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Preface
The Slavic Institute will celebrate the 75th anniversary of its
Alma Mater by initiating the publication of Marquette Slavic
Studies.
We would like to strengthen the knowledge of Slavic matters
and problems in America through this special series of monographs on Slavic nations, their history, culture, civilization, and
their great personalities. Simultaneously we would like to cultivate through original research, the Slavic heritage of more than
twelve million of America's citizens.
According to our anniversary motto, we dedicate the series to
the "Pursuit of Truth to Make Men Free," and in this spirit we
shall approach all Slavic nations, large and small, with a deep
sense of their fundamental equality, disregarding all Slavic imperialisms and colonialisms, and with a warm respect for their
fine heritage, which has become a component part of our American culture and civilization.
The Editor
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CHAPTER 1

BAKUNIN'S PERSONALITY

L

IN HIS article on communism printed in 1843
in Der Sckweizerische Republikaner, Bakunin wrote:
We were born under the star of revolution and we
shall all, without exception, die under its influence. We
are on the eve of a great universal historical upheaval,
which will be the more dangerous since it will have not
only a political but also a dogmatic and religious
character.1
As for Bakunin himself, this prediction was certainly fulfilled
completely. In the revolutionary firmament of the 19th century,
his star was one of the brightest. His revolutionary performance
was unprecedented, for he was not only a leading actor but also
his own stage manager and scenario writer. In his performances,
he usually, though not always, had a small supporting cast, but
he reduced its members to supernumeraries. His lifelong friend,
the famous Russian radical, Herzen, once remarked: "This man
was born not under an ordinary star, but under a comet."2
A member of a Russian aristocratic family, Bakunin gave up
tae career and way of life of this social class and soon identified
iiimself with a new social group which was then emerging in
Hussia, the intelligentsia. In Moscow, in the discussion groups
of this new class, he discovered German philosophy, and at once
became a great enthusiast. The desire to deepen his self-taught
knowledge led him to the University of Berlin. There he soon,
though not for long, approached the position of the left Hegelians. However, he quickly became disappointed in philosophy,
though he never was to be able to resist his impulse toward
philosophizing; he gave up his plans for a career as a scholar,
and plunged wholeheartedly into the revolutionary movement
1
2

M. A. Bakunin, Sobraniyu sochinenii i pisem, Steklov ed., Ill, 230.
D. I. Chizhevski, Gegel v Rossii (Paris, 1939), p. 84.
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of his time. For the rest of his eventful life, he devoted himself
to the making of revolution. But at the very beginning of his
revolutionary career, he discovered that none of the contemporary revolutionary doctrines afforded a sufficient ideological basis
for a revolution of such dimensions as that which he planned.
This led him to create his own ideological premises for his concept of revolution. At first, he raised the banner of "revolutionary
Pan-Slavism." When this proved insufficient to take the hinges
off the existing world, Bakunin, who had felt an increasing
solidarity with the working class movement, created his own
conception of anarchism to which he remained faithful to the end
of his days.
This was Bakunin's political-ideological development. Against
the backdrop of these rapid ideological changes, the almost
exotic adventures and events of Bakunin's life unfolded. His life
was like a work of fiction, and attracted many who were completely indifferent to Bakunin's political strivings. In Russian
literature alone we find Bakunin's portrait in novels by Ivan
Turgenev and Roman Gul, in the poetry of Ivan Aksakov, and
in the dramas of Dmitri Mereshkovski and Konstantin Fedin.8
Shortly after World War I, there was a long discussion among
Russian literary critics as to whether Bakunin was the prototype
of Dostoyevski's Prince Stavrogin in The Possessed.*
Bakunin took, or made every effort to take, part in all the
European uprisings of his time, and even old age and broken
health were not enough to stop him, as the incident of Bologna*
proved. He was twice sentenced to death and was imprisoned
for years in the notorious Peter and Paul fortress. After being
pardoned and banished to Siberia, he made a romantic escape
and, a decade later, reappeared to continue the same work on
the same spot, having gone around the world: to Japan, across
the Pacific, to America and across the Atlantic Ocean. In later
years, when Bakunin staked his hopes on the labor movement
of Western Europe, his resultant feud with Marx led to the
destruction of the First International.
Tireless activity, whether successful or not, was the passion
of Bakunin's life. When, after his escape from Siberia, he came
to his friend, Herzen, in London, Bakunin barely stopped to
3
4
5

There also is an Italian novel about Bakunin, Ricardo Bacchelli's The
Devil at the Long Bridge, which has been translated into English.
See Spor o Bakunine i Dostoyevskom (Leningrad, 1926).
E. H. Carr, Michael Bakunin (London, 1937), pp. 467-469. •
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exchange greetings before inquiring whether there was unrest
in some part of Europe. When Herzen answered that there was
not, Bakunin said: "Then what are we to do? Must I go to
Persia or India to stir tilings up? It would drive me mad to sit
and do nothing."8
On another occasion, Bakunin's friend, Ogarev, reproached
him: "You look for bad things to keep yourself busy, without
paying any attention to whether this is harmful to the cause."*
But to Bakunin, this was hardly a reproach. He elevated destruction itself to the rank of a program. In his famous Confession, which Bakunin wrote in prison on the order of Tsar
Nicholas I, he frankly acknowledged:
I frequently told the Germans and Poles, when they
argued in my presence about future governmental systems: "We are called to destroy, not to build; those who
build will be better, wiser and fresher than we."8
Richard Wagner, who with Bakunin took part in the Dresden
uprising, testified that Bakunin inevitably turned every discussion
to the theme of destruction, and that all of Wagner's efforts to
elaborate his esthetic aspirations remained unsuccessful.* Thus,
Bakunin richly deserved the frequently applied epithet of
"apostle of pan-destruction."
He was well suited by nature for the role which he chose. It
is hardly possible to enumerate all the attributes of Bakunin's
personality which facilitated his task. As E. H. Carr says: "The
personality of Bakunin is one of those phenomena which cannot
be explained in rational terms."10 Bakunin's colossal stature, his
strange style of daily life, his night-long Russian conversation
and tea-drinking sessions, even his immense unpaid debts and
his queer habits, such as that of often sleeping with his clothes
on, all combined to make him a legend even while he was alive.
His extraordinary ability to make acquaintances enabled him to
move everywhere, among all circles of society. When he arrived
in Stockholm on his way to try to take a part in the Polish
uprising of 1863, he soon succeeded in being received in a
6

A. I. Herzen, Polnoye sobraniye sochinenli i pisem, M. K. Lemke, ed.
(Petrograd, 1919-1923), XV, 12.
M. Dragomanov, Pisma M. A. Bakunina k A. I. Gerzenu i N. P. Ogarew
(Geneva, 1896), p. 88.
8
V . Polonski, Materialy dlya biografii M. Bakunina (Moscow-Petrograd,
1923), I, 176-177.
« Richard Wagner, Mein Lehen (Munich, 1911), I, 460ff.
10
Carr, op. cit., p. 143.
T
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private audience by King Charles XV.11 Within a short time,
Bakunin was "basking in the blaze of Swedish publicity kindled
by Baron de Greer's article,"" and Christian Hammer, a noted

Swedish jeweler and patron of the arts, arranged a banquet in
honor of this messenger of revolution and socialism.13 But on
another occasion, when J. Guillaume invited Bakunin to visit the
FSdSration Romande, he won the lasting admiration of the
workers of La Locle, Switzerland, with the same ease. After his
escape from Siberia, Bakunin made a short, unexpected stop in
Boston on his way to London. Even then he was armed with
letters of introduction to many outstanding Americans, such as
Governor Andrew of Massachusetts, Henry Wilson, the historian
who later wrote Slave Power, General McClellan, who had been
in Russia in 1855-56, Samuel Longfellow, the brother and
biographer of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and George H.
Snelling, a prominent Bostonian and a partisan of the Polish
Insurrection of 1831.1*
Bakunin's aristocratic background and education provided
him with the cosmopolitan characteristics of this class. These, in
addition to Bakunin's relatively good command of foreign languages, greatly facilitated his acclimatization to the West.
Bakunin was one of the few revolutionaries, and of those few
perhaps the foremost, whose revolutionary activity was not
limited to a single country. Bakunin's activity embraced the
whole of eastern Europe, and his participation in and influence
on the revolutionary movements of western Europe was no less
great. He could rightly say to his faithful friend, N. P. Ogarev,
who, like Bakunin, was a political 6migr£: "You are only Russian,
I am an internationalist."15 Thus, Bakunin stormed, with a giant's
stride, through all of Europe of the 19th century. The results of
this feverish activity were rather unexpected. His fame and
popularity in no wise surpassed his influence. His influence far
transcended any measurable achievement winch can be credited
to him.
In looking for the underlying reason for Bakunin's way of
II
Ibid., p. 289.
"13 Ibid., p. 291.
Yu. Steklov, Mikhail Aleksandrovich Bakunin—yego zhizn i deyatelnost,
II, 224.
" D . Hecht, Russian Radicals Look to America (Cambridge, 1947), pp.
56-57.
15
Dragomanov, op. cit., p. 300.
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life, for his attitude toward the problems he faced, and for die
means which he applied to their solution, it must be conceded
that his own temperament was basic. Of course, like everyone
else, he was shaped by his epoch, but in his case, external factors
played a relatively secondary role. However, his character was
so contradictory that Bakunin was an enigma for his contemporaries, as he has been for posterity.
His contemporaries were puzzled by his unbalanced nature.
Bakunin's friend, Belinsky, wrote to Botkin: "He [Baltunin] is
positively a riddle to me: an abstract hero, born to ruin himself
and others, a man with a wonderful head but absolutely without
a heart, and with the blood of a stinking salted fish."1" Herzen
judged Bakunin as: "A man of talent, but a scoundrel."17 On
another occasion, he called him "a Columbus without America
or even a ship."18 Pederzolli, who knew Bakunin in Lugano
during his last years, described him as "at the same time a child,
a savage and a sage."18
An extensive citation could be made from such judgments of
Bakunin's character by his contemporaries. But the contradictoriness of Bakunin's character influenced not only his relations
with his companions and his private life, but also his political
action and even his political doctrine. Therefore, it is necessary
to understand the contradictions in his character in order to
comprehend his political deeds and their ideological rationalizations.
Bakunin's letters, his schemes for conspiratorial organizations,
and his whole style of life show that he believed himself predestined to fulfill some extraordinary historical mission. At the
age of twenty-six, he wrote from Berlin to his family (November
4, 1842):
A great future still awaits me. My presentiments
cannot deceive me. Oh, if I can only achieve a tiny part
of all that is in my heart, I ask nothing more. I do not
seek happiness, I do not think of happiness. Deeds, holy
arduous deeds, are what I ask. Before me lies a broad
field, and my part will be no mean one.20
The leitmotiv of Bakunin's Confession, his account of his
la

Quoted in Steklov, op. cit., I, 93.
" Herzen, op. cit., Ill, 100.
"19Ibid., XIII, 573.
Quoted in Steklov, op. cit., IV, 392.
*° Bakunin, Works, Steklov ed., Ill, 151.
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revolutionary activity up to 1849, was that he considered himself
better fitted than any other to turn the course of the March

Revolution along the right way. His conviction of his irrevocable
mission did not diminish in his later years, and in all his schemes
for conspiratorial organizations he provided a crucial position
for himself.
At the same time, he showed an almost complete disregard
for his own fame and glory. It was not a desire for personal
vainglory which provided the stimulus for his deeds and for
the role which he laid out for himself. Therefore, he was always
ready to offer the position of apparent leadership to someone
else (at one time even to Governor-general Muraviev-Amurski).
But he always reserved the real management of his revolution
for himself. In a letter to Albert Richard, he wrote:
You tell me that I can become the Garibaldi of socialism. I have very little desire to become a Garibaldi and
play a grotesque role. My dear sir, I shall die and the
worms will eat me, but I want our idea to triumph. I
want the masses of humanity to be truly emancipated
from all authorities and from all heroes present and to
come.
In another passage of the same letter we read:
Do you know the limits of my entire ambition? My
ambition is great, but it does not lead to a noisy fame;
it is this, to help you to build that invisible collective
power [i.e. secret revolutionary society] which alone can
lead and save the revolution.21
This unusual mixture of conviction of the greatness of his
mission with a lack of desire for personal glory made his erratic
leadership tolerable; sometimes he was even followed blindly.
The absence of selfishness in Bakunin was a great attraction to
his followers; perhaps it even served as a substitute for any real
achievements.
It was also characteristic of Bakunin's temperament that he
always strove for the real direction of an undertaking in which
he participated. He could not tolerate any real rivals. This
compulsion to exercise uncontested leadership led Bakunin into
many conflicts with his friends, followers, and opponents. However, he always preferred to be the commander-in-chief in his
own society, in which the rank and file sometimes scarcely existed
» Polonski, Matertaly, III, 258ff.
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outside bis own imagination, than to take part in great movements in which he might expect to play an important, but not
the only leading, role. This attitude was certainly related to
Bakunin's conviction of his extraordinary historical mission.
On the other hand, when Bakunin met an unusually energetic
personality, he succumbed readily. We see this in his relationship with Governor-general Muraviev or with Nechaev. In the
latter case, the legendary revolutionary veteran submitted to the
command of a twenty-one year old adventurer who, though he
had the ambitions of a field marshal was still a raw recruit.
The magic of Bakunin's personality bewitched his circle of
acquaintances, and these were indeed a motley company.
Vyrubov, a Russian Emigre who knew Bakunin in Naples, wrote
somewhat sarcastically:
With open arms Bakunin welcomed youngsters, adults
and old people, the wise and the fools, the learned and
the ignorant, the citizens of all countries, those of all professions and convictions—if only they would listen to his
revolutionary preaching, which indeed he was able to
conduct masterfully and in a number of languages.22
Bakunin had few rivals in his ability to compel the admiration
and confidence of new acquaintances. He infatuated others at
first sight. As Herzen wrote: "There was something childlike,
kindly and simple in him; this gave him an unusual charm and
attracted to him both the strong and the weak."23 He was able
to become the center of attention quickly, but his influence was
seldom of long duration. He parted from almost all with whom
he came into contact, and these farewells were frequently stormy
and sometimes decidedly dramatic. Only when the basis of
friendship was completely apolitical, as in the case of the
musician, Alfred Reichel, were the friendships lasting.
Bakunin became infatuated himself as easily as he infatuated
others. It is hardly possible to describe all the conceptions,
ideologies, ideas, and plans which he seized upon from every
corner of the social horizon, and which met, stimulated each
other, and amalgamated or clashed within Bakunin's mind. The
curious composite of his thought and action is becoming clear
only now, with the perspective of almost a century.
Another facet of Bakunin s personality must be understood,
«28 Vesfntfc Evropy (February, 1913), p. 79.
Herzen, op. cit., XIV, 429.
I
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his extraordinary political foresight. He was able to perceive,
analyze, and predict the course of social and political processes
which at the time were in an embryonic state. As early as 1843,
before Bakunin had met Marx, Engels, and Proudhon, he
declared in an article in Der Schweizerische Republikaner, that
communism was a world problem. In the same article, he criticized the lack, in communist doctrine, of a program for solving
the national question.24
In his Appeal to the Slavs, published in the fall of 1848, he
clearly and correctly defined two of the main issues of the future
when he stated that:
Two great questions have come to the fore since early
this spring: the social question and that of the independence of all nations: the emancipation of the peoples both
internally and externally. It was not a few individuals,
it was not a party, it was the unerring instinct of the
masses which has elevated these two questions above all
others and demanded their prompt solution.25
Bakunin's premonition of the rebirth of the "non-historical"
nations induced him to demand self-determination for nations
which, in his time, were rather in the condition of ethnic protoplasm. For this reason, he advocated, as a primary task, the
breaking up of the multinational Hapsburg and Russian Empires.
E. H. Carr makes the following comment on the Appeal to the
Slavs:
For this, if for no other, reason the Appeal to the Slavs
is a landmark in European history. It was the first occasion on which, exactly seventy years before November
1918, the destruction of the Austrian Empire and the
building up of new Slav states were publicly advocated.28
One of the main themes of Bakunin's Statism and Anarchy
was that the strivings of the Germans for unity endangered their
democracy. Even some of his very occasional remarks on the
United States are not lacking in farsightedness.27
However, Bakunin combined this clairvoyance with an almost
unlimited naivete1, particularly when he was occupied with the
problem of revolution. Then skepticism had no place in his
2
« Bakunin, Works, Steklov ed., Ill, 227ff.
2S
J. Pfitzner, Bakunimtudien (Prague, 1932),
28
Can-, op. cit, p. 175.
2T

Cf. Hecht, op. cit., Chapter IV.

p. 101.
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mind. Thus, Bakunin vastly overestimated the potentialities of

every uprising which took place in the Europe of his day. His
predictions about the course of these uprisings were seldom
fulfilled. He usually managed to see the germ of world revolution and of the downfall of the old order in the least unrest. And
if his plans of action were sometimes theoretically correct (as
was perhaps the case when he advocated the alliance of the
German democrats and the Slavs to fight absolutism during the
March Revolution), the preconditions necessary for the realization of his proposals usually did not exist. Therefore, these
projects were illusory. The same holds true of the secret
societies and revolutionary organizations which he spent his life
trying to build up; he was simply unable to estimate their true
strength.
In such situations, Bakunin sometimes resorted to mystification. It is not easy to say whether or not Bakunin was aware
of what he was doing. It was his boundless imagination which
inspired Bakunin to propose the placing of the Sistine Madonna
on the city walls of Dresden when the Prussian troops were
approaching the rebellious city, in the hope that this would
deter them from bombarding it.28 The same boundless imagination led him to think of offering the leadership of his revolution
to Muraviev, or even to the tsar, or to consider Italian free
masonry a fitting tool for his revolutionary plans. He certainly
did not lack audacity. In a speech at a banquet in his honor in
Stockholm, in 1863, Bakunin described the small, weak Russian
secret society, Land and Freedom, as a "vast association which
is at the same time patriotic, conservative, liberal, and democratic." According to him, it counted among its members "all the
classes of Russians of good-will, whatever their rank or position:
generals and officers en masse, major and minor officials, aristocratic landowners, merchants, priests and sons of priests, peasants, and millions of the dissenters."29 This, however, was
nothing but a barefaced lie.
Parallel to his own talent for mystification was his inability
to see through the abracadabra of others. He often was a victim
of make-believe. Perhaps the most curious example is that of
Nechaev, who presented himself as the chief of a huge Russian
underground organization, and easily hoodwinked Bakunin.
28
29

Herzen, op. cit, XIV, 425.
Dragomanov, op. cit., p. 142.
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This strange mixture of clearsightedness and naivete was a
basic source of Bakunin's confusion. The clear judgment displayed in many of his utterances saved him from being considered

as a mere maniac. But his wishful thinking and frequent escapes
into the realm of imagination and mystification resulted in his
losing his grasp of reality and his standard of judgment for the
achievements of himself or of others.
Bakunin's deeds, which he so vaunted, were scarcely more
clear cut. As we have seen, Bakunin considered vigorous, effective action as his primary, or even his exclusive, task. In a letter
to Emma Herwegh (February, 1843), he wrote: "In my opinion
quiet, which everyone rates so highly, is the greatest disaster
which can befall a human being."30 He often repeated that
enough programs had already been produced and that what was
needed was their realization. Thus, he harnessed his titanic
energy and overwhelming vitality to action, but the results eluded
him. He used bravado and his innate cunning as props, but they
were of little avail. Therefore, he switched from one operation
to another with such rapidity that he seldom finished what he
had begun. He did not even scorn trickery and theatrical
extravaganza. In his secret societies, strange oaths were sworn
on daggers and pistols, and needless ciphers were used plentifully. All this did not save Bakunin's projects from misfire, or
himself from much personal disappointment. Thomas Masaryk
writes:
If the anarchists esteem Bakunin as a man of action,
they are mistaken; he was a dilettante of action. His practical, like his theoretical, life, was a patchwork of fragments.31
There was another ambiguity and contradiction in Bakunin's
character, one which was perhaps the most curious and not
without consequence. In spite of Bakunin's immense fanaticism,
he was by no means an ascetic. His fanaticism is proved by his
whole career, and he consciously cultivated it. His lifelong
friend, the musician, Beichel, testifies that although Bakunin was
very fond of listening to the music of Beethoven, he reproached
himself for this as a weakness which took him away from his
task of revolution.12 In a letter to his brother, Paul, and to
>" Bakunin, Works, Steklov ed.. Ill, 179.
T. G. Masnryk, Russhnd und Europa (Jena, 1913), II, 34,
Spor o Bakunine i Dostoycvskom, pp. 36-37.
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Turgenev, he wrote: T only know that I shall not slacken speed
as long as there is a drop of blood left in me."" He rephrased
this to Ogarev (June 14, 1868) in the following way: 1 shall
continue to be an impossible person as long as those who are
now possible remain possible."34 However, strange as it may
seem, Bakunin did not demonstrate the slightest tendency toward
asceticism. His humor, his incomparable nonchalance, his social
manners of a negligent Russian grand seigneur, and his taste for
eating well, drinking enough, and smoking incessantly, kept him
from seeming like a professional revolutionary, and made him
appear more like a Bohemian. Bakunin's strange mixture of
fanaticism and sybaritism is manifest at every step. He himself
best described it when he gave the following amusing definition
of the seven degrees of human happiness to the workers of
La Locle: 1) death fighting for liberty, 2) love and friendship,
3) the arts and sciences, 4) smoking, 5) drinking, 6) eating, and
7) sleeping.35
The result of this strange amalgam was that although
Bakunin preached a dire program of destruction and tried to
put it into practice^ in his mouth his words sometimes lost thendire accents. They often became harmless, sometimes even
droll. Many of those around him perceived this. Berdyaev called
Bakunin "in his personality and style of life an all too fantastic
representative of the Russian Barstvo [nobility]. To the end of
his days, he remained a great child enchanted with the most
radical revolutionary ideas, a Russian fantastic, incapable of
methodical thought, a Stenka Razin of the Russian nobility."38
But when Bakunin's fanaticism and abilities were crossed
with the amorality and obsessions of others, then things took
another turn. Then there were mad moments of causeless
brutality. Once again the Nechaev affair provides the most
striking example. Bakunin's activity took queer, intolerable
forms and gave birth to the Catechism of the Revolutionary.
From this unsurpassed specimen of revolutionary superMachiavellianism we select:
The revolutionist is a doomed man. Everything in
him is absorbed by one exclusive interest, one thought,
sa
Bakunin,
8B
Carr, op.
M

Works, Steklov ed., Ill, 164.
" Dragomanov, op. cit., p. 218.
cit., p. 356.
N. Dmliajov, Sinn und Schicksal des russischen Kommunismus (Lucerne,

1937), p. 73.
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one passion—the revolution. [Art. 1] Day and night he
must have one thought, one aim—merciless destruction.
[Art. 6] He knows only one science, the science of
destruction. [Art. 3] He despises and hates the present
day code of morals with all its motivations and manifestations. To him whatever aids the triumph of revolution
is ethical; all that which hinders it is unethical and
criminal. [Art. 4] Therefore, in getting closer to the
people, we must first of all join those elements of the
masses which, since the foundation of the Moscow State
power, have never ceased to protest, not in words alone
but in deed as well, against everything which is directly
or indirectly connected with the state. . . . Let us join
hands with the bold world of brigands—the only genuine
revolutionists in Russia.37
In the Principles of Revolution, which also stems from the
Nechaev period in Bakunin's life, the revolutionary way was
described thus:
We recognize no other activity but the work of extermination, but we admit that the forms in which this
activity is manifested will be extremely varied—poison,
the knife, the rope, etc. In this struggle revolution
sanctifies everything equally.38
However, when Bakunin's connections with such persons
were severed, he was sometimes able to denounce this "Jesuitry,"
as he called it, and to warn others against applying it.3' It is
difficult to say to what extent such recantations were sincere
or to what extent they were merely the result of a temporary
vacillation. In any case, they hardly fit with the basic premises
of his doctrine.
Thus, Bakunin's psyche was composed of such contradictory
and paradoxical elements. Yet his character was the basis of all
that Bakunin did. Therefore, it is no wonder that Bakunin's life,
as embodied in his deeds and writings, is no less paradoxical.
His temperament induced him to be at the same time a commander-in-chief and a common soldier, a political thinker and
an executor of ideological programs.
For these reasons, he was as much a riddle for his con37
38
39

An English translation of the Catechism of the Revolutionary is to be
found in Max Nomad's Apostles of Revolution (Boston, 1939), p p . 228ff.
Dragomanov, op. cit., p. 482.
Such an instance is described in Debogori-Mokriyevich, Vospominaniya
(St. Petersburg, 1905), p p . 206 ff.; see also Bakunin's letters in Dragomanov, op. cit., p p . 287, 3 5 1 .
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temporaries as he has become an object of controversy for

I

posterity. Of course no political thinker, no political doer, has
appeared the same to all of posterity. But in Bakunin's case, it
was inevitable that the divergency of opinion about him, his
role, and his achievements should have been as wide as is
conceivable.
In the opinion of the broad public, which neither can nor
wishes to see more clearly, Bakunin has been the embodiment
of a mania for the causeless destruction of the existing social
order.
For his faithful followers and admirers, who in the course
of time have diminished to a small sect, he has become everything. The need of such a small sect to be self-sufficient, which
is perhaps the first precondition for its existence, led its members
to regard Bakunin not only as the founder of anarchist doctrine
and the anarchist movement, but also as a thinker who solved
the most crucial philosophical problems of existence. They
defended him obstinately against any attack, and refused to
acknowledge, or passed over in silence, Bakunin's authorship of
those writings which they felt compromised their teacher, even
though his authorship is unquestioned today.40
To authors who are indifferent to Bakunin's ideological
concepts, the curious and sometimes even the comical aspects
of his life are the most attractive.41
The views of scholars who have made critical studies of
Bakunin's role are very divergent. Masaryk says: "Bakunin did
not make any essential contribution to the theoretical formulation
of either socialism or anarchism; however, his practical example
was suggestive not only to practitioners but also to the theoreticians."42 Polonski, a careful student of Bakunin's life (though not
of his doctrine), says: "Despite the splendor and aureola by
which this name is surrounded, to call Bakunin a 'theoretician*
of anarchism would be an exaggeration."43 Karl Diehl says that
although Bakunin had a great influence on political anarchism,
at the same time he did not add anything essential to previous
40

41
42
43

II

See M. Nettlau's publications about Bakunin; Peter Kropotkin's writings;
V. Cherkesov's commentaries; also the recent K. J. Kenafick, Michael
Bakunin and Karl Marx (Melbourne, 1948); and G. P. Maximoff, The
Political Philosophy of Bakunin-Scientific Anarchism (Glencoe, 1953).
Cf. the biography of Bakunin best known in the West, that of E. H. Carr.
Masaryk, op. cit., II, 35.
V. Polonski, Mikhail Aleluiandrovich Bakunin (Moscow, 1920), p. 5.
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anarchist theory.44 Steklov, the chief and official Soviet biographer of Bakunin, author of the four-volume biography and
editor-in-chief of the contemplated complete edition of Bakunin's
writings, states that Bakunin was the creator of anarchist doctrine which, although compiled from elements taken from others,
presents in its entirety a distinctive entity. However, according
to Steklov, Bakunin's strength lay "not in theoretical premises
and conclusions, and not even so much in organizational work,
but primarily in revolutionary agitation."45
However, all the authors who were attracted by Bakunin's
unusual personality agree on one point: his phenomenal historical
significance. Let us limit our quotations to this effect to two
authors, one a representative of the West, E. H. Carr, and one
a representative of his native country, Steklov.
Bakunin is one of the completest embodiments in
history of the spirit of liberty—the liberty which excludes
neither licence nor caprice, which tolerates no human
institution, which remains an unrealized and unrealizable
ideal, but which is almost universally felt to be an indispensable part of the highest manifestations and aspirations
of humanity.46
Bakunin is one of the few Russian political activists
who played a global role, and is unquestionably an international figure; but at the same time his is a completely
national figure, with all the accessory advantages and disadvantages of personal and social singularities. Bakunin
was the founder not only of European anarchism, but also
of Russian populist rebellionism, and therefore of Russian
Social Democracy, from which the Communist Party
emerged.47

44
45
48
47

Karl Diehl,

Ueber Sozialismus, Kommunlsmus and Anarchlsmus

19H),pp. 124,125.

Steklov, op. eft., Ill, 131 ff., and I, 263.
Carr, op. cit., p. 440.
Steklov, op. cit., I, 9.
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CHAPTER 2

BAKUNIN AS A POLITICAL THINKER

XTHOUGH Bakunin's position as one of
the founders of the modern anarchist movement cannot be
challenged, the opinions cited at the end of the previous chapter
are enough to show that there is a general tendency to deny that
Bakunin played an essential role in the formulation of anarchist
doctrine. This is the prevailing view,1 and it is repudiated only
by Bakunin's devoted followers and admirers.2
To give a provisional estimate of Bakunin's political doctrine
(the whole essay should provide a detailed one), there seems
to be good reason for considering Bakunin as the creator of an
anarchist doctrine which, whether it is realizable or Utopian, does
provide a critique of the existing order, a rather vague outline
of a future social order, and a relatively detailed program for
achieving this. It is true that this doctrine was composed of
elements borrowed from other thinkers, but this is the case with
many doctrines. Bakunin gives these borrowed theorems a
substantially different meaning and creates an organic and distinct entity. Therefore, it seems that the general opinion, which
denies that Bakunin made a basic formulation of anarchist
doctrine, is inadequate.
However, there are readily apparent reasons for the prevailing
opinion that Bakunin did not make any intrinsic contribution to
anarchist doctrine. Perhaps the first is Bakunin's own evaluation
of the worth of his theoretical contribution, and of the role of
theory in general.
In a letter of May 7, 1872, to A. Lorenzo, a Spanish internationalist, Bakunin wrote:
1

Cl. Masaryk, op. cit, II, 35; Polonski, Af. A. Bakunin, p. 5; A. Gray,

The Socialist Tradition (London-New York, 1947), p. 353; G. Catlin,
The Story of the Political Philosophers (New York, 1939), p. 427; K.
Diehl, Ueber Socialismus . . ., p. 125; and in part Steklov, op. cit., I, 283.
2
P. Kropotkin, M. Nettlau, G. P. Maximoff, K. J. Kenafick, V. Cherkesov.
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You know, citizen, that whenever it pleases them, they
[Marx's followers] depict me as the head of a school of the
"International" which they call anarchist. This is an honor
and dishonor which I do not deserve under any circumstances. I am not a philosopher, and not a creator of
systems like Marx.3
In another letter to Lorenzo (May 10, 1872), Bakunin
restated this:
I declare once and for all that, just as I never invented
any system, nor even what might be called one new idea,
I do not have the right to be called a ringleader or chief in
any theoretical meaning of these words.4
It is true that on another occasion Bakunin wrote: "I, who
have worked so much in theory, who have shown myself to be
a jealous guardian of revolutionary principles . . ."5 Indeed, this
is perhaps a truer expression of Bakunin's real inner conviction
about his role as a theoretician, but the view which gained
currency was that he renounced any ambition to be considered
as a political ideologist.
Such an opinion is compatible with Bakunin's attitude toward
the role of theory in general, which was on the whole a
nihilistic one. In an article of 1869 printed in Narodnaya
'Rosprava, No. 1, which was published by Bakunin and Nechaev,'
we find the following statement: "We frankly refuse to work out
projects for future conditions. This is not within the scope of
our activity, since we consider mere theoretical reasoning useless."7 In a letter (January 23,1873) to S. Ralli, a Russian e'migre'
who at one time was his collaborator, Bakunin wrote: "Life, my
dear friend, is always broader than doctrine; life is not to be
squeezed into the framework of any doctrine, not even one as
all-embracing as our anarchism."8
Bakunin once called Marx's Capital a "dreadful book of 784
pages of small print."9 At another time he termed it "economic
3 Steklov, op. cit., Ill, 112.
* Ibid., pp. 115-116.
Bakunin, Works, Golos Truda edition, II, 176.
The authorship of this article has been disputed. Steklov advances convincing arguments in favor of the thesis that Bakunin wrote it. (Cf.
Steklov's M. A. Bakunin, III, 433-457.) However, this question is of
secondary importance since Nechaev was so much Bakunin's inferior
intellectually that he was compelled to bonow his ideological concepts
from the latter.
7
Quoted
in Steklov, op. cit., Ill, 455.
8
O minuvshem, Historical Almanac (St. Petersburg, ldO9), pp. 333-334.
8
Dragomanov, op. cit, p. 247.
5
6

Bdkunin as a Political Thinker

17

metaphysics."10 Baldwin's attitude toward theory appeared more
conciliatory when he said that the task of elaborating theoretical
systems should be left to others: "Let us leave to others the task
of developing the theoretical principles of social revolution and
content ourselves with applying them, with incorporating them
into acts."11 But, in general, his attitude toward theory may be
summed up in his own words: "I cleave to no system, I am a true
seeker."" "I am neither a scholar nor a philosopher, nor even
a writer, by vocation."13
Another source of confusion about Bakunin's position as a
theoretician arose from the role which he allotted to revolution.
It would logically appear that revolution should only be a means
for achieving a new political or social order. But Bakunin's
scheme was rather different. He believed that the destruction of
the existing order needed to be so complete that it would require
all the attention and efforts of at least one generation. The task
of building a new order should, therefore, be left to posterity.
Even before the March Revolution, Bakunin had defined
revolution as follows: "But revolution is instinct rather than
thought, it operates as an instinct, and as an instinct it gives first
battle."14 Such an approach left little room for theoretical elaborations and considerations. What was left? Perhaps only questions of revolutionary strategy and tactics. Bakunin's view did
not change in his later life; it was only that his language
became less ceremonious. In his Principles of Revolution, which
dates from the period of his collaboration with Nechaev, we
read:
The dilettantes and Philistines of science, the satiated
speculators of the good old days, in their fight against the
idea of general revolution always wrote long dissertations
on the same theme: "Without a closely elaborated program for construction, one dare not destroy. . . ." We say,
"Total destruction is incompatible with plans for construction." It must start with a genuine revolution, with a
complete transformation of all of the conditions of social
life. The present generation must destroy blindly, indiscriminately, everything that exists, thinking only "as fast
" Ibid., p. 252.
«11 Bakunin, Works, Golos Truda ed., IV, 176.
Quoted in Carr, op. cit., p. 167.
1S
Bakunin, Gesammelte Werke, II, 268.
*« Bakunin, Works, Steklov ed., III, 317.
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as possible, as much as possible"; and because the present
generation grew up under the influence of those abominable conditions, it shall not be allowed the task of
construction.15
Thus, revolution itself is made a self-sufficient aim. Albert

Camus paraphrases Bakunin's own words to say that revolution
shall be: " . . . 'A feast without beginning and without end.' In
fact for him [Bakunin], as for all who are oppressed, the revolution is a feast in the religious sense of this word."16
After such a projected total revolution, which is equated to
social catastrophe and total destruction, any program for the
future social order is considered superfluous. Bakunin is consistent in stating that:
For those who have already committed themselves to
the cause of revolution, all talk about the distant future
is criminal, since it distracts from pure destruction and
stems the tide of revolution.17
In addition to these handicaps to Bakunin as a political
thinker, we find that he was not even a truly theoretical writer.
This is shown by the very form of Bakunin's writings. He was
not, as he himself acknowledged,18 a writer by vocation, even
-though he frequently took pen in hand, usually for immediate
propaganda purposes. Then he wrote eloquently, brilliantly,
and often convincingly. However, his proper element was always
agitation, debate, public speaking, and conspiracy. Among his
extensive and feverish activities, writing was only an auxiliary.
As his activity slowed down, his writing also came to a stop.
Thus, during the last years of his life, which were comparatively
quiet, his literary production almost ceased. He always started
to write under the pressure of a given occasion, and discontinued
his efforts when the pressure was lifted. He never returned to
old material. Thus, his writings are a disconnected series of
fragmentary articles, essays, and pamphlets, most of them unfinished, almost all of them poorly composed. The main theme
is usually lost among extremely long digressions, which break
the whole into fragments, without rising to the level of entities
in themselves.
Bakunin was a diligent letter writer, and many of his letters
15
18
17
18

Dragomanov, op. cit., pp. 479-480.
Albert Camus, The Rebel (New York, 1954), p. 129.
Dragomanov, op. cit., p. 480.
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afford a key to his writings and his thoughts. They are of no
little importance toward the understanding of him and his
teachings. Taken all together, Bakunin's literary output was
considerable.19
In Bakunin's writings, we find deficiencies not only in form
but also in content. Nearly all contain inconsistencies, obscurities,
and striking contradictions. Thematically, they may be divided
into two groups, one concerned with daily political issues, the
other expounding philosophical themes. All are polemical and
most of them aggressive. Some seem to have been written in the
grip of an obsession. Bakunin's philosophical digressions cover
almost all conceivable problems, and in them he does not seem
to have had the gift of clarity. Here Bakunin's resemblance to
the French Utopian thinkers, by whom he was influenced, is
noticeable. Although in these philosophical reasonings we find
some accurate and pertinent statements (in regard to one, Catlin
remarks, perhaps too precipitately, that if Bakunin "had written
nothing other than these words, for their wisdom alone the great
Anarchist would deserve a place in history."20), they are all
perverted by the fact that most of Bakunin's philosophical pronouncements were evoked by non-philosophical causes. He used
philosophy in an arbitrary manner for the support of his sociopolitical premises. These, however, were not usually reached by
the means of philosophical cognition. The philosophical superstructure was imposed on top of ready-made ideological and
political conclusions. In the revolutionary era of his life,
Bakunin's attitude toward philosophy was, on the whole, a
utilitarian one, and therefore his extensive variations on philosophical themes contribute little toward an understanding of
his political doctrine.
Nowhere do we find a consecutive exposition of Bakunin's
views as a whole. Instead, we have a series of isolated pronouncements on the problem of anarchism scattered throughout
Bakunin's essays, pamphlets, and articles, as well as in his letters
and in the statutes of his secret societies. The only way to
reconstruct Bakunin's political doctrine of anarchism is to dis19

The projected complete Soviet edition of Bakunin's works was to have
been made up of twelve volumes of about 300 pages each (see Steklov,
op. dt., I, 11). This project was never completed. The four volumes
which did appear contained Bakunin's works up to 1861, i.e. up to the
time of his escape from Siberia. All of the other editions of Bakunin's
works are incomplete, and also deficient for many other reasons.
20
Catlin, op. dt., p. 430.

