravita  on into the 
world which they have le  . Yet even were they perfec  on, if humans enjoyed in them 
the highest happiness of which their nature is capable, they would be none the less 
obnoxious to the charge of sel sh isola  on, of raising a wall between themselves and 
the rest of their race; their pleasures are ego  s  cal, and devo  on to the cause of 
humanity would draw back the best of them into the great struggle.

     As for the Anarchists, never will we separate ourselves from the world to build 
a li  le church, hidden in some vast wilderness. Here is the  gh  ng ground, and we 
remain in the ranks, ready to give our help wherever it may be most needed. We do 
not cherish premature hopes, but we know that our e  orts will not be lost. Many of 
the ignorant, who either out of love of rou  ne or simplicity of soul now anathema  ze 
us, will end by associa  ng themselves with our cause. For every individual whom 

harvests to provide all with food; it produces enough  brous plants to supply all with 
clothing; it contains enough stone and clay for all to have houses. There is a place for 
each of the brethren at the banquet of life. Such is the simple economic fact.

What does it ma  er? say some. The rich will squander at their pleasure as much of 
this ealth as suits them; the middle-men, speculators and brokers of every descrip-
 on will manipulate the rest; the armies will destroy a great deal, and the mass of the 

people will have ahve the scraps that remain. �“The poor we shall have always with 
us,�” say the contented, quo  ng a remark which, according to them, fell from the lips 
of a God. We do not care whether their God wished some to be miserable or not. 
We will re-create the world on a di  erent pa  ern! �“No, there shall be no more poor! 
As all men need to be housed and clothed and warmed and fed, let all have what is 
necessary, and none be cold or hungry!�” The terrible Socialists have no need of a God 
to inspire these words; they are human, that is enough.

Thus two opposing socie  es exist amongst men. They are intermingled, variously 
allied here and there by the people who do not know their own minds, and advance 
only to retreat; but viewed from above, and taking no account of uncertain and indif-
ferent individuals who are swayed hither and thither by fate like waves of the sea, it is 
certain that the actual world is divided into two camps, those who desire to maintain 
poverty, i.e. hunger for others, and those who demand comforts for all. The forces in 
these two camps seem at  rst sight very unequal. The supporters of exis  ng society 
have boundless estates, incomes counted by hundreds of thousands, all the powers 
of the State, with its armies of o   cials, soldiers, policemen, magistrates, and a whole 
arsenal of laws and ordinances. And what can the Socialists, the ar   cers of the new 
society, oppose to all this organised force? Does it seem that they can do nothing? 
Without money or troops they would indeed succumb if they did not represent the 
evolu  on of ideas and of morality. They are nothing, but they have the progress of 
human thought on their side. They are borne along on the stream of the  mes.

The external form of society must alter in correspondence with the impelling force 
within; there is no be  er established historical fact. The sap makes the tree and gives 
it leaves and  owers; the blood makes the man; the ideas make the society. And yet 
there is not a conserva  ve who does not lament that ideas and morality, and all that 
goes to make up the deeper life of man, have been modi ed since �“the good old 
 mes.�” Is it not a necessary result of the inner working of men�’s minds that social 

forms must change and a propor  onate revolu  on take place?

Let each ascertain from his own recollec  ons the changes in the methods of thought 
and ac  on which have happened since the middle of this century. Let us take, for ex-
ample, the one capital fact of the diminu  on of observance and respect. Go amongst 
great personages: what have they to complain of? That they are treated like other 
men. They no longer take precedence; people neglect to salute them; less dis  n-



sacred rights of property? And in the United States have we not seen the workers 
masters for a week of all the railways of Indiana, and of part of those on the Atlan  c 
sea-board? If they had understood the situa  on, might not a great revolu  on have 
been accomplished almost without a blow? And do not men, who are acquainted 
with Russia, know that the peasants, one and all, claim the soil, the whole of the soil, 
and wish to expel their lords? Thus the evolu  on is taking place. Socialism, or in other 
words, the army of individuals who desire to change social condi  ons, has resumed 
its march. The moving mass is pressing on, and now no government dare ignore its 
serried ranks. On the contrary, the powers that be exaggerate its numbers, and at-
tempt to contend with it by absurd legisla  on and irrita  ng interference. Fear is an 
evil counsellor.

No doubt it may some  mes happen that all is perfectly quiet. On the morrow of 
a massacre few men dare put themselves in the way of the bullets. When a word, 
a gesture are punished with imprisonment, the men who have courage to expose 
themselves to the danger are few and far between. Those are rare who quietly accept 
the part of vic  m in a cause, the triumph of which is as yet distant and even doubt-
ful. Everyone is not so heroic as the Russian Nihilists, who compose manifestos in the 
very lair of their foes, and paste them on a wall between two sentries. One should be 
very devoted oneself to  nd fault with those who do not declare themselves Social-
ists, when their work, that is to say the life of those dear to them, depends on the 
avowal. But if all the oppressed have not the temprement of heroes, they feel their 
su  erings none the less, and large numbers amongst them are taking their own inter-
ests into serious considera  on. In many a town where there is not one organised So-
cialist group, all the workers without excep  on are already more or less consciously 
Socialists; ins  nc  vely they applaud a comrade who speaks to them of a social state 
in which all the products of labour shall be in the hands of the labourer. This ins  nct 
contains the germ of the future Revolu  on; for from day to day it becomes more 
precise, transformed into dis  ncter consciousness. What the worker vaguely felt yes-
terday, he knows today, and each new experience teaches him to know it be  er. And 
are not the peasants, who cannot raise enough to keep body and soul together from 
their morsel of ground, and the yet more numerous class who do not possess a clod 
of their own, are not all these beginning to comprehend that the soil ought to belong 
to the men who cul  vate it? They have always ins  nc  vely felt this, now they know 
it, and are preparing to assert their claim in plain language.

This is the state of things; what will be the issue? WIll not the evolu  on which is tak-
ing place in the minds of the workers, i.e. of the great masses, necessarily bring about 
a revolu  on; unless, indeed, the defenders of privilege yield with a good grace to the 
pressure from below? But history teaches us that they will do nothing of the sort. 
At  rst sight it would appear so natural that a good understanding should be estab-
lished amongst men without a struggle. There is room for us all on the broad bosom 
of the earth; it is rich enough to enable us all to live in comfort. It can yeild su   cient 

circumstances permit to join us freely, hundreds are hindered by the hard necessi-
 es of life from openly avowing our opinions, but they listen from afar and cherish 

our words in the treasury of their hearts. We know that we are defending the cause 
of the poor, the disinherited, the su  ering; we are seeking to restore to them the 
earth, personal rights, con dence in the future; and is it not natural that they should 
encourage us by look and gesture, even when they dare not come to us? In  mes of 
trouble, when the iron hand of might loosens its hold, and paralyzed rulers reel under 
the weight of their own power; when the �“groups,�” freed for an instant from the pres-
sure above, reform themselves according to their natural a   ni  es, on which side will 
be the many? Though making no pretension to prophe  c insight, may we not venture 
without temerity to say that the great mul  tude would join our ranks? Albeit they 
never weary of repea  ng that Anarchism is merely the dream of a few visionaries, do 
not even our enemies, by the insults they heap upon us and the projects and machi-
na  ons they impute to us, make an incessant propaganda in our favor? It is said that, 
when the magicians of the Middle Ages wanted to raise the devil, they began their 
incanta  ons by pain  ng his image on a wall. For a long  me past, modern exorcists 
have adopted a similar method for conjuring Anarchists.

     Pending the great work of the coming  me, and to the end that this work may 
be accomplished, it behooves us to u  lize every opportunity for rede and deed. 
Meanwhile, although our object is to live without government and without law, we 
are obliged in many things to submit. On the other hand, how o  en are we enabled 
to disregard their behest and act on our own free will? Ours be it to let slip none 
of these occasions, and to accept tranquility whatever personal consequences may 
result from doing that which we believe to be our duty. In no case will we strengthen 
authority by appeals or pe   ons, neither shall we sanc  on the law by demand-
ing jus  ce from the courts nor, by giving our votes and in uence to any candidate 
whatsoever, become the authors of our own ill-fortune?. It is easy for us to accept 
nothing from power, to call no one �“master,�” neither to be called �“master�” ourselves, 
to remain in the ranks as simple ci  zens and to maintain resolutely, and in every 
circumstance, our quality of equal among ci  zens. Let our friends judge us by our 
deeds, and reject from among them those of us who falter.

     There are unques  onably many kind-hearted individuals that, as yet. hold them-
selves aloof from us, and even view our e  orts with a certain apprehension, who 
would nevertheless gladly lend us their help were they not repelled by fear of the 
violence which almost invariably accompanies revolu  on. And yet a close study of 
the present state of things would show them that the supposed period of tranquility 
in which we live is really an age of cruelty and violence. Not to speak of war and its 
crimes, from the guilt of which no civilized State is free, can it be denied that chief 
among the consequences of the exis  ng social system are murder, maladies, and 
death. Accustomed order is maintained by rude deeds and brute force, yet things 
that happen every day and every hour pass unperceived; we see in them a series of 



ordinary events no more phenomenal than  mes and seasons. It seems less than 
impious to rebel against the cycle of violence and repression which comes to us hal-
lowed by the sanc  on of ages. Far from desiring to replace an era of happiness and 
peace by an age of disorder and warfare, our sole aim is to put an end to the endless 
series of calami  es which has hitherto been called by common consent �“The Pro-
gress of Civiliza  on.�” On the other hand, vengeances are the inevitable incidents of a 
period of violent changes. It is the nature of things that they should be. Albeit deeds 
of violence, prompted by a spirit of hatred, bespeak a feeble moral development, 
these deeds become fatal and necessary whenever the rela  ons between people 
are not the rela  ons of perfect equity. The original form of jus  ce as understood by 
primi  ve peoples was that of retalia  on, and by thousands of rude tribes this system 
is s  ll observed. Nothing seemed more just than to o  set one wrong by a like wrong. 
Eye for an eye! Tooth for a tooth! If the blood of one person has been shed, another 
must die! This was the barbarous form of jus  ce. In our civilized socie  es it is forbid-
den to individuals to take the law into their own hands. Governments, in their quality 
of social delegates, are charged on behalf of the community with the enforcement of 
jus  ce, a sort of retalia  on somewhat more enlightened than that of the savage. It is 
on this condi  on that the individual renounces the right of personal vengeance; but 
if they be deceived by the mandatories to whom they entrust the vindica  on of their 
rights, if they perceive that their agents betray their cause and league themselves 
with the oppressors, that o   cial jus  ce aggravates their wrongs; in a word, if whole 
classes and popula  ons are unfairly used, and have no hope of  nding in the society 
to which they belong a redresser of abuses, is it not certain that they will resume 
their inherent right of vengeance and execute it without pity? Is not this indeed an 
ordinance of Nature, a consequence of the physical law of shock and counter-shock? 
It were unphilosophic to be surprised by its existence. Oppression has always been 
answered by violence.

     Nevertheless, if great human evolu  ons are always followed by sad outbreaks of 
personal hatreds, it is not to these bad passions that well-wishers of their kind appeal 
when they wish to rouse the mo  ve virtues of enthusiasm, devo  on, and generos-
ity. If changes had no other result than to punish oppressors, to make them su  er in 
their turn, to repay evil with evil, the transforma  on would be only in seeming. What 
boots it to those who truly love humanity and desire the happiness of all that the 
slave becomes master, that the master is reduced to servitude, that the whip changes 
hands, and that money passes from one pocket to another? It is not the rich and the 
powerful whom we devote to destruc  on, but the ins  tu  ons which have favored 
the birth and growth of these malevolent beings. It is the medium which it behooves 
us to alter, and for this great work we must reserve all our strength; to waste it in 
personal vindica  ons were merest puerility. �“Vengeance is the pleasure of the gods,�” 
said the ancients; but it is not the pleasure of self-respec  ng mortals; for they know 
that to become their own avengers would be to lower themselves to the level of 
their former oppressors. If we would rise superior to our adversary, we must, a  er 

 on to the starveling whose moan disturbs his diges  on! If society has from his cradle 
provided for the wants and whims of the ego  st, he can at all events hope to win a 
place there by intrigue and  a  ery, by hard work, or the favour of des  ny. What does 
moral evolu  on ma  er to him? To evolve a fortune is his one ambi  on!

But if the word evolu  on serves but to conceal a lie in the mouths of those who 
most willingly pronounce it, it is a reality for revolu  onists; it is they who are the true 
evolu  onists.

Escaping from all formulas, which to them have lost their meaning, they seek for 
truth outside the teaching of the schools; they cri  cise all that rulers call order, all 
that teachers call morality; they grow, they develop, they live, and seek to commu-
nicate their life. What they have learned they proclaim; what they know they desire 
to prac  se. The exis  ng state of things seems to them iniquitous, and they wish to 
modify it in accordance with a new ideal of jus  ce. It does not su   ce them to have 
freed their own minds, they wish to emancipate those of others also, to liberate 
society from all servitude. Logical in their evolu  on, they desire what their mind has 
conceived, and act upon their desire.

Some years ago the o   cial and courtly world of Europe was much in the habit of re-
pea  ng that Socialism had quite died out. A man who was extremely capable in li  le 
ma  ers and incapable in great ones, an absurdly vain parvenu, who hated the people 
because he had risen from amongst them, o   cially boasted that he had given Social-
ism its death-blow. He believed that he had exterminated it in Paris, buried it in the 
graves of Pere La Chaise. It is in New Caledonia at the An  podes, thought he, that the 
miserable remnant of what was once the Socialist party is to be found. All his worthy 
friends in Europe hastened to repeat the words of Monsieur Thiers, and everywhere 
they were a song of triumph. As for the German Socialists, have we not the Master of 
Masters to keep an eye upon them, the man at whose frown Europe trembles? And 
the Russian Nihilists! Who and what are those wretches? Strange monsters, savages 
sprung from Huns and Bashkirs, about whom the men of the civilised West have no 
need to concern themselves!

Nevertheless the joy caused by the disappearance of Socialism was of short dura  on. 
I do not know what unpleasant consciousness  rst revealed to the Conserva  ves that 
some Socialists remained, and that they were not so dead as the sinister old man 
had pretended. But now no one can have any doubts as to their resurrec  on. Do not 
French workmen at every mee  ng pronounce unanimously in favour of that appro-
pria  on of the land and factories, which is already regarded as the point of departure 
for the the new economic era? Is not England ringing with the cry, �“Na  onalisa  on of 
the Land,�” and do not the great landowners expect expropria  on at the hands of the 
people? Do not poli  cal par  es seek to court Irish votes by promises of the con sca-
 on of the soil, by pledging themselves beforehand to an outrage upon the thrice 



Evolu  on and Revolu  on
THESE two words, Evolu  on and Revolu  on, closely resemble one another, and yet 
they are constantly used in their social and poli  cal sense as though their meaning 
were absolutely antagonis  c. The word Evolu  on, synonymous with gradual and 
con  nuous development in morals and ideas, is brought forward in certain circles as 
though it were the an  thesis of that fearful word, Revolu  on, which implies changes 
more or less sudden in their ac  on, and entailing some sort of catastrophe. And yet 
is it possible that a transforma  on can take place in ideas without bringing about 
some abrupt displacements in the equilibrium of life? Must not revolu  on necessar-
ily follow evolu  on, as ac  on follows the desire to act? They are fundamentally one 
and the same thing, di  ering only according to the  me of their appearance. If, on 
the one hand, we believe in the normal progress of ideas, and, on the other, expect 
opposi  on, then, of necessity, we believe in external shocks which change the form 
of society.

It is this which I am about to try to explain, not availing myself of abstract terms, but 
appealing to the observa  on and experience of every one, and employing only such 
arguments as are in common use. No doubt I am one of persons known as �“dreadful 
revolu  onists;�” for long years I have belonged to the legally infamous society which 
calls itself �“The Interna  onal Working Mens�’ Associa  on,�” whose very name entails 
upon all who assume membership the treatment of malefactors;  nally, I am amongst 
those who served that �“execrable�” Commune, �“the detesta  on of all respectable 
men.�” But however ferocious I may be, I shall know how to place myself outside, or 
rather above my party, and to study the present evolu  on and approaching revolu-
 on of the human race without passion or personal bias. As we are amongst those 

whom the world a  acks, we have a right to demand to be amongst those whom it 
hears.

To begin with, we must clearly establish the fact, that if the word evolu  on is willingly 
accepted by the very persons who look upon revolu  onists with horror, it is because 
they do not fully realise what the term implies, for they would not have the thing 
at any price. They speak well of progress in general, but they resent progress in any 
par  cular direc  on. They consider that exis  ng society, bad as it is, and as they them-
selves acknowledge it to be, is worth preserving; it is enough for them that it realises 
their own ideal of wealth, power or comfort. As there are rich and poor, rulers and 
subjects, masters and servants, Caesars to command the combat, and gladiators to 
go forth and die, prudent men have only to place themselves on the side of the rich 
and powerful, and to pay court to Caesar. Our beau  ful society a  ords them bread, 
money, place, and honour; what have they to complain of? They persuade them-
selves without any di   culty that every one is as well sa  s ed as they. In the eyes 
of a man who has just dined all the world is well fed. Toying with his tooth-pick, he 
contemplates placidly the miseries of the �“vile mul  tude�” of slaves. All is well; perdi-

vanquishing them, make them bless their defeat. The revolu  onary device, �“For our 
liberty and for yours,�” must not be an empty word.

     The people in all  mes have felt this; and a  er every temporary triumph the gen-
erosity of the victor has obliterated the menaces of the past. It is a constant fact that 
in all serious popular movements, made for an idea, hope of a be  er  me, and above 
all, the sense of a new dignity,  lls the soul with high and magnanimous sen  ments. 
So soon as the police, both poli  cal and civil, cease their func  ons and the masses 
become masters of the streets, the moral atmosphere changes, each feels themselves 
responsible for the prosperity and contentment of all; molesta  on of individuals is 
almost unheard of; even professional criminals pause in their sad career, for they too, 
feel that something great is passing through the air. Ah! if revolu  onaries, instead of 
obeying a vague idea as they have almost always done, had formed a de nite aim, a 
well-considered scheme of social conduct, if they had  rmly willed the establishment 
of a new order of things in which every ci  zen might be assured bread, work, instruc-
 on, and the free development of their being, there would have been no danger in 

opening all prison gates to their full width, and saying to the unfortunates whom they 
shut in, �“Go, brothers and sisters, and sin no more.�”

     It is always to the nobler part of humanity that we should address ourselves when 
we want to do great deeds. A general  gh  ng for a bad cause s  mulates their soldiers 
with promises of booty; a benevolent individual who cherishes a noble object encour-
ages their companions by the example of their own devo  on and self-sacri ce. For 
them, faith in their idea is enough. As says the proverb of the Danish peasants: �“His 
will is his paradise.�” What ma  ers is that he is treated like a visionary! Even though 
his undertakings were only a chimera, he knows nothing more beau  ful and sweet 
than the desire to act rightly and do good; in comparison with this vulgar real  es are 
for him but shadows, the appari  ons of an instant.

     But our ideal is not a chimera. This, public opinion well knows; for no ques  on 
more preoccupies it than that of social transforma  on. Events are cas  ng their 
shadows before. Among individuals who think is there one who in some fashion 
or another is not a socialist �– that is to say, who has not their own li  le scheme for 
changes in economic rela  ons? Even the orator who noisily denies that there is a 
social ques  on a   rms the contrary by a thousand proposi  ons. And those who will 
lead us back to the Middle Ages, are they not also socialists? They think they have 
found in a past, restored a  er modern ideas, condi  ons of social jus  ce which will es-
tablish for ever the brotherhood of man. All are awai  ng the birth of a new order of 
things; all ask themselves, some with misgiving, others with hope, what the morrow 
will bring forth. It will not come with empty hands. The century which has witnessed 
so many grand discoveries in the world of science cannot pass away without giving 
us s  ll greater conquests. Industrial appliances, that by a single electric impulse make 
the same thought vibrate through  ve con  nents, have distanced by far our social 



morals, which are yet in many regards the outcome of reciprocally hos  le interests. 
The axis is displaced; the world must crack that its equilibrium may be restored. In 
spirit revolu  on is ready; it is already thought �– it is already willed; it only remains 
to realize it, and this is not the most di   cult part of the work. The Governments of 
Europe will soon have reached the limits to the expansion of their power and  nd 
themselves face to face with their increasing popula  ons. The super-abundant ac  v-
ity which wastes itself in distant wars must then  nd employment at home �– unless in 
their folly the shepherds of the people should try to exhaust their energies by se   ng 
the Europeans against Europeans, as they have done before. It is true that in this way 
they may retard the solu  on of the social problem, but it will rise again a  er each 
postponement, more formidable than before.

     Let economists and rulers invent poli  cal cons  tu  ons or salaried organiza  ons, 
whereby the worker may be the friend of their master, the subject the brother of 
the potentate, we, �“frigh  ul Anarchists�” as we are, know only one way of establish-
ing peace and goodwill among women and men �– the suppression of privilege and 
the recogni  on of right. Our ideal, as we have said, is that of the fraternal equity for 
which all yearn, but almost always as a dream; with us it takes form and becomes 
a concrete reality. It pleases us not to live if the enjoyments of life are to be for us 
alone; we protest against our good fortune if we may not share it with others; it is 
sweeter for us to wander with the wretched and the outcasts than to sit, crowned 
with roses, at the banquets of the rich. We are weary of these inequali  es which 
make us the enemies of each other; we would put an end to the furies which are 
ever bringing people into hos  le collision, and all of which arise from the bondage of 
the weak to the strong under the form of slavery, serfage, and service. A  er so much 
hatred we long to love each other, and for this reason are we enemies of private 
property and despisers of the law. 

A Le  er to the Spanish comrades
about Social Change

To the editors of La Huelga General in Barcelona.
Brussels, Dec. 4, 1901.

Dear comrades,
We have an ingrained habit of exaggera  ng both our strengths and our weakness. 
During revolu  onary periods, it seems as if our most minor ac  ons have incalculably 
great consequences. On the other hand, during  mes of stagna  on, though we may 
be totally dedicated to our work, our en  re lives seem barren and useless, and we 

may even feel swept away by the winds of reac  on.

What then should we do to maintain our intellectual vigor, our moral energy, and our 
faith in the good  ght? You come to me hoping to draw on my long experience of 
people and things. So, as an elderly person I give you the following advice:

Don�’t quarrel or deal in personali  es. Listen to other people�’ s arguments before you 
present your own. Learn how to remain silent and re ect. Don�’t try to get the be  er 
in an argument at the expense of your own sincerity.

Study with discre  on and perseverance. Great enthusiasm and dedica  on to the 
point of risking ones life are not the only ways of serving a cause. It�’s easier to sac-
ri ce one�’s life than to make ones whole life an educa  on for others. The conscious 
revolu  onary is not only a person of feeling, but also one of reason, for whom every 
e  ort to promote jus  ce and solidarity rests on precise knowledge and on a compre-
hensive understanding of history, sociology, and biology. Such a person can incorpo-
rate his personal ideas into the larger context of the human sciences, and is sustained 
in the struggle by the immense power he gains through his broad knowledge.

Avoid overspecializa  on. Side neither with na  ons nor with par  es [ni aux patries ni 
aux par  s]. Be neither Russians, Poles nor Slavs. Rather, be men of truth, free from 
any thoughts of par  cular interests, and from specula  ve ideas concerning the nature 
of peoples, whether Chinese, Africans, or Europeans. The patriot always ends up hat-
ing the foreigner, and loses the sense of jus  ce that once kindled his enthusiasm.

Away with all bosses, leaders, and those who treat language as if it were Sacred 
Scripture. Reject such idolatry and value the words even of your closest friend or the 
wisest professor only for the truth that you  nd in them. If, having listened, you s  ll 
have some doubts, turn inward toward your own mind and reexamine the ma  er be-
fore making a  nal judgment. So you should reject every authority, but also commit 
yourself to a deep respect for all sincere convic  ons. Live your own life, but also allow 
others the complete freedom to live theirs.

If you throw yourself into the con ict to sacri ce yourself on behalf of the humiliated 
and the downtrodden, that�’s a very good thing, my companions. Face death nobly. 
If you prefer to take on slow and pa  ent work on behalf of a be  er future, that�’s 
an even be  er thing. Make it the goal of every instant of a generous life. But if you 
choose to remain poor among the poor, in complete solidarity with those who su  er, 
may your life shine forth as a bene cent light, a perfect example, a frui  ul lesson for 
all!

Gree  ngs, comrades.
 Elisée Reclus.


