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Anarchism’s Three Founders: Proudhon, Bakunin, and Kropotkin

In 1840, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon published a short answer to the question of what property was: theft. The declaration was not metaphor or provocation. It was a precise legal argument: the right to extract rent from land you do not work is structurally indistinguishable from taking something you did not earn. The first thinker ever to call himself an anarchist had identified a mechanism. The two men who followed him — Mikhail Bakunin and Peter Kropotkin — each took that mechanism and rebuilt it, until anarchism had become the nineteenth century’s most demanding and most coherent critique of both capitalism and the state.

These three thinkers did not produce a monolithic ideology. Their collective work represents a sequential evolution of anti-statist thought, with distinct economic models, diverging theories of revolution, and different conceptions of human nature. What held them together was a core architectural commitment: a world without centralized state authority, organized from below through voluntary federation, mutual agreement, and free association.

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon was born in 1809 in Besançon, France, into a financially struggling family with republican sympathies. Unlike most socialist theoreticians of his era who came from bourgeois or aristocratic backgrounds, Proudhon was rooted in the artisanal working class. He trained as a printer, teaching himself classical languages to better execute his trade, and was deeply influenced by French utopian socialism. In 1840, he published What is Property?, famously declaring that “property is theft” and becoming the first modern political thinker to affirmatively self-identify as an anarchist.

His background as an artisan profoundly shaped his political philosophy. He witnessed the brutal transition from agrarian and artisanal production to industrial capitalism, which informed his lifelong commitment to protecting the autonomy of the independent producer against the encroaching monopolies of capital and the state. The independence and relative equality of artisans stood in sharp contrast to the dependence and hierarchy of factory labor, a tension that preoccupied his entire intellectual project. The French Revolution of 1848 proved a critical turning point in his thinking. Elected to Parliament, Proudhon attempted to institute economic revolution by proposing a “Bank of the People” to provide interest-free credit to workers, envisioning an institution that would democratize access to capital and undermine the monopoly of wealthy financiers. The failure of these proposals, coupled with his subsequent imprisonment for his writings against Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, cemented his conviction that political power was inherently corrupting and that attempting to solve economic problems through political means was fatal. No parliament could engineer social transformation; revolution had to be economic rather than political. He spent his final years developing theories of federalism and workers’ self-management, maintaining influence among Paris craftsmen who would later help found the First International. His vision of a stateless, cooperative economy would define the entire trajectory of anarchist thought.

Mikhail Bakunin presented a starkly different temperament and trajectory. Born in 1814 to a wealthy minor noble family in the Russian Empire, Bakunin was educated at a prestigious military academy to serve in the Tsarist artillery. Disgusted with military life and horrified by Tsarist autocracy, he deserted at age twenty-one to study philosophy—a decision that set the pattern for his entire life, one of dramatic ruptures and perpetual revolutionary engagement. In Germany, he gravitated toward the Young Hegelians, engaging with radical interpretations of Hegel and Fichte that channeled philosophical abstraction toward concrete political questions. By the mid-1840s, he had relocated to Paris, where he interacted heavily with both Karl Marx and Proudhon, absorbing the latter’s anti-statism while rejecting his peaceful gradualism and economic gradualism for instinctive, passionate rebellion. Where Proudhon counseled patience and careful institutional design, Bakunin demanded immediate action and the complete destruction of existing authority.

Bakunin’s life was defined by ceaseless transnational revolutionary agitation. He participated in the 1848-1849 uprisings across Europe, played a leading role in the 1849 Dresden insurrection, and was captured and sentenced to death by both Saxony and Austria. Extradited to Russia, he spent years in the Peter and Paul Fortress and in Siberian exile before orchestrating a dramatic escape in 1861. In his later years, Bakunin became Karl Marx’s primary antagonist within the First International, transforming Proudhon’s economic anti-statism into a militant, class-struggle framework that made him the most famous ideologue of radical socialism in Europe.

Peter Kropotkin shared Bakunin’s aristocratic Russian origins but brought a distinctly scientific methodology to anarchist theory. Born in 1842 into an ancient princely lineage, he was educated in the elite Corps of Pages and served as a military officer. Like Bakunin, he abandoned his promising career, choosing instead to conduct geographical and anthropological expeditions in Siberia and northern Manchuria during the 1860s. These journeys transformed his political worldview. Horrified by the brutality of the Tsarist penal system and noting the failure of centralized administration to effectively manage local ecosystems and populations, he began to doubt the state’s efficacy. More importantly, his observations of animal species and indigenous communities revealed that cooperation and mutual support, rather than fierce atomized competition, were the primary drivers of survival and progress.

In 1872, a transformative visit to the Jura Mountains of Switzerland proved decisive. There, Bakuninist watchmakers of the Jura Federation convinced him to embrace anarchism formally. Returning to Russia, he was arrested for revolutionary activities, escaped from a military hospital in 1876, and spent decades in exile, primarily in London. It was there that he authored his most influential theoretical texts. After the 1917 Russian Revolution, he returned to his homeland only to become a vocal critic of Lenin and the Bolsheviks before his death in 1921.

The theoretical divergences among these three thinkers run deep, rooted in fundamentally different conceptions of human nature, ethics, and freedom. Proudhon employed dialectics in an idiosyncratic, sociological manner, seeking a synthesis between atomized individualism and absorbing collectivism. He believed that true anarchic virtue could emerge only through sustained engagement with the politics of daily life, through mutual respect and economic reciprocity. His conception of freedom was intrinsically linked to economic independence—not merely the absence of coercion but the positive ability of individuals to interact as sovereign, co-equal economic actors. This placed him closer to individualist anarchism, as he feared that authoritarian communism would subsume individuals into the collective, warning that state socialists sought to drive mankind into “communistic monasteries or barracks.” For Proudhon, liberty required that no person could be forced into relationships of economic dependency, that each worker could negotiate as an equal in the marketplace of ideas and goods.

Yet Proudhon’s framework contained severe limitations, most notably his virulent patriarchy. He viewed the family as a hierarchical unit with the male as unquestioned head, a perspective that stunted much early anarchist thought regarding gender. This “anarcho-sexism” created a paradox within his anti-authoritarianism, demonstrating blindness to gender-based tyrannies even as he systematically dismantled justifications for economic and political oppression.

Bakunin shifted toward a highly socialized conception of freedom, breaking sharply with Proudhon’s individualism and patriarchal family structures. Rejecting both extreme egoism and Marxist authoritarianism, Bakunin argued that human freedom was strictly a social phenomenon. In his most famous formulation, he declared that “one becomes really free only when, and in proportion as, all others are free.” For Bakunin, the individual can only actualize their potential within an emancipatory community, and therefore collectivism was not suppression of the individual but the material precondition for liberty. Crucially, Bakunin explicitly opposed what he called the “authoritarian juridical family,” positioning himself against patriarchy and male domination of women, directly addressing a major deficit in Proudhon’s thought.

Kropotkin synthesized and elevated the contributions of his predecessors by grounding anarchism in the natural sciences, giving anarchist theory a foundation apparently immune to accusations of utopianism or metaphysical dreaming. His core philosophical innovation was the theory of mutual aid, developed in direct and polemical opposition to Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism. Spencer’s socio-biology justified inequality, hierarchy, and ruthless competition as the natural outcome of “survival of the fittest,” claims that dovetailed neatly with capitalism’s political economy and provided biological sanction for the brutalities of industrial society. Kropotkin, drawing on his years of direct observation in Siberia and elsewhere, demonstrated that across species and throughout human history, cooperation and mutual support—not competition and conflict—were the primary factors ensuring evolutionary survival and progressive social development. Animals that cooperated survived harsh environments; those that competed savagely perished. Human societies that practiced mutual aid flourished. He argued that ethics and moral sentiments were not created by divine decree or imposed by state laws but were the natural outcome of social life and constituted inherited “social instincts” transmitted from pre-human species through hundreds of thousands of years of evolution. Thus anarcho-communism was not utopian fantasy or desperate wishful thinking but the logical, ethical, and scientific progression of human sociability, obstructed only by the artificial impositions of the state and private property. Mutual aid was not a human invention but the reassertion of nature’s own law.

Like Bakunin, Kropotkin had to defend communism against accusations that it crushed individuality, that it forced uniformity and sacrificed the unique person to the collective mass. In Communism and Anarchy, he systematically delineated the crucial difference between authoritarian and anarchist communism, between communist systems that imposed collectivity from above and those that emerged from below through voluntary association. He acknowledged that historical utopian communities had failed precisely because they adopted a “family model” that forced unnatural proximity and total interference in the private lives of members, treating adults like children in a household. This caused extreme psychological friction, rendering members susceptible to the despotism of the “most cunning” individuals who could manipulate group dynamics. True anarchist communism, Kropotkin argued, operated on entirely different principles. By eliminating the struggle for economic survival and reorganizing production rationally according to need rather than profit, it actually enhanced individuality to its utmost limits—the opposite of communism’s critics claimed. By guaranteeing wellbeing and shelter and food without requiring anyone to sell their labor or submit to a boss’s authority, individuals were freed from economic coercion and provided the leisure time required for the pursuit of science, art, philosophy, and personal development. Communism, properly understood, was the precondition for genuine individuality, not its negation.

The most technical divergence among the three lies in their economic architectures. Proudhon’s core contribution is mutualism, an economic theory seeking synthesis between capitalist private property and authoritarian state communism. When he declared “property is theft,” he directed this critique specifically at the Roman-law concept of property—the right of an absentee owner to extract rent, interest, or wages without contributing labor. This absentee property, he argued, was the mechanism through which the wealthy enslaved the poor without the explicit coercion that earlier forms of exploitation required. Conversely, he fiercely defended property as “possession”—the right of a worker to control their own home, land, and tools, and to enjoy the full product of their labor. Mutualism relies on free exchange facilitated by contract and reciprocity, the voluntary agreement of equals rather than the domination of monopolists. Proudhon envisioned an economy where independent artisans, peasants, and workers’ cooperatives would exchange goods based on “cost-value,” calculated by the labor time and intensity required to produce them. He proposed establishing a Mutual Bank issuing interest-free credit to workers, effectively eliminating the capitalist class by rendering their monopoly on capital and credit obsolete. Without the ability to charge interest, capital loses its parasitic power, and workers gain genuine economic independence.

Bakunin transformed Proudhon’s philosophy through Marx’s materialist critique of capitalism, absorbing the German philosopher’s analysis of how industrial production generates class conflict and inevitable social rupture. He argued that industrial complexity and scale made Proudhon’s vision of independent artisanal producers fundamentally obsolete and even reactionary. Modern production required concentration and coordination; the solution was not to return to artisanal independence but to revolutionize the social relations of production itself. The means of production—factories, land, machinery—must be socially owned and operated by workers’ collectives organized at the point of production. However, Bakunin retained a distinct market element regarding consumer goods distribution, a pragmatic compromise that separated the logic of production from the logic of consumption. Under collectivism, workers would be remunerated strictly according to their labor contribution, receiving “labor notes” or wage equivalents exchangeable in communal markets for goods and services. While the means of production were collectivized and removed from private ownership, distribution remained tethered to individual labor contribution, maintaining a modified wage system stripped of capitalist exploitation and parasitic accumulation.

Kropotkin launched a severe critique of this collectivist mechanism. In The Conquest of Bread, he argued that labor-note systems were simply modified wages—extensions of bourgeois norms maintaining artificial hierarchies. Modern industrial and agricultural production, he contended, was so deeply interconnected that measuring any single individual’s labor value was impossible. Since all wealth is a collective social product inherited from generations of past labor and innovation, all members of society have equal right to the total social product. Consequently, anarchist communism demands total abolition of money, labor notes, and the wage system. Production and distribution must operate under the maxim “from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs.” Goods would be distributed through communal storehouses where individuals took freely what they required. He pointed to existing institutions—public water, gas, museums, libraries—as evidence that “partial communism” already functioned successfully within bourgeois society.

All three thinkers shared a class theory of the state, seeing a direct material connection between the state and exploitative class society, a shared conviction that united them despite their tactical and strategic differences. Proudhon argued that in unequal societies, government reduces to a “system of insurance for the class which exploits and owns against that which is exploited and owns nothing”—nothing more than a protection racket for the wealthy. Bakunin went further, insisting that the state itself was the primary oppressor and that no class consciousness or workers’ movement could capture and repurpose state power for emancipatory ends. Kropotkin echoed this, asserting that the state was developed historically for the express purpose of establishing monopolies favoring slave owners, landed proprietors, and industrial capitalists, that it was born in conquest and maintained through violence. For all three, the state was not a neutral tool that might be captured by the working class but an inherently oppressive institution whose destruction was prerequisite to freedom.

The theoretical architectures these three developed did not remain confined to nineteenth-century literature. They became ideological blueprints for revolutionary movements of the twentieth century. During the Russian Revolution, anarchists guided by belief in direct mass action via factory committees and production syndicates were initially at the forefront against the Tsarist regime and Provisional Government. Anarchist detachments played pivotal roles, including the disbanding of the Constituent Assembly. In Ukraine, the Makhnovshchina attempted to instantiate a massive stateless society based on free federations. However, as Bakunin presciently warned, the establishment of the Marxist “dictatorship of the proletariat” quickly turned against libertarian allies. The Bolshevik government, perceiving anarchist popularity as threatening, initiated brutal suppression—raiding centers, executing militants, crushing the libertarian trend by 1921.

The most comprehensive application of classical anarchist theory occurred during the Spanish Revolution of 1936. Spanish anarchism had deep roots in Bakuninist collectivism, organized through the mass trade union CNT and the ideological vanguard FAI. During the revolution, Spanish workers collectivized vast sectors of agriculture and industry. Realities forced a theoretical compromise between Kropotkin’s pure communism and Bakunin’s collectivism. Anarchist theorists recognized that immediately implementing libertarian communism was impracticable given economic disorganization and capitalism’s psychological legacy. Consequently, they adopted a collectivist approach for the first phase, maintaining “to each the product of his labor” to ensure production and food supplies. In the self-managed economy, market competition was intentionally preserved between syndicates as a stimulus to prevent industrial slackening and guarantee freedom of association, echoing Proudhonian principles.

Their economic prescriptions diverged sharply — from labor-time accounting in mutualist banks to labor notes in collectivist markets to free distribution from communal warehouses — but they remained unified on the essential point. Genuine liberation required the abolition of centralized state authority, the elimination of class relations rooted in private property, and the organization of society from below through voluntary federation and free association. Those ideas were not theoretical abstractions. In Ukraine in 1919 and in Catalonia in 1936, they were tested at scale, and they worked well enough that the Bolsheviks and the Nationalists each had to destroy them by force to make them stop.
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