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Peter Kropotkin

Peter Kropotkin, called the “anarchist prince” because of his origins in the Russian nobility, stands
out among the many classic anarchist writers for his breadth of subject matter and his concern with
the problems of daily life. The following essay was included in a 1924 collection of his writings entitled
Kropotkin’s Revolutionary Pamphlets, with an introduction by Roger Baldwin.

It is an edited text of a speech Kropotkin gave in Paris before a large audience of working people on
Dec. 20, 1877. Although his call to abolish prisons was deemed radical when it was proposed, it may
seem even less feasible in our age when mass and serial murderers have become commonplace. But
the basic question of how a peaceful community deals with predators and those who refuse to abide
by a cooperative ethos is as pertinent today as it was over a hundred years ago.

Kropotkin saw the abolition of prisons as one of the first tasks of a revolution, realizing that to propose
having anarchist jailers was a contradiction to his philosophy of liberty. He believed the institution of
a world based onmutual aid and elimination of the state and capitalismwould quickly end anti-social
acts.He asserted that a revolutionary communitywould spontaneously protect itself against offenders
without need of the state’s repressive apparatus.

Social bonds have deteriorated significantly since Kropotkin’s time, heightening the challenge to heed
his call for the abolition of prisons. His solutions may be more difficult in today’s world, but they are
no less required.

Prisons and TheirMoral Influence on Prisoners
After the economic problem and after the problem of the State, perhaps the most important of all is that con-

cerning the control of anti-social acts. The meting out of justice was always the principal instrument for creating
rights and privilege, since it was based on solid foundations of constituted rights; the problemofwhat is to be done
with those who commit anti-social acts therefore contains within itself the great problem of government and the
State.

It is time to ask if condemnation to death or to prison is just. Does it attain the dual end it has as its goal—that
of preventing the repetition of the anti-social deed, and (as regards prisons) that of reforming the offender?

The Futility of Prisons
In spite of all the reforms made up to the present (1877)—in spite of all the experiments of different prison

systems, the results are always the same. On the one hand, the number of offenses against existing laws neither
increases or diminishes, nomatter what the system of punishment is—the knout has been abolished in Russia and
the death penalty in Italy, and the number of murders there has remained the same.



The cruelty of the judges grows or lessens, the cruelty of the Jesuitical penal system changes, but the number
of acts designated as crimes remains constant. It is affected only by other causes which I shall shortly mention. On
the other hand, nomatterwhat changes are introduced in the prison regime, the problemof second offenders does
not decrease. That is inevitable;—it must be so,—the prison kills all the qualities in a man which make him best
adapted to community life.

It makes him the kind of person who will inevitably return to prison to end his days in one of those stone
tombs over which is engraved—“House of Detention and Correction.” There is only one answer to the question:
“What can be done to better this penal system?” Nothing. A prison cannot be improved.With the exception of a few
unimportant little improvements, there is absolutely nothing to do but demolish it.

So long as you deprive a man of his liberty, you will not make him better. You will cultivate habitual criminals:
that is what I shall now prove.

The Criminals In Prison AndOutside
To begin with, there is the fact that none of the prisoners recognize the justice of the punishment inflicted on

them. This is in itself a condemnation of our whole judicial system. Speak to an imprisoned man or to some great
swindler. He will say: “The little swindlers are here but the big ones are free and enjoy public respect.”

What can you answer, knowing the existence of great financial companies expressly designed to take the last
pennies of the savings of the poor, with the founders retiring in time to make good legal hauls out of these small
fortunes?Weall know these great stock-issuing companieswith their lying circulars and their huge swindles.What
can we answer the prisoner except that he is right?

Or, this man, imprisoned for robbing a till, will tell you: “I simply wasn’t clever enough; that’s all.” And, what
can you answer, knowing what goes on in important places, and how, following terrible scandals, the verdict “not
guilty” is handed out to these great robbers? How many times have you heard prisoners say: “It’s the big thieves
who are holding us here; we are the little ones.”

Who can dispute this when he knows the incredible swindles perpetrated in the realm of high finance and com-
merce; when he knows that the thirst for riches, acquired by every possible means, is the very essence of bourgeois
society.When he has examined this immense quantity of suspicious transactions divided between the honestman
(according to bourgeois standards) and the criminal, when he has seen all this, he must be convinced that jails are
made for the unskillful, not for criminals.

This is the standard on the outside. As for the standard in the prison itself, it is needless to dwell on it long.We
knowwell enough what it is. Whether in regard to food or the distribution of favors, in the words of the prisoners,
from San Francisco to Kamtchatka: “The biggest thieves are those who hold us here, not ourselves.”

Prison Labor
Everyone knows the evil influence of laziness. Work relieves a man. But there is work and work. There is the

work of the free individual whichmakes him feel a part of the immense whole. And there is that of the slave which
degrades. Convict labor is unwillingly done only through fear of worse punishment. Thework, which has no attrac-
tion in itself because it does not exercise any of the mental faculties of the worker, is so badly paid that it is looked
upon as a punishment.

Whenmy anarchist friends at Clairvaux (prison) made corsets or mother of pearl buttons and received twelve
cents for ten hours’ labor, of which four cents were retained by the State, we can understand very well the disgust
which this work aroused in a man condemned to it. When he receives thirty-six cents at the end of a week, he is
right to say: “Those who keep us here are thieves, not us.”
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The Effect of CuttingOff Social Contacts
And what inspiration can a prisoner get to work for the common good, deprived as he is of all connections

with life outside? By a refinement of cruelty, those who planned our prisons did everything they could to break
all relationships of the prisoner with society. In England, the prisoner’s wife and children can see him only once
every three months, and the letters he is allowed to write are really preposterous. The philanthropists have even at
times carried defiance of human nature so far as to restrict a prisoner from writing anything but his signature on
a printed circular. The best influence to which a prisoner could be subjected, the only one which could bring him a
ray of light, a softer element in his life,—the relationship with his kin—is systematically prevented.

In the sombre life of the prisoner which flows by without passion or emotion, all the finer sentiments rapidly
become atrophied. The skilled workers who loved their trade lose their taste for work. Bodily energy slowly dis-
appears. The mind no longer has the energy for sustained attention; thought is less rapid, and, in any case, less
persistent.

The Theory ofWill Power
There is another important cause of demoralization in prisons. All transgressions of acceptedmoral standards

maybe ascribed to a lack of strongwill. Themajority of the inmates of prisons arepeoplewhodidnot have sufficient
strength to resist the temptations surrounding themor to control a passionwhichmomentarily carried themaway.

In prisons as in monasteries, everything is done to kill a man’s will. He generally has no choice between one of
two acts. The rare occasions onwhich he can exercise his will are very brief. His whole life is regulated and ordered
in advance. He has only to swim with the current, to obey under pain of severe punishment.

Under these conditions all the will power that he may have had on entering disappears. And where will he find
the strength with which to resist the temptations which will arise before him, as if by magic, when he is free of the
prison walls? Where will he find the strength to resist the first impulse to a passionate outbreak, if during several
years everything was done to kill this inner strength, to make him a docile tool in the hands of those who control
him? This fact is, according to my mind, the most terrible condemnation of the whole penal system based on the
deprivation of individual liberty.

The origin of this suppression of individual will, which is the essence of all prisons, is easy to see. It springs
from the desire of guarding the greatest number of prisoners with the fewest possible guards. The ideal of prison
officials would be thousands of automatons, arising, working, eating and going to sleep by means of electric cur-
rents switched on by one of the guards. Economiesmight then bemade in the budget, but no astonishment should
be expressed that men, reduced to machines, are not, on their release, the type which society wants.

As soon as a prisoner is released, his old companions await him. He is fraternally received and once again
engulfed by the current which once swept him to prison. Protective organizations can do nothing. All that they can
do to combat the evil influence of the prison is to counterbalance some of those results in the liberated men.

Andwhat a contrast between the reception by his old companions and that of the people in philanthropic work
for released prisoners!Whoof themwill invite him to his home and say to him simply, “Here is a room, here iswork,
sit down at this table and become part of the family?” The released man is only looking for the outstretched hand
of warm friendship. But society, after having done everything it could tomake an enemy of him, having inoculated
him with the vices of prison, rejects him. He is condemned to be come a “repeater.”

The Effect of Prison Clothes andDiscipline
Everyone knows the influence of decent clothing. Even an animal is ashamed to appear before his fellow crea-

tures if something makes him look ridiculous. A cat whom somebody has painted black and yellow will not dare
mingle with other cats. But men begin by giving the clothes of a lunatic to those whom they profess to want to
reform.
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During all his prison life the prisoner is subjected to treatment which shows the greatest contempt of his feel-
ings. A prisoner is not accorded the single respect due a human being. He is a thief, a number, and he is treated
like a numbered thing. If he yields to the most human of all desires, that of communicating with a comrade, he is
guilty of a breach of discipline. Before entering prison hemay not have lied or deceived, but in prison he will learn
to lie and deceive so that it will become second nature to him.

And it goes hard with those who do not submit. If being searched is humiliating, if a man finds the food dis-
tasteful, if he shows disgust in the keeper’s trafficking in tobacco, if he divides his breadwith his neighbor, if he still
has enough dignity to be irritated by an insult, if he is honest enough to be revolted by the petty intrigues, prison
will be a hell for him.

He will be overburdened with work unless he is sent to rot in solitary confinement. The slightest infraction of
discipline will bring down the severest punishment. And each punishment will lead to another. He will be driven
to madness through persecution. He can consider himself lucky to leave prison otherwise than in a coffin.

PrisonGuards
It is easy towrite in thenewspapers that the guardsmust be carefullywatched, that thewardensmust be chosen

fromgoodmen.Nothing is easier than to build administrative utopias. Butmanwill remainman—guard aswell as
prisoner. And when these guards are condemned to spend the rest of their lives in these false positions they suffer
the consequences. Nowhere, save in monasteries or convents, does such a spirit of petty intrigue reign. Nowhere
are scandal and tale-bearing so well developed as among prison guards.

You cannot give an individual any authority without corrupting him. He will abuse it. He will be less scrupu-
lous and feel his authority even more when his sphere of action is limited. Forced to live in an enemy’s camp, the
guards cannot become models of kindness. To the league of prisoners there is opposed the league of jailers. It is
the institution which makes themwhat they are—petty, mean persecutors.

Quickly rancor against society gets into the prisoner’s’ heart. He becomes accustomed to detesting those who
oppress him.Hedivides theworld into twoparts—one inwhich he andhis comrades belong, the other, the external
world, represented by the guards and their superiors. A league is formed by the prisoners against all those who do
not wear prison garb. These are their enemies and everything that can be done to deceive them is right.

As soon as he is freed, the prisoner puts this code into practice. Before going to prison he could commit his
offenses unthinkingly. Nowhe has a philosophywhich can be summed up in thewords of Zola, “What rascals these
honest men are.”

If we take into consideration all the different influences of the prison on the prisoner, we will be convinced
that they make a man less and less fitted for life in society. On the other hand, none of these influences raises the
intellectual andmoral faculties of the prisoner, or leads him to a higher conception of life. Prison does not improve
the prisoner. And furthermore, we have seen that it does not prevent him from committing other crimes. It does
not then achieve any of the ends which it has set itself.

HowShallWeDealWith Offenders?
That is why the question must be asked: “What should be done with those who break the laws?” I do not mean

the written laws—they are a sad heritage of a sad past—but the principles of morality which are engraved on the
hearts of each one of us.

There was a time when medicine was the art of administering some drugs, gropingly discovered through ex-
periment. But our times have attacked themedical problem from a new angle. Instead of curing diseasesmedicine
now seeks primarily to prevent them.Hygiene is the best of all medicines.We have yet to do the same thing for this
great social phenomenon which we still call “crime” but which our children will call a “social disease.”
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Causes Of Crime
FifthEstate note: In this sectionKropotkin lists three categories of causeswhichproduce crime: physical,
physiological and social. The first two involve aspects which appear to have little validity today such as
the impact of weather or the theories of early criminologist, Cesare Lombroso. For sake of space, we
have omitted these and go right to his discussion on the social causes of crime.

The Social Causes of Crime
Themost forward-looking and intelligent minds of our time proclaim that society as a whole is responsible for

every anti-social act committed.We have our part in the glory of our heroes and geniuses; we also share in the acts
of our assassins. It is we who have made themwhat they are,—the one as well as the other.

Year in and year out, thousands of children grow up in the midst of the moral and material filth of our great
cities, in the midst of a population demoralized by hand to mouth living. These children do not know a real home.
Their home is a wretched lodging today, the streets tomorrow. They grow up without any decent outlets for their
young energies.

When we see the child population of large cities grow up in this fashion, we can only be astonished that so
few of them become highwaymen andmurderers. What surprises me is the depth of the social sentiments among
humanity, the warm friendliness of even the worst neighborhoods. Without it, the number of these that would
declare open warfare on society would be even greater. Without this friendliness, this aversion to violence, not a
stone would be left of our sumptuous city palaces.

And at the other end of the ladder, what does the child growing up on the streets see? Luxury, stupid and insen-
sate, smart shops, reading matter devoted to exhibiting wealth, a money-worshipping cult developing a thirst for
riches, a passion for living at the expense of others. The watchword is: “Get rich. Destroy everything that stands in
your way, and do it by any means save those that will land you in jail.” Manual labor is despised to a point where
our ruling classes prefer to indulge in gymnastics than handle a spade or a saw. A calloused hand is considered a
sign of inferiority and a silk dress of superiority.

Society itself daily creates these people incapable of leading a life of honest labor, and filled with anti-social
desires. She glorifies them when their crimes are crowned with financial success. She sends them to prison when
they have not “succeeded.” We will no longer have any use for prisons, executioners or judges when the social
revolution will have wholly changed the relations between capital and labor, when there are no more idlers, when
each can work according to his inclination for the common good, when every child will be taught to work with his
hands at the same time that his mind and soul get normal development.

Man is the result of the environment in which he grows up and spends his life. If he is accustomed to work
from childhood, to being considered as a part of society as a whole, to understanding that he cannot injure anyone
without finally feeling the effects himself, then there will be found few cases of violation of moral laws.

Two-thirds of the acts condemned as crimes today are against property. They will disappear along with private
property. As for acts of violence against people, they already decrease in proportion to the growth of the social sense
and they will disappear when we attack the causes instead of the effects.

HowShall Offenders Be Cured?
Until now, penal institutions, so dear to the lawyers,were a compromise between theBiblical idea of vengeance,

the belief of the middle ages in the devil, the modern lawyers’ idea of terrorization, and the idea of the prevention
of crime by punishment.

It is not insane asylums that must be built instead of prisons. Such an execrable idea is far frommymind. The
insane asylum is always a prison. Far from my mind also is the idea, launched from time to time by the philan-
thropists, that the prison be kept but entrusted to physicians and teachers. What prisoners have not found today
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in society is a helping hand, simple and friendly, whichwould aid them from childhood to develop the higher facul-
ties of their minds and souls;—faculties whose natural development has been impeded either by an organic defect
or by the evil social conditions which society itself creates for millions of people.

But these superior faculties of the mind and heart cannot be exercised by a person deprived of his liberty, if he
never has choice of action. The physicians’ prisons, the insane asylum, would bemuchworse than our present jails.
Human fraternity and liberty are the only correctives to apply to those diseases of the human organismwhich lead
to so-called crime.

Of course in every society, no matter how well organized, people will be found with easily aroused passions,
who may, from time to time, commit anti-social deeds.

But what is necessary to prevent this is to give their passions a healthy direction, another outlet.
Today we live too isolated. Private property has led us to an egoistic individualism in all our mutual relations.

We know one another only slightly; our points of contact are too rare. But we have seen in history examples of
a communal life which is more intimately bound together,—the “composite family” in China, the agrarian com-
munes, for example. These people really know one another. By force of circumstances they must aid one another
materially and morally.

To SumUp
The prison does not prevent anti-social acts from taking place. It increases their numbers. It does not improve

thosewho enter itswalls.However it is reformed itwill always remain aplace of restraint, an artificial environment,
like amonastery, whichwill make the prisoner less and less fit for life in the community. It does not achieve its end.
It degrades society. It must disappear. It is a survival of barbarismmixed with Jesuitical philanthropy.

The first duty of the revolution will be to abolish prisons,—those monuments of human hypocrisy and cow-
ardice. Anti-social acts need not be feared in a society of equals, in the midst of a free people, all of whom have
acquired a healthy education and the habit of mutually aiding one another. The greater number of these acts will
no longer have any raison d’être. The others will be nipped in the bud.

As for those individuals with evil tendencies whom existing society will pass on to us after the revolution, it
will be our task to prevent their exercising these tendencies. This is already accomplished quite efficiently by the
solidarity of all the members of the community against such aggressors. If we do not succeed in all cases, the only
practical corrective still will be fraternal treatment andmoral support.

This is not Utopia. It is already done by isolated individuals and it will become the general practice. And such
means will be far more powerful to protect society from anti-social acts than the existing system of punishment
which is an ever-fertile source of new crimes.

Please see bookstore page for a full listing of books by Peter Kropotkin. Prisoners Contact: Books to
Prisoners, Box A, 92 Pike St., Seattle WA 98101 for available Kropotkin texts.
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