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Errico Malatesta was born to a family of middle-class landowners in Santa Maria Capua Vetere,
Italy on 14 December 1853. More distantly, his ancestors ruled Rimini as the House of Malatesta.
The first of a long series of arrests came at age fourteen, when he was apprehended for writing
an “insolent and threatening” letter to King Victor Emmanuel II .

Malatesta was introduced to Mazzinian Republicanism while studying medicine at the Univer-
sity of Naples; however, he was expelled from the university in 1871 for joining a demonstration.
Partly via his enthusiasm for the Paris Commune and partly via his friendship with Carmelo
Palladino, he joined the Naples section of the International Workingmen’s Association that same
year, as well as teaching himself to be a mechanic and electrician. In 1872 he met Mikhail Bakunin,
with whom he participated in the St. Imier Congress of the International. For the next four years,
Malatesta helped spread Internationalist propaganda in Italy; he was imprisoned twice for these
activities.

In April 1877, Malatesta, Carlo Cafiero, Sergey Stepnyak-Kravchinsky and about thirty others
started an insurrection in the province of Benevento, taking the villages of Letino and Gallo with-
out a struggle. The revolutionaries burned tax registers and declared the end of the King’s reign
and were met by enthusiasm. After leaving Gallo, however, they were arrested by government
troops and held for sixteen months before being acquitted. After Giovanni Passannante’s murder
attempt on the king Umberto I, the radicals were kept under constant surveillance by the police.
Even though the anarchists claimed to have no connection to Passannante, Malatesta, being an
advocate of social revolution, was included in this surveillance. After returning to Naples, he was
forced to leave Italy altogether in the fall of 1878 because of these conditions, beginning his life
in exile.

He went to Egypt briefly, visiting some Italian friends but was soon expelled by the Italian
Consul. After working his passage on a French ship and being refused entry to Syria, Turkey and
Italy, he landed in Marseille where he made his way to Geneva, Switzerland - then something of
an anarchist centre. It was there that he befriended Elisée Reclus and Peter Kropotkin, helping
the latter to produce La Révolte. The Swiss respite was brief, however, and after a few months
he was expelled from Switzerland, traveling first to Romania before reaching Paris, where he
worked briefly as a mechanic.

In 1881 he set out for a new home in London. He would come and go from that city for the
next 40 years.



There Malatesta worked as an ice cream seller and a mechanic. Malatesta’s mistress in the
1870s, Emilia Tronzio, was the step-sister of the internationalist Tito Zanardelli. With Malatesta’s
consent and support she married Giovanni Defendi, who came to stay with Malatesta in London
in 1881 after being released from jail.

Malatesta attended the Anarchist Congress that met in London from 14 July 1881. Other del-
egates included Peter Kropotkin, Francesco Saverio Merlino, Marie Le Compte, Louise Michel
and Emile Gautier. While respecting “complete autonomy of local groups” the congress defined
propaganda actions that all could follow and agreed that "propaganda by the deed” was the path
to social revolution.

With the outbreak of the Anglo-Egyptian War in 1882, Malatesta organized a small group to
help fight against the British. In August, he and three other men departed for Egypt. They landed
in Abu Qir, then travelled towards Ramleh, Alexandria. After a difficult crossing of Lake Mariout,
they were surrounded and detained by British forces, without having undertaken any fighting.
He secretly returned to Italy the following year.

In Florence he founded the weekly anarchist paper La Questione Sociale (The Social Question)
in which his most popular pamphlet, Fra Contadini (Among Farmers), first appeared. Malatesta
went back to Naples in 1884—while waiting to serve a three-year prison term—to nurse the vic-
tims of a cholera epidemic. Once again, he fled Italy to escape imprisonment, this time heading
for South America. He lived in Buenos Aires from 1885 until 1889, resuming publication of La
Questione Sociale and spreading anarchist ideas among the Italian émigré community there. He
was involved in the founding of the first militant workers’ union in Argentina, the bakers union,
and left an anarchist impression in the workers’ movements there for years to come.

Returning to Europe in 1889, Malatesta first published a newspaper called L’Associazione in
Nice, France, remaining there until he was once again forced to flee to London.

The late 1890s were a time of social turmoil in Italy, marked by bad harvests, rising prices, and
peasant revolts. Strikes of workers were met by demands for repression and for a time it seemed as
though government authority was hanging by a thread Malatesta found the situation irresistible
and early in 1898 he returned to the port city of Ancona to take part in the blossoming anarchist
movement among the dockworkers there. Malatesta was soon identified as a leader during street
fighting with police and arrested; he was therefore unable to participate further in the dramatic
industrial and political actions of 1898 and 1899.

From jail Malatesta took a hard line against participation in elections on behalf of liberal and
socialist politicians, contradicting Saverio Merlino and other anarchist leaders who argued in
favor of electoral participation as an emergency measure during times of social turmoil. Malatesta
was convicted of seditious association” and sentenced to a term of imprisonment on the island
of Lampedusa. He was able to escape from prison in May 1899, however, and he was able to make
his way home to London via Malta and Gibraltar. His escape occurred with the help of comrades
around the world, including anarchists in Paterson, New Jersey, London, and Tunis, who helped
arrange for him to leave the island on the ship of Greek sponge fishermen, who took him to
Sousse.

In subsequent years Malatesta visited the United States, speaking there to anarchists in the
Italian and Spanish immigrant communities. Home again in London, he was closely watched by
the police, who increasingly regarded anarchists as a threat following the July 1900 assassination
of Umberto I by an Italian anarchist who had been living in Paterson, New Jersey.



While based in London, Malatesta made clandestine trips to France, Switzerland and Italy and
went on a lecture tour of Spain with Fernando Tarrida del Marmol. During this time he wrote
several important pamphlets, including L’Anarchia. Malatesta then took part in the International
Anarchist Congress of Amsterdam (1907), where he debated in particular with Pierre Monatte on
the relation between anarchism and syndicalism (or trade-unionism). The latter thought that syn-
dicalism was revolutionary and would create the conditions of a social revolution, while Malat-
esta considered that syndicalism by itself was not sufficient. (see on Labor Unions, below). In
1912, Malatesta appeared in Bow Street Police Court on a criminal libel (defamation) charge,
which resulted in a 3-month prison sentence, and his recommendation for deportation. This or-
der was quashed following campaigning by the radical press and demonstrations by workers
organisations.

After the First World War, Malatesta eventually returned to Italy for the final time. Two years
after his return, in 1921, the Italian government imprisoned him, again, although he was released
two months before the fascists came to power. From 1924 until 1926, when Benito Mussolini si-
lenced all independent press, Malatesta published the journal Pensiero e Volonta, although he
was harassed and the journal suffered from government censorship. He was to spend his remain-
ing years leading a relatively quiet life, earning a living as an electrician. After years of suffering
from a weak respiratory system and regular bronchial attacks, he developed bronchial pneumo-
nia from which he died after a few weeks, despite being given 1500 litres of oxygen in his last
five hours. He died on Friday 22 July 1932. He was an atheist.
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A brief biographical statement used to preface a reader for the DSA LSC Political Education
Working Group’s Malatesta Reader, which was used in a series of study circles in 2020 to
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explore Malatesta’s Anarchy,” "Towards Anarchy,” and ” An Anarchist Programme”.
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