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ABSTRACT:

The purpose of this article, is to analyze the contribution made by the French anarchist-geographer (Elisée Reclus) on specific
issues related to the agrarian question. For this, from the vast work of the libertarian intellectual, the political and geographic texts
were selected, which he approached with greater private appropriation of the land and the peasant question based on the atrocious
assumptions. Among the results, the importance of unity and the centrality of the struggle of workers (rural and urban) against
the State and capital and the potential of peasants as agents and protagonists of this process stand out.

KEYWORDS: Elisée Reclus, Anarchist Thought, Private Property, Agrarian Question, Peasantry.

REsumo:

O objetivo deste artigo ¢ analisar o aporte elaborado pelo anarquista-gedgrafo francés (Elisée Reclus) sobre assuntos especificos
ligados  questdo agréria. Paraisso, a partir da vasta obra do intelectual libertario, foram selecionados os textos politicos e geogréficos
aos quais ele abordou com maior a apropriacio privada da terra e a questio camponesa a partir dos pressupostos acratas. Entre os
resultados destaca-se a importancia da unido e a centralidade da luta dos trabalhadores (rurais e urbanos) contra Estado e capital
e o potencial dos camponeses como agentes e protagonistas deste processo.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Elisée Reclus, Pensamento Acrata, Propriedade Privada, Questio Agriria, Campesinato.
RESUME:

L'objectif de cet article est d'analyser la contribution de I'anarchiste-géographe frangais (Elisée Reclus) sur des questions spécifiques
lides 4 la question agraire. Pour cela, & partir du vaste travail de l'intellectuel libertaire, les textes politiques et géographiques ont été
sélectionnés, qu'il a abordés avec une plus grande appropriation privée dela terre et la question paysanne du point de vue anarchiste.
Parmi les résultats, l'importance de l'unité et la centralité de la lutte des travailleurs (ruraux et urbains) contre I'Etat et le capital et
le potentiel des paysans en tant qu'agents et protagonistes de ce processus sont mis en évidence.

MoTs CLES: Elisée Reclus, Pensée Anarchiste, Propriété Privée, Question Agraire, Paysannerie.

French anarchist Jacques Elisée Reclus (1830 - 1905) is considered one of the most important geographers of
the nineteenth century and produced a vast corpus on topics related to geographicscience, sociology, and the
foundations of anarchist thought. However, although he was a contemporary of great academic geographers
such as Alexander von Humboldt (1769 - 1859), Carl Ritter (1779 -1859), Friedrich Ratzel (1844 - 1904),
and Paul Vidal de La Blache (1845 - 1918), his thinking developed outside the universities and research
institutes, in the political debate and the militancy against the institutions of the Establishment (Church,
and Capital). Furthermore, his two long periods inexile, as well as his travels to collect data for his magnum
opus, took him through the American,European, Asian, and African continents, bringing him into contact
with new realities and giving him an understanding that transcended the French context. As a result, the
knowledge he produced lacked the underlying academic concerns of the time, namely, respect for the limits
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between the areas of knowledge and their particular objects of research. Therefore, his vision of geography
was shaped by the analysis of phenomena in different regions of the Earth, encompassing their dynamics
and totality andthus negating the academic dichotomies of European geographic thought at the end of the
nineteenth century, such as Physical Geography vs Human Geography, and environment vs society.

His analytic method also differed markedly from his contemporaries. Based on anarchisticsuppositions,
such as the defense of freedom, promotion of the citizens’ consciousness and collectivism,and combating
the forms of power, hierarchy, and property, Reclus analyzed phenomena from adialectic movement based
on the evolution-revolution succession. They happen in a kind of civilizingspiral composed of consecutive
periods of change in social relations (evolution), which promotequestioning of the status quo, and periods
of rupture with the pillars of the current social organization(revolution), which lead to the foundation new
social bases. The analysis ensuing from this relationshipoccurs through three variables, which he calls laws,
which make up an analytical triad: the “classstruggle”, the “search for balance” and the “sovereign decision
of the individual” (RECLUS, 1905, p.III-1V).

Reclus’ theoretical-methodological analysis sought to understand the political, social, and territorial
implications of capitalist expansion in the second half of the nineteenth century, and, giventhis scenario, the
agrarian issue was one of the most relevant themes. The decline in communal peasant areas, the precariousness
oflabor relations in the countryside due to the expansion of private landownership, and the concentration of
land ownership were fundamental elements that aroused his interestin grasping the problem. He perceived
the agrarian issue as an essential element supporting capitalistlogic, therefore, something that revolutionaries
should combat to establish a more just society.

Our studies and work by Zaar (2015), indicates some recurrent themes related to the agrarianissue in
Reclus’s work, such as the crisis of the communal land regime, the social importance of peasant property,
land appropriation and use in the former European colonies, and the role of peasants in therevolution. From
these themes, our research methodology analyzes the most relevant works on these subjects. It is important
to note that, although the author’s production is vast, we have prioritized texts with a greater political and
methodological bias. Thus, of his three great geographical works, La Terre (The Earth), Nouvelle Géographie
Universelle (New Universal Geography), and LHomme et la Terre (The Earth and its Inhabitants), only
the latter was analyzed in greater depth. Despite their importanceand density, at the time the first two
were written the author’s intention was not to explicitly politicize their contents (FERRETTI, 2014
and 2018). Also, before publication, they were subjected to “criticalreading” that made changes and/or
suppressed content. 'Homme et la Terre, the most significant workfrom a methodological point of view,
analyzes, among other themes, the importance of private propertyas the foundation of the capitalist mode of
production. Therefore, it is essential in the study of the agrarian question. Other texts, letters, and pamphlets/
manifestos written by the author were included inthe analysis.

To facilitate the readers’ comprehension, the analyzes developed in this article have been dividedinto
three parts. The first provides the context by addressing the centrality of the agrarian issue in thesocial
and economic debate of the nineteenth century, which was almost entirely centered on the clash between
liberals and socialists. The second part examines Reclus’ anarchist observations on private land ownership,
understood by him as fundamental to the concentration of wealth and power, and historically legitimized by
the State and Church. Finally, the third section is dedicated exclusively to understanding the peasant issue
from Reclus’ perspective.
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LIBERALS AND SOCIALISTS: THE DEBATE ON THEAGRARIAN ISSUE IN
THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

The consolidation of industrial capitalism and the profound economic, political, and socialtrans formations
it provoked in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were the subjects of countless discussions, studies,
and reflections, the highlight of which centered around the debate between liberalsand socialists.

Since the Glorious Revolution of 1688 in England, originated by the clash between the CatholicKing
James II and the Protestant bourgeoisie, liberal thought has also assumed a political-economicdimension.
This principle is based on premises such as the defense of the freedom of individuals and their equality
before the law, free commercial initiative, the limitation of State power, and the defense of private
property (ECCLESAHLL, 2011). Therefore, liberal doctrine is anchored in the philosophical current of
individualism and sought to consolidate a new model of social organization that definitively broke with
feudal vestiges, which were rooted in the monarch’s totalitarian power, and made nodistinction between
state and religion.

When organizing society based on these premises, liberal thought fit perfectly with the new economic
reality imposed by the development of European industrial capitalism, although, in fact, socialinequality
widened. However, for liberals, business success and the expansion of private property wouldgenerate jobs
and tax revenue, benefiting the whole of society (MARQUES NETO, 2009). From this proposition,
inequality between people is understood as natural in society. Economic and social differences between
individuals are related to personal failure or success, that is, liberals defend theideology of prosperity through
work. It was up to workers to collaborate with the bosses in order, who knows, to become one of them one
day.

Based on liberal assumptions, a new interpretation of citizenship emerged, in which individualsare an end
in them selves rather than subjects whose lives are decided by unstable rulers acting in their own interests.
Above all, this debate sustained an uncompromising defense of the inalienable right to private property,
consolidating the foundational premises of liberalism as a model of social organization (NABARRO, 2014).
Consequently, the preservation of goods became the cornerstone that guarante edindividual freedom, as well
as economic stability and the development of society.

However, the concentration of wealth and widening inequality supported other interpretations
ofthe socio-economic dynamics of capitalism and its consequences, among which socialism was the
mostprominent.

Based on the premise of the Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712 - 1778) that society
should be a harmonious community composed of individuals on equal terms (ROUSSEAU,1962), socialism
contends that inequalities are not natural and cannot be naturalized because they areproducts of unjust social
relationships. Thus, it is unacceptable to consider poverty a result of personal failure or indolence. It results
from the unequal development among individuals that takes place in the capitalist mode of production
through the concentration of the private property of land and the means of production, as well as the
exploitation and precariousness of labor relations its dynamics imposes.

The most well-known contribution to the theme of private property was that of Karl Marx, whowas
influenced by the writings of Proudhon (1841) and Hegel (2003). Although these two thinkers disagreed
profoundly in their understanding of the State, they were both extremely critical of the prevailing social
organization in the first half of the nineteenth century. Proudhon defended the end of the State and private
property, which he considered theft. For Hegel, the development of the State would be more just and
adequate if it were based on family-owned agrarian properties.

Marx considered that the liberal political-legal organization made private property the essence of an
exclusionary society, in which traditional customs, especially of the rural population, were summarily
disregarded by legislators (MARX, 1975). Also, he points to the total inconsistency of legal provisions
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regarding the “thefts” of wood, in theory practiced by peasants on the estates of large landowners linked
to urban industry. Marx points out that, by failing to differentiate between the extraction of wood (felling
of trees) and the gathering of wood from the ground (a traditional peasant practice), the lawconsiders any
action as theft. In this way, the legislator, in reality, creates a legal apparatus that protectsprivate property
and condemns traditional peasant practices, especially collective ones. (MARX, 1975;VIEIRA, 2019)

The reality imposed by the liberal social, political and legal organization resulted in the expulsion of
large contingents of peasants, who joined the proletariats in the cities, during the brutal concentrationof
private land ownership in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (HOBSBWAM, 1983 ).Several
socialist studies were carried out to understand the genesis and impacts of these profound transformations.
However, although they considered the agrarian issue as a part of the origin of urban problems, most
of these studies, including Marx’s, were focused in-depth on the urban-industrialquestion, including the
concentration of the means of production and the increased precariousness of industrial work.

However, the events that unfolded as a result of the severe economic crisis of the 1870s, which started in
1873 with the dissolution of the Vienna Stock Exchange, caused serious upheaval inagricultural activity, and
later in industry, prompting socialists to place the analysis of the agrarian issue at the center of their thinking,

As the impacts of the crisis reached practically all of Europe between the decades of 1880 and1890, it
was up to Marx’s intellectual followers to study the agrarian issue and present a socialist alternative to the
catastrophe.

A series of meetings were organized to consider the socialist proposal, in Marseille (1892), Nantes (1894),
Zurich (1893), Brussels (1893), Frankfurt (1894), and Bratislava (1895). At thesegatherings, socialists
recognized that agricultural space was just as important for the expanded reproduction of capital as industrial
activity. They decided to draw up a proposal centered on understanding the situation of peasants in the face
of the development of capitalism in the countryside. However, after the Bratislava meeting, it was clear that
the socialist proposal lacked a more profoundand consistent theoretical analysis (KAUTSKY, 1986). Also,
a better comprehension of the specificitiesof the process of penetration of capitalist relations in Europe was
required, given the difference between the reality of the east, such as Russia, and the western countries, as in
the case of the newly unified Germany. In the face of these two specific situations, two crucial works were
published in 1899: The Agrarian Question by Karl Kautsky, and The Development of Capitalism in Russia
by Vladimir Lenin.

For Kautsky (1986), the advance of capitalism in the countryside is an irreversible process,especially
after the penetration of the logic of expanding production and private property through the useof modern
techniques, inserted in an industrial logic. In this context, small peasant food production gives way to modern
capitalist agriculture, based on private land ownership and wages. In his words: “agricultural prosperity and
the persistence of peasant economic modes are two concepts that are excluded in the developed capitalist
mode of production” (KAUTSKY, 1986, p. 63). He recognizes that new relationships could arise that
would slow down the process of the disappearance of peasants and small properties, nevertheless, the demise
of peasants and the territorial expansion of large capitalistproperty are inevitable phenomena due to the
consolidation of capitalist logic. Kautsky recognized that this would not be a linear process, that is, it would
meander due to the numerous factors involved. The coexistence between the large capitalist property and
small peasant property could only be justified bycomplementarity, specifically, amid the penetration of
capitalist relations of production in the agrarian space, small peasant properties would not compete with
large capitalist properties, they would have a subordinate relationship.

Starting from the Russian reality of the second half of the nineteenth century, Lenin (1985) provides
another important contribution to the theoretical debate on the agrarian issue. Faithful to classical Marxism,
two fundamental questions served as a guiding thread for his analysis: understanding the process of capitalist
development in Russia and the fate of peasants in that society. It is important tonote that in studying these
two issues, Lenin aimed to create a theoretical-ideological basis for the Russian Revolution, which occurred



SERGI0 APARECIDO NABARRO. ELISEE RECLUS CONTRIBUITIONS TO THE DEBATE ABOUT THE AGRARIAN
QUESTION

years later. For him, the advance of capitalism in the Russian context and the formation of markets, including
land, would disintegrate small properties and, alongwith them, the peasants. This process would take place
in two ways: on the one hand, some peasants would get rich by becoming part of a rural bourgeoisie, whereas
medium and poor peasants would beevicted and converted into rural or urban workers. For Lenin, therefore,
the more developed the capitalist mode of production, the more problematic the agrarian question will
be, because, inevitably,there will be the rise of large properties that are close to the industrial logic and the
disintegration of peasants.

Faithful to Marxist premises, both Kautsky and Lenin demonstrated the centrality of the debate on
the agrarian question for the understanding of the social and economic transformations imposed by the
dynamics of capitalism in Europe. Also, they placed the questions of private property and the peasants as
protagonists of the debate.

Thus, while for Marxist socialists the question of private property of land is central in the debateof the
agrarian issues, for liberals, land concentration, the precariousness of labor, and the end of the peasants and
their relationships and traditions, are part of the normal process of development of the market economy.
However, other interpretative lines were developed parallel to this debate, including the anarchist approach,
of which Elisée Reclus was a supporter. What is the importance of the agrarian issue for an anarchist
geographer? What is the role of the peasant class with the development of capitalism from an anarchist
perspective?

ELISEE RECLUS’ ANARCHIST DEBATE ON LAND

Until 1850, young Reclus’s attention was concentrated on understanding the foundations of anarchism and
atheism. The anarchist perspective of freedom was the focus of his studies, and naturally,it was the topic
addressed in his first political text, Développement de la Liberté dans le Monde (Development of Freedom
in the World). However, at the start of his first exile, between 1851 and 1852,he worked as a farm manager in
Ireland and realized that land was fundamental to guarantee citizen’sfreedom (FERRETTI, 2014 and 2016).
The process of eviction of Irish peasants by large English landowners, which occurred amid a severe economic
crisis in Ireland, awakened Reclus’ awareness of how central the agrarian question was to understand the
development of capitalism and peasant socialpoverty in Europe. He perceived that land was important both
to consolidate the capitalist mode of production and as a potential element to support the outbreak of a
revolution that would transform society by promoting social justice. (CHARDAK, 1997; PELLETIER,
2013; SARRAZIN, 2004)

Between 1853 and 1855, when he worked as a tutor for the children of a great slave farmer in the
southern United States, Reclus grasped more deeply the role of private land ownership in there production
of capitalist relations and their impacts on agrarian space (BRUN, 2014). He was struck bythe stark social
reality surrounding him. On the one hand, farmers, supported by the Church and the State, concentrated
huge portions of land where monoculture predominated, on the other, were enslaved workers without
any guaranteed rights. The experience led him to aband on his job and travel across partof the American
continent to New Granada (now Colombia) where he tried, unsuccessfully, to create acolonization project
in which small properties, polyculture, and, above all, respect for the fundamental rights of citizens would
predominate. (VINCENT, 2010; ZAAR, 2015)

Due to his personal experiences and the intellectual maturity ensuing from his study of anarchism,in
the following decades, the agrarian issue became one of the most recurrent themes in his political writings.
Extremely faithful to Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s principles of anarchism, in addition topositioning himself
against private property and the structures of constituted power (State, Church, andCapital), Reclus
created an analytic method that gave him a very particular interpretation of the agrarianquestion. For him,
phenomena can only be understood by analyzing their dynamics, as part of the assumption that they are
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always in motion generated by the dialectical pair of evolution and revolution,which are understood as
successive acts of the same process (RECLUS, 1880b and 1902).

Reclus’ methodological reasoning is based on the principle that rather than being antagonistic or
dichotomous concepts evolution and revolution are complementary. He refutes the common interpretation
of the nineteenth century that classified evolution as synonymous with progress and revolution as equivalent
to regression, disorder, and destruction of the status quo. For Reclus, evolutionis all of a phenomenon’s
movement in time, which may be either progress or regression, and revolution involves changes in the
foundational bases of the phenomenon. A dialectical movement occurs as the phenomenon evolves in a way
that provokes the questioning of its first principles, giving rise to a revolution through the formation of new
bases, which, in turn, inaugurate a new period of evolution.Reclus argues that this movement is the civilizing
spiral that provides the elements for phenomena to be understood from the dynamics and relationships that
give them meaning,

Based on this theoretical framework, Reclus ranks the agrarian issue as one of the most important
phenomena of capitalist social dynamics. One of his first analyses was the case of Brazil, in the articleentitled
Le Brésil et la Colonisation (Brazil and Colonization), published in two parts in the year 1862,in which he
makes incisive criticisms of Brazilian social organization. According to him, this society was first rooted in
slave ownership and, in a second evolutionary moment, in the concentration of land. The latter “formed an
aristocracy of planters” (RECLUS, 1862a, p. 931 - our translation), who did not appreciate the environment
or the indigenous peoples, but who held the monopoly of the land and the production of goods for export.
Reclus also criticized the treatment of immigrants who mostly workedon the land in colonies on large-scale
farms. He believed that the promise of prosperity made to these immigrants could only be fulfilled when the
land was free (RECLUS, 1862b).

In his work Evolution et Révolution (Evolution and Revolution), written for a lecture in 1880,when
analyzing popular dissatisfaction, which could be the trigger for a revolution, Reclus argues thatthe land
should only be occupied by workers, thus defending the main anarchist principle of the agrarian issue as posed
by Bakunin (1873) in The land belongs to those who work on it. It also explains that the raised awareness of
workers also occurs from the precariousness of their social conditions

NOW, THE SOUND OF THE REVOLUTION ECHOES, SHAKING FACTORIES, PARLIAMENTS, AND THRONES.
UNDERSTANDABLY, THEREWAS A SINISTER SILENCE IN THE PAST WHEN ORDER REIGNED IN WARSAW. [...] ON THE
MORROW OF A MASSACRE FEW MENDARE PUT THEMSELVES IN THE WAY OF THE BULLETS. WHEN A WORD OR
A GESTURE ARE PUNISHED WITH IMPRISONMENT, MENWITH THE COURAGE TO EXPOSE THEMSELVES TO THE
DANGER ARE FEW AND FAR BETWEEN. THOSE ARE RARE WHO QUIETLYACCEPT THE PART OF THE VICTIM IN A
CAUSE, THE TRIUMPH OF WHICH IS AS YET DISTANT AND EVEN DOUBTFUL. NOT EVERYONEIS AS HEROIC AS THE
RUSSIAN NIHILISTS, WHO COMPOSE MANIFESTOS IN THE VERY LAIR OF THEIR FOES AND PASTE THEM ON AWALL
BETWEEN TWO SENTRIES. ONE SHOULD BE VERY DEVOTED TO FIND FAULT WITH THOSE WHO DO NOT DECLARE
THEMSELVESSOCIALISTS, WHEN THEIR WORK, THAT IS TO SAY, THE LIFE OF THOSE DEAR TO THEM, DEPENDS
ON THE AVOWAL. BUT IF ALL THEOPPRESSED HAVE NOT THE TEMPERAMENT OF HEROES, THEY FEEL THEIR
SUFFERINGS NONE THE LESS, AND LARGE NUMBERSAMONGST THEM ARE TAKING THEIR INTERESTS INTO SERIOUS
CONSIDERATION.IN MANY ATOWN WHERE THERE ISNOT ONEORGANIZED SOCIALIST GROUP, ALL THE WORKERS
WITHOUT EXCEPTION ARE ALREADY MORE OR LESS CONSCIOUSLY SOCIALISTS;INSTINCTIVELY THEY APPLAUD
A COMRADE WHO SPEAKS TO THEM OF A SOCIAL STATE IN WHICH ALL THE PRODUCTS OF LABORSHALL BE IN
THE HANDS OF THE LABORER. THIS INSTINCT CONTAINS THE GERM OF THE FUTURE REVOLUTION; FOR FROM
DAY TODAY IT BECOMES MORE PRECISE, TRANSFORMED INTO A MORE DISTINCT CONSCIOUSNESS. WHAT THE
WORKER VAGUELY FELTYESTERDAY, HE KNOWS TODAY, AND EACH NEW EXPERIENCE TEACHES HIM TO KNOW
IT BETTER. AND ARE NOT THE PEASANTS,WHO CANNOT RAISE ENOUGH TO KEEP BODY AND SOUL TOGETHER
FROM THEIR MORSEL OF GROUND, AND THE YET MORENUMEROUS CLASS WHO DO NOTPOSSESS A CLOD OF THEIR
OWN, ARE NOT ALL THESE BEGINNING TO COMPREHEND THAT THE SOILOUGHT TO BELONG TO THE MEN WHO
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CULTIVATE IT? THEY HAVE ALWAYS INSTINCTIVELY FELT THIS, NOW THEY KNOW IT, ANDARE PREPARING TO
ASSERT THEIR CLAIM IN PLAIN LANGUAGE.

(RECLUS, 1880b, p. 40-41 - emphasis added)

In the same year, he published the famous text Ouvrier, prends la machine! Prends la terre,paysan!
(Worker, seize the machine! Seize the land, peasant!), written in the form of an article, but published as
a pamphlet to be distributed to the workers of Paris, in which he defends the union between workers and
peasants against private property (land and the means of production). Reclus argued that property owners
deliberately fostered antagonism between urban workers and peasants to undermine any attempt to identify
the two groups with the problems imposed by the development of capitalism, which would lead to the
creation of workers' movements in favor of social transformation.

In the same text, Reclus criticizes most economists idealized view of peasant life as beautiful and peaceful
and explains that land ownership is traditionally related to the power of some traditional families. In this
sense, instead of belonging to those who work and produce food there, the land belongs to people who often
have not even visited their properties, such as princes or bankers.

In the 1886 text Pourquoi Sommes-nous Anarchistes (Why we are Anarchists), in which hepresents the
basic assumptions of the model of society defended by the Anarchists, Reclus defends collectivization and
the rational use of land. He states that the main criterion of its division should be to guarantee people’s well-
being.

Between 1891 and 1898, Reclus developed a deeper political analysis of the agrarian question in
L'Evolution, la Révolution et I'Idéal Anarchique (Evolution, Revolution and the Anarchist Ideal),
anextended and more reasoned version of the text Evolution and Revolution, that was only published in1902.
From the theoretical point of view, this work is the most important of the anarchist geographer'spolitical
texts. Besides expanding his explanation of his analytic method, detailing anarchist presuppositions, this text
problematizes the issues related to private land ownership more profoundly.

For Reclus, the State, the Church, and Capital act to make the relationships between them increasingly
more diffuse and nebulous in people’s minds causing them to accept domination and the restriction of
their freedoms. Based on this premise, he concludes that these three institutions are enemies of thought,
equality, and freedom because they are the genesis that maintains private property.Once more, he proposes
the alternative of the union between workers against the institutions of constituted power. In this context,
the appropriation of land by peasants is as important for social transformation as the seizure of the factory
by workers. He explains that “(...) it is through the appropriation of land and factories, already considered
as the starting point of a new social era, that workers from all countries, gathered in congress, manifested
themselves in perfect agreement” (RECLUS, 1902, p. 23 - our translation).

However, if the workers in several European cities were already starting to organize themselves into
resistance movements based on anarchist premises, in the country side the reality was extremely different. If
the peasants were barely able to organize themselves into associations or cooperatives, how could they reject
their fear of the workers and join them in a workers’ union?

Thinking about this issue, in 1899 Reclus wrote A Mon Frére le Paysan (To My Brother, the Peasant) to
provide training material for anarchist militants who would do the groundwork directly withthe peasants.
When discussing the conversion of peasants into workers (if there is no union and struggle), he states that
land concentration is paramount for the penetration of industrial logic in the agrarian space modeled by
what he called scientific exploration. At the same time, this scenario would generate a production of wealth
never seen before, but also, destitution and precarious working relationships. He details this explanation,
stating that:

IF HUMANITY’S HAPPINESS CONSISTED OF CREATING A FEW MILLIONAIRES WHO, TO SATISFY THEIR WHIMS
AND DESIRESHOARDED THE PRODUCE AMASSED BY ALL THE SUBJUGATED WORKERS, THEN THIS SCIENTIFIC
EXPLOITATION OF THEEARTHWOULD CERTAINLY BE THE DREAMED-OFIDEAL. [...] THE EXPENSE INCURRED FOR A
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MEAGRE WAGE YIELDS AN ENORMOUSAMOUNT OF PRODUCE THAT IS DISPATCHED BY THE SHIPLOAD AND SOLD
FOR TEN TIMES THE COST OF PRODUCTION.

(RECLUS, 1899, p. 14)

Some years later, Reclus described this situation in more detail in his last text discussing theagrarian issue:
La Culture et la Propriété (Culture and Property), chapter VII of Tome VI of the work LHomme et la
Terre (The Earth and its Inhabitants). Written in 1904, but only published in 1908, it analyzes the historical
evolution of private land ownership in various parts of the world. He believed that at the same time that
private land ownership legitimizes inequality between people, it promotes the restriction of fundamental
rights such as freedom of movement. He argues that “In considering the consequences of large property
ownership, we must not forget the obstacles that it places in the way offree movement when the surrounding
populations do not know how to bypass restrictions.” (RECLUS,1908, p. 285). Therefore, he places the
concentration of land ownership and the accumulation of wealth squarely within the process of reproduction
of power structures.

Reclus’ views on the agrarian question were clearly strongly influenced by the writings of the anarchist
theorists Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1841) and Mikhail Bakunin (1873) for whom the struggle against private
property and the foundation of a new society, without State, Church, or Capital, would beat the heart
of a solution to the latent problem at the end of the nineteenth century. However, his experience of
various realities throughout his life and the geographical focus of his analytical vision focused meant he had
additional elements in his study of the peasant question than these two influential authors.

ELISEE RECLUS’ VIEWS ON THE PEASANT ISSUE

Reclus’s anarchist analysis of peasants is based on his understanding of the implications of the expansion
of capitalist relationships into the country side. Whilst Marxism discussed the peasantry as anarchaic mode
of production and a unit of production at risk of disappearance, anarchists viewed them asmembers of the
exploited working class whose freedom was curtailed by private land ownership.Another important element
that differentiates the two positions is the role of peasants in the revolution.In general, Marxists were strongly
influenced Karl Marx’s work The Eighteenth Brumaire by Louis Bonaparte, written in 1852, in which, when
analyzing the French socio-political context between 1848and 1851, which culminated in Napoleon IIT’s
coup, he states that:

This interpretation assesses that the peasants are unable to organize themselves politically or socially. This
differs substantially from the anarchist thesis, as well as their views on the direction of the analytical discourse.
While for Marxists peasants would be the subjects who supported the revolution,for anarchists they would
be the subjects that built it. Furthermore, while the Marxists talked about the peasants, the Anarchists
prioritized talking to the peasants, inviting them to unite and act. Elisée Recluswas a central figure in this
task, given that his interpretation of the peasant issue was outlined together with the anarchist militancy, to
whom he dedicated most of his political texts. He aimed to enlighten and engage the militants because they
would have direct and daily contact with the subjects of the revolution (workers and peasants) and develop
training and awareness-raising, that is, the basis of the revolutionthat would found the pillars of an anarchist
society.

Based on the anarchist assumption of awareness-raising awareness, which was designed to achieve the
intellectual emancipation of individuals and promote social transformation, Reclus sought touse more
accessible language in his texts intended to explain important themes to the activists who would have contact
with European peasants in last two decades of the nineteenth century. He highlights the importance of
understanding how land was being appropriated in the former European colonies,which was viewed by many
European economists, agronomists, businessmen, and politicians as an example worthy to be followed.
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MAY THE PEASANTS OF EUROPE STAY INFORMED! DO NOT DOUBT IF, SOON, THE CAPITALISTS DO HERE WHAT
THEY CONSIDEREDAPPROPRIATE TO DO ONTHE OTHERSIDE OF THEATLANTIC,BECAUSE PRECISELY THOSE WHO
GIVEUSINFORMATION ABOUTAMERICAN FARMS ARE COMMISSIONERS CHARGED BY THE ENGLISH GOVERNMENT
TO IMPORT GOOD FARMING METHODS INTOEUROPE. (RECLUS, 1880B, P. 4-5S - OUR TRANSLATION)

Reclus sought to highlight the fundamental role of the land in preserving the freedom of the European
peasant mass. For him, maintaining communal lands and ties of solidarity is at the heart of peasant
existence, as the process of the fragilization of the peasants’ life and work begins with the transformation of
communal lands into small individual properties, which undermines the social balance required for the social
relationships between these subjects (RECLUS, 1880a, 1880b and 1908). Giventhis reality, the political
texts on the peasant issue also aimed to highlight the importance of the struggleand resistance against the
expansion of capital in the countryside, which would inevitably generate evenmore land concentration,
expropriation, and precarious working relationships.

It is quite clear that the potential of the peasants' political action should not be not underestimated but
instead stimulated by the militants. This was the only way that peasant existence would be possible

In the text To My Brother, the Peasant, for example, Reclus strives to clarify the importance of raising
awareness and mobilizing workers for social transformation along the anarchist lines. According to him,in a
revolution, the land of concentrators, speculators, and those who, despite not having much land,exploit the
work of others will not be respected. This land will be destined for peasant families who willwork in food
production to supply society. Also, the size of the peasant area should be that which the family can cultivate.
However, this will only happen if the peasants are united, because “Completely alone, the small farmer [...]
is too weak to struggle against a miserly nature and an evil oppressor at thesame time. If he survives, it is
through a feat of willpower. He must adjust to all the whims of the weather and submit a thousand times to
voluntary torment”. (RECLUS, 1899, p. 3-4)

Reclus recognizes that the peasants’ relationship with the land is vastly different from that of thegreat land
owner. For the peasant, it goes beyond the economic sphere because the land is,simultaneously, the locus
of home, work, and solidarity with their peers. However, none of these elements is sufficient to free them
from the destiny that the expansion of capitalist logic in agriculture holds for them. Loving the land is not
enough! Only unity and political action are capable of changingthe destiny promoted by capital. “If all the
peasants in the same region had understood how much union can increase their strength against oppression,
they certainly would never have left the communities of primitive times to perish (...)”(RECLUS, 1899, p.
6 - our translation).

For Reclus, the peasant class is at the heart of the struggle against capitalism because its organization is
supported by a completely distinct logic, in a way of life that is genuinely associative,solidary, supported by
the cooperative practices of mutual aid, collective effort, exchange of food,inheritance relations, marriage,
work, and coexistence. Therefore, the fabric of peasant life is anchored in the association between equals in
the management of land, work, and life, a form of organization defended by anarchist thought.

However, union among peasants must also be composed of political action to prevent the isolationor
disappearance of this social class. Furthermore, peasants must ally themselves with urban worker sagainst the
precariousness of labor relations and living conditions, given that the landowners and industrial owners have
the Law, the Church, and politics in their favor. Thus, it is not worth while for peasants only to unite in a
commune when they are about to lose the land demanded by a lord.

Thus all you small landowners, whether isolated or joined in communes, are indeed weak against those
who try to en slave you, who are after your small plot of land, and the authorities who try to takeall the
income from it. If you do not know how to join together, and not just from individual to individual or from
commune to commune, but from country to country in a great international of workers, you will soon share
the fate of millions upon millions of men who are already stripped of allrights to sow and reap and who
live as wage slaves. They find work when the bosses are interested ingiving it to them and are always obliged
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to beg in a thousand ways, sometimes asking humbly to behired, sometimes even holding out their hands
to plead for a meagre pittance. They have been deprivedof land, and you might be among them tomorrow.
(RECLUS, 1899, p. 5)

His great knowledge of the North American agrarian reality provided Reclus with important elements to
sustain his discourse directed to the peasants, based on the fight against the great capitalist property, sustained
by monocultures and the wage system. Also, his studies on revolution and humandignity enabled him to
propose alternatives in the fight against the process of expansion of capitalism,both in the countryside and
in the city. For him, before the barricades are erected, the revolution must happen in the workers’ minds and
hearts (RECLUS, 1902). From this idea, in his political texts in whichhe addressed the issue, Reclus created
akind of rallying cry, to evoke the workers into the struggle:

The awareness-raising for action to transform the existing model of society has always been present in
Reclus’ analysis of the peasantry. Nevertheless, at the beginning of the twentieth century,when writing his
last great work L’Homme et la Terre (The Earth and its Inhabitants) he puts into words his observations
over at least two decades: the disappearance of the peasantry - a thesis defended byMarx, Lenin, and Kautsky.

Even understanding that the development of capitalism in the countryside will lead to the disappearance
of the peasants, transforming them into proletariats, Reclus considers that the peasant class and common
lands will not completely disappear because, even in smaller numbers, they will be territories of resistance to
the capitalist logic and reproduction of their way of life.

Takingas an example the great expansion of private land ownership in Europe between the sixteenth and
nineteenth centuries, he states that:

Reclus also considers that the customary elements related to peasant morality and created fromthe meeting
of immediate needs (housing, food, work), unite them, developing bonds of solidarity,which form the
peasant resistance. However, although they can slow the process of expanding private land ownership and
the logic of industrial production in the agrarian space, the peasant way of life is constantly under threat.

(RECLUS, 1908)

CONCLUSION

The social and territorial impacts of the expansion of private land ownership in the nineteenth century
were the thread for various interpretations of the agrarian issue in capitalism. However, for along time,
this debate was centered on the theoretical-methodological and political opposition between liberals and
socialists, making other analyzes, such as the anarchist one, relatively neglected by later studies.

After the split between socialists and anarchists at the Hague Congress in 1872, anarchist thinking
regarding the penetration of capitalist relationships and industrial logic in the countryside developed more
faith fully to its premises. Reclus’ theoretical-methodological approach to the study of the agrarian question,
and more specifically to the understanding of the peasant question in capitalism, is an excellent example
of this fidelity. Also, it is important to highlight the pioneering spirit of the anarchists in the creation of
a collectivist project that proposed alternatives to the conflict established in the countryside,which was
deliberated, debated, and proposed almost two decades before the socialists did so, in which Reclus actively
participated.

Reclus contributed to the elucidation of the main divergences between socialists and anarchists,including
the role of the State in social transformation, the potential for peasant organization, the changein the
peasant’s way of life due to the decline of common land, and the changes to the peasants’ relations if a small
number of them were converted into petty-bourgeois.

If, for the socialists, the State should exist to promote the transformation of society towards amore just
organization, together with the people and respecting their interests, for anarchists the Statecorrupts and is
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corrupted by those who hold power. Thus, as Reclus defended in all his political works,there is no need to
consider the existence of the State.

Concerning the potential of peasant organization pointed out by Reclus, an analysis of the fundamentals
of the anarchist’s collectivist program, the theoretical basis for the development of his interpretation of
the agrarian issue, plainly reveals the divergences with the socialists. For anarchists,peasants are collective
subjects (in their way of life, work, etc.), therefore, they considered that Marx underestimated their capacity
in the organization and action in society. So, anarchists deny the perception of peasants as instruments of
the revolution by defending the peasantry as builders and protagonists of transformation, together with the
workers.

Based on the writings of Proudhon and Bakunin on private land ownership, Reclus argues that the
precariousness of peasant life and work begins with the extinction of common land, stressing that it is no
use for the peasant to be a small landowner because his social and material existence is outlined by the
collectivity. Thus, he shares these two leading anarchist thinkers’ ideas, pointing out that small holdershave
an antagonistic relationship with their exploiters, that is, Reclus does not share the socialist thesis that
some peasants would achieve prosperity and become part of the bourgeoisie. For him, what determines
the peasants' existence and social reproduction is work and not property. For this reason,anarchists defend
a union between peasants and workers to construct a revolution founded on the pillars of society along
anarchist lines. However, the union between workers against State, Church and Capital,as Reclus preached
in all his political texts, must be based on a collectively built popular ideal, which requires the active role of
the militancy together with the subjects of the revolution so that the peasants’'wishes are also contemplated,
making these subjects view themselves as representatives and represented in the struggle to reach this ideal.

REFERENCES

BAKUNIN, Michel. Etatisme et Anarchie. Paris: Stock Editeur, 1873.

BRUN, Christophe. Elisée Reclus: les grands textes. Paris: Flammarion, 2014.

CHARDAK, Henriette. Elisée Reclus: 'homme qui aimait la Terre. Paris: Editions Stock, 1997.

ECCLESHALL, Robert. Ideologias Politicas. 3* edi¢ao. Madrid: Tecnos, 2011.

FERRETTI, Federico. Elisée Reclus: pour une géographie nouvelle. Paris: Editions du CTHS, 2014.

FERRETTI, Federico. Evolugio e Revolugio: os gedgrafos anarquistas Elisée Reclus e Pétr Kropotkin e sua relagio
com a ciéncia moderna, séculos XIX e XX. Hist6ria, Ciéncia, Saude - Manguinhos, Rio de Janeiro, v. 25, n. 2,
jun. 2018. Disponivel em: https://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0104-59702018000200
553&Ing=pt&tlng=pt. Acesso em: 30 mar. 2020.

FERRETTI, Federico. Breve Cronologia da Vida de Elisée Reclus (1830-1905). Terra Brasilis [Online], 7, 2016.
Disponivel em: http://journals.openedition.org/terrabrasilis/1764. Acesso em 20 jan. 2020.

HEGEL, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich. Principios da Filosofia do Direito. Sio Paulo: Martins Fontes, 2003.

HOBSBWAM, E. Histéria do marxismo. Rio de Janeiro: Paz e Terra, 1983.

KAUTSKY, Karl. A Questao Agréria. Sao Paulo: Nova Cultural, 1986.

LENIN, Vladimir. O Desenvolvimento do Capitalismo na Russia: o processo de formagio do mercado interno para
a grande industria. Sao Paulo: Nova Cultural, 1985.

MARQUES NETO, Agostinho Ramalho. Neoliberalismo ¢ Gozo. In: VESCOVL R. C. (Org,). A Lei em Tempos
Sombrios. Rio de Janeiro: Companhia de Freud, 2009, p. 51-68.

MARX, Karl. O 18 Brumario de Louis Bonaparte. Lisboa: Avante!, 1982. Disponivel em: https://www.marxists.org
/portugues/marx/1852/brumario/index.htm. Acesso em: 04 abr. 2020.

MARX, Karl. Debates on the Law on Thefts of Wood. In: MECW. London: International Publishers, 1975.


https://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0104-59702018000200553&lng=pt&tlng=pt
https://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0104-59702018000200553&lng=pt&tlng=pt
http://journals.openedition.org/terrabrasilis/1764
https://www.marxists.org/portugues/marx/1852/brumario/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/portugues/marx/1852/brumario/index.htm

MERCATOR - REVISTA DE GEOGRAFIA DA UFC, 2020, voL. 19, No. 3, SEPTIEMBRE-DICIEMBRE, ISSN: 1984-2201

NABARRO, Sergio Aparecido. Modo de Vida e Campesinato no Capitalismo: contribuigoes, limites e a construgao
de um entendimento do campesinato como modo de vida. Tese (Doutorado em Geografia). Universidade de
Sio Paulo, Sao Paulo, 2014.

PELLETIER, Philippe. Géographie e Anarchie: Elisée Reclus, Pierre Kropotkine, Léon Metchnikoff et d’autres. Paris:
Editions du Monde Libertaire, 2013.

PROUDHON, Pierre-Joseph. Qu’est-ce que la propriété? Recherche sur le principe du Droit et du Gouvernment.
Paris : Librairie Prévot, 1841.

RECLUS, Elisée. Le Brésil et la Colonisation: le bassin des amazones et les indiens. Revue des Deux Mondes, 15 jun.
1862. Paris, 1862a.

RECLUS, Elisée. Le Brésil et la Colonisation: les provinces du littoral, les noirs et les colonies allemandes. Revue des

Deux Mondes, 15 jul. 1862. Paris, 1862b.
RECLUS, Elisée. Evolution et Révolution. Le Révolté, n° 27, 21 février, p. 1-3. Genebra, 1880a.
RECLUS, Elisée. Ouvrier, prends la machine! Prends la terre, paysan! Genebra: Imprimerie Jurassienne, 1880b.
RECLUS, Elisée. Pourquoi sommes-nous anarchistes? La Tribune des Peuples — Maio/1886. Paris, 1886.
RECLUS, Elisée. A mon frére, le paysan. Genéve: Imp. Des Eaux-Vives, 1899.
RECLUS, Elisée. L’Evolution, la Révolution et 'ldéal Anarchique. Paris: Stock Editeur, 1902.
RECLUS, Elisée. L'Homme et la Terre — tome I — Les Primitifs / Histoire Ancienne. Paris: Librairie Universelle, 1905.
RECLUS, Elisée. L'Homme et la Terre — tome VI — Histoire Contemporaine. Paris: Librairie Universelle, 1908.

RECLUS, Elisée. Développement de la Liberté dans le Monde. Le Libertaire, n° 22 (28 de agosto), n° 23 (04 de
setembro), n° 25 (18 de setembro), n° 26 (25 de setembro) e n° 27 (02 de outubro), Paris, 1925.

ROUSSEAU, Jean-Jacques. Du Contrat Social: ou principes du droit politique. Paris: Editions Garnier Fréres, 1962.
SARRAZIN, Hélene. Elisée Reclus: ou la passion du monde. Paris: Editions du Sextant, 2004.

VIEIRA, Julia Lemos. O Problema da Propriedade Privada para o Jovem Marx. Revista Trans/Form/Acao, Marilia,
v.42,1n.2, p. 123-150, Abr./Jun., 2019.

VINCENT, Jean-Didier. Elisée Reclus: géographe, anarchiste, écologiste. Editions Robert Laffont: Paris, 2010.

ZAAR, Mirim Hermi. A Questao Agraria na Obra Geogrifica de Elisée Reclus. Atelié Geografico - GoiAnia-GO, v.
9, n. 3, p. 43-62, dez/2015. Disponivel em: https://www.revistas.ufg.br/atelie/article/view/37627. Acesso em
20 jan. 2020.


https://www.revistas.ufg.br/atelie/article/view/37627

