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Etienne de la Boetieôs
Discourse of
Vouutary Servitude:
Introduction
BY NICOLAS WALTER

Tr-us rs THE 1:-uasr TRANSLATION of the Discours de la Servitude
Volontaire to be published in this country for more than two hundred
years, so it is necessary to discuss the problems it raises in some detail.

* III =l= #I= =l=

The ýrst problem is that the author, title and date of the essay
are all uncertain. The author is generally believed to be Etienne de La
Bo®tie (three syllables, pronounced Boh-eh-tee). He was born on
lst November, 1530, at Sarlat in the P®rigord district of Guyenne in
south-west France (what is now the Dordogne d®partement), and died
of dysentery on 18th August, 15643, at Germignan, just outside Bordeaux.
His father died when he was a child, and he was brought up by an
uncle. He studied law at the University of Orleans, and at the early
age of 23 he became a_ councillor in the Bordeaux parlement (assembly
of lawyers). He was well-known in his lifetime, but he died very
young, before his promise was fulýlled, and soon disappeared into
obscurity. Very little is known about him, and when he is remembered
it is usually only for two things--his close friendship with the great
writer Michel de Montaigne, which was commemorated in one of
Montaigneôs best-known essays, De lôAmitz'®;1 and his own essay, the
Discours de la Servitude Volontaire, which is one of the least-known
classics of political thought. It isnôt even certain that this essay was
actually written by La Bo®tie at all; everything that is known about
it comes from Montaigne, and there are some reasons to believe that
Montaigne himself wrote or re-wrote it, or at least part of it.

The traditional title of the essay--Le Discours de la Servitude
Volonraire--has been found cumbersome by the French, and from the
time it was written it has also been known as Le Comó:-ôun. The usual
English title is a literal translation of the traditional one-ð-The Discourse
of Voluntary Servz'tudeð-but this is even more cumbersome in English
than in French, and we cannot easily call the essay The Anti-One
(though the most recent translator did call it Anti-Dictator). The best
thing would really be to put the traditional title into plain English, and
call the essay Willing Slavery, which is what it is about, but the usage

ft .-lli ,t



I30
is too well established to change now. p _

The date of the essay will probably never be known.ñ Montaigns
said in his essay that he had read La Bo®tieôs essay a long_ time_
before he met the author in 1557, and that La Bo®tie had written it
ñin his ýrst youthò. But when he became more speciýc, he gave
different dates at different times. W_hen he ýrst wrote his essay, some
time between 1571 and 1573, he said that La Bo®tie had written his
essay when he was 18, which would make the date 1548-49; but wheqn
he revised his essay for the last time, some time between 1588 and 15.9-.
he said that La Bo®tie had written his essay when he was 16, which
would put the date back to 1546-47. Internal evidence, however, shows
that the essay must have been composed, or at least completed. some
time after 1551--it mentions the poets Du Bellay and Barf, who wrote
nothing important until 1549 and 1550 respectively, and it also men-
tions Ronsardôs poem La Franciade, which wasnt begun until 1551
(and wasnôt published until 1572). But there is no_direct evidence for
the actual date of the essay, or for Montaigneôs motives in exaggerating
the youth of the author. What evidence there is suggests that La
Bo®tie wrote it before he left university in 1.550, and that it was later
revised either by La Bo®tie himself before his death. or by Montaigne
afterwards.

>l= =l= Ii! =l= *

The second problem is the fate_of the_essay. 1t wasnit printed
during the authorôs lifetime. Montaigne said that_La Bo®tie never
saw it since it ýrst escaped his handsò. and that it had _long since
been dispersed amongst men of understanding -_~that is. circulated in
manuscript among his friends._as was common in those days. When
Montaigne published La Bo®_tieôs mature works in ló57l, he_left out
this essay because, he said in the_preface, it was too dainty and
delicateò for the ñrough and heavy air of such an unfavourable season
--that is, too controversial for the troubled condition of France at
that time? Nevertheless, when Montaigne began writing_ h1s_ ow_n
essays, also in 1571, he did for a time propose to include l'1.lS.fI'1úI1dqS
essay among them. But the Massacre of St. Bartholomew, in 1572.
began the ýnal furious stage in the French religious wars, and the
Protestant rebels (usually called I-Iuguenots) began to use La Bo®tie s
essay as propaganda against the Catholic regime. Thus part of it was
published in Scotland in 1574,-3 and the whole essay was published in
Holland in 1576.ó _

Montaigne was so much put_out by the appearance of these pirated
editions that he took fright again, and when he eventually published
his own essays, in 1580, he decided that discretion was'the better part
of loyalty after all, and included 29 sonnets that La Boetie had written
to his wife instead of the now even more dangerous essay. He explained
that it had already been published ñby such as seek to trouble and
subvert the stateò. and that, although La Bo®tie ñbelieved what he
wrote and wrote as he thoughtò, he had also been determined ñcare-
fully to obey and religiously to submit himself to the laws under which
he was bornò. Montaigneôs behaviour was so ambiguous and his
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explanation so disingenuous that it has been suggested he was the
author of the essay himself and attributed it to his dead friend to
escape the possible consequences.ó

Whoever wrote it, the essay was ýrst published as a Huguenot
tract and became known as such, though it remained little read. When
Cardinal Richelieu wanted a copy, nearly a century after it was written,
he had diýiculty in ýnding one. But in 1727, after another century,
it was at last published among Montaigneôs essays by Pierre Coste,ñ
though it still wasnôt published in France until the time of the Revo-
lutionfó After that it was frequently published-ðas part of Montaigneôs
essays} as a revolutionary tract,ò or as part of La Bo®tieôs works.ñ
For a long time the only known texts of the essay were the slightly
imperfect ones published in the 1570s, but a better text based on a
contemporary manuscript was found and published in the nineteenth
century," and this is the basis of all recent editions.ñ

The ýrst English translation of the essay was published in 1735,
soon after the essay had ýrst been included among Montaigneôs essays,
but for some reason it was never included in the English translations
of Mtontaigne.ò No English translation of the essay has been published
in this country since 1735, though one was published in the United
States in 1942.ñ Unfortunately the American translation, which is
based on the better text, is rather bad, while the original English trans-
lation, which is based on the previous text, is very good--indeed Pierre
Coste said it was ñmore lucid, more þuent, and more elegantò than
the original French.ñ Both translations are unobtainable outside good
libraries. The translation published here follows the original one,
which is in the British Museum." The wording hasnôt been changed,
but the spelling and punctuation have been brought up to date, and
the text has been shortened by the omission of a dozen passages con-
sisting of long illustrations from classical mythology and ancient and
medieval history, which certainly donôt make the argument any clearer
and probably obscure it for most readers. (The omissions are indicated
by omission points, thus . . .".)

=l= >1! =1! =i= =i=

The third problem is the purpose of the essay. It is probable that
La Bo®tie was writing as an enthusiastic admirer of the writers who
had defended liberty in ancient Greece and Rome. Such an attitude
was common enough during the literary renaissance of the sixteenth
century, when medieval writers were being overshadowed by classical
writers such as Seneca and Plutarch and modern writers such as
Rabelais and Erasmus. La Bo®tie was certainly familiar with con-
temporary literary fashionsð-he made translations from Greek. wrote
poems in Latin and French, and knew such contemporary poets as
Baif, Dorat, Du Bellay, and Ronsard. as well as being the closest
friend of Montaigne. It is possible that La Bo®tie was also writing
as an interested observer of current events in France. Such an attitude
was also common enough during the religious and political conþicts
of the sixteenth century, when every crisis released a fresh flood of
written comment, in both manuscript and print. La Bo®tie was cer-
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tainly active in local and national politicsðhe was a member of the
Bordeaux parlement for nine years (representing it on a mission to the
Royal Court in Paris in 1560), and was involved in the efforts to prevent
the growth of the religious struggle in Guyenne.

But there is a more complex question to consider. Montaigne said
that La Bo®tie wrote his essay ñin honour of liberty against tyrantsò--
but did he write for liberty in the abstract against tyrants in general,
or for concrete liberty against a particular tyrant? Montaigneôs answer
was that La Bo®tie wrote ñonly by way of exerciseò, but many attempts
have been made to show that he had some more deýnite purpose in
mind. It was suggested at the time that he wrote to protest against
Montmorencyôs savage suppression of the Guyenne rebellion in 1548.
The greatest contemporary historian, De Thou, commented that ñnever
after so ýerce a rebellion was there a more general disposition to obey,
so that from this instance the observation appears to be very true,
that princes have long arms and that by the subordination of powers,
linked together one under another, the body of a people in general
are held fast by the secret bonds of necessityò, and he added that
La Bo®tie ñtook occasion from hence to pursue this thought very
elegantly in a book entitled Voluntary Servz'tudeò.ñ' La Bo®tie pre-
sumably avoided actually mentioning either the rebellion or Mont-
morency because the latter was the Constable of France. It has also
been suggested that La Bo®tie wrote to contradict Machiavelliôs book
The Prince, which had been written in 1513 but not published until
1532.18 Again, he presumably avoided actually mentioning either the
book or the author because Catherine de M®dicis-ðthe daughter of
Lorenzo dei Medici, whom The Prince had been dedicated to--was the
wife of Henri II, who became king of France in 1547, and she was a
well-known admirer of Machiavelli. In each case the suggestion seems
plausible enough, if rather far-fetched, but in neither case is there any
direct evidence.

The following facts should surely be remembered. The essay
was never published by La Bo®tie; his name was not given to any
edition of it before 1727; the version of the essay which was published
mentions no contemporary person apart from three poets and one
friend, no political person later than Clovis (who was king of the
Franks from 481 to 51]), and no contemporary event at all; La Bo®tie
spent his whole life as a loyal member of the Catholic Church. a loyal
subject of the French king, and a pillar of the establishment; a year
before his death he wrote a tract about the Saint-Germain Edict of 1562
(which represented the French governmentôs ýrst attempt to tolerate
the Huguenots), commenting that religious uniformity was necessary
to the safety of the state?" and. according to Montaigne, ñthere was
never a better citizen, nor more affected to the welfare and quietness
of his country. nor a sharper enemy of the changes, innovations, new-
fangles, and hurly-burlies of his timeò. All this suggests that the essay.
whether the author was La Bo®tie or Montaigne. or both, was indeed
written ñonly by way of exerciseò. and that it was meant to be read
only by educated men and for its literary style rather than its political

I33

ideas.
=l= =1! 31 IF it

The fourth problem is the importance of the essay. It is typical
of the irony of history that it has in fact been read for its ideas rather
than its style. As literature it has never had much importance. The
great French critic, Sainte-Beuve. dismissed it as ñonly a classical
declamation, the masterpiece of a student of rhetoricò,2Á and lesser
critics have seldom disputed this judgement, though it is recognised
as a ýne example of sixteenth-century French prose. Butliit has had
some importance as a contribution to political thought, though this
has varied and has never been large.

If the essay had been published by Montaigne in 1571, or even in
1580. it might have been important for its own sake in its own age.
But before 1574 it had no importance at all, because hardly anyone
read it, and after 1574 it became important only because it had been
published as a tract for the time. Although La Bo®tie himself would
probably have supported the politiques (the moderate politicians who
worked for a pragmatic settlement against the religious extremists on
both sides), he was posthumously enlisted on the Huguenot side as one
of the monarchomachi (the sectarian writers who argued for the right
of subjects to resist unjust rulers), and his essay was read as a text
alongside tendentious extracts from classical works and new polemics,
all to the glory of a revolution to replace the Catholic regime by a
Huguenot one which he would have hated as much, if not more.

In this guise the essay had little lasting importance. It isnôt
mentioned at all in the standard histories of political thought in
English-not, for example, by Bowles, Catlin, Doyle. Harmon, Murray,
or Sabine--and it gets little more attention in the specialist studies.
Professor Figgis said that it ñwas a mere exercise, and had no practical
inþuence,ò adding that it was only ñinteresting as showing the inþuence
of the classical spirit apart from religionò and ñhow feeble is the mere
political argument for libertyò.ó"- Professor Allen said that it was an
ñexercise in rhetoric by a gifted young studentò and also ñan essay
on the natural liberty, equality and fraternity of menò, that as such it
ñserved no Huguenot purposeò, and that ñit served, in truth, no pur-
pose at all at the time, though, one day, it might come to do soò.22
Professor Gooch said that. although it ñwas printed in the company of
Huguenot pamphlets and was eagerly read by Huguenots. it cannot
fairly be taken as a specimen of their opinions at any timeò. and that
it ñpleaded not so much for republicanism as for an individualism
almost amounting to anarchyò.óñ*ó The point is that La Bo®tie wasnôt
writing for his own time. In the sixteenth century, political thought
was a matter above all of theology and jurisprudence, but he wasnôt
interested in either; he was interested in what we now call psychology
and sociology. In this he resembled Machiavelli--they disagreed about
the facts of political behaviour, but they agreed that facts were the
thing, and this was partly why neither of them was taken seriously
at the time.

Then what time did La Bo®tie write foró? In the seventeenth
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century, his essay wasa literary curiosity, to be hunted out for the
dictator of France. In the early eighteenth century, it was a footnote
to Montaigne, though still dangerous enough to appear only in editions
of Montaigne which were published outside France. In the late
eighteenth century and early nineteenth century, it became a tract for
the time once more, and was read as a text by French-speaking republi-
cans, this time to the glory of a revolution to replace the ancicn r®gime
by a bourgeois r®gime which La Bo®tie would have hated as much
as ever. In the late nineteenth century, it became a literary curiosity
once more, to be hunted out this time by scholars of French literature.
In the twentieth century, it has been at the same time a footnote to
Montaigne, a rare curiosity. and a tract for the time---thus it is men-
tioned in every edition and translation of Montaigneôs essays, it is
occasionally published in learned editions. and it had some importance
during the Second World War when editions were published in the
United States (in 1942) and in Switzerland (in 1943) as a counterblast
to Fascism. But its main function during the last sixty or seventy
years has been as a text for anarchists and other libertarians, and for
paciýsts and other anti-militarists, and this is its function here.

What part has La Bo®tieôs essay actually played in anarchist and
paciýst thought? Not much. It doesnôt seem to have been known to
early anarchist thinkers such as Godwin, Proudhon and,Bakunin, or
to early paciýst thinkers such as Dymond, Garrison and Ballou. It is
certain that Emerson knew it. for he wrote a poem to La Bo®tie?ó
it is not certain that Thoreau did. despite the frequent assertion of its
inþuence on his essay on civil disobedience.ò La Bo®tie seems to
have come within the anarchist horizon during the 1890s, when Ernst
Zenker, one of the earliest historians of the anarchist movement, named
him as one of the precursors of anarchism,ò and Max Nettlau, the
anarchist historian, named his essay as one of the earliest anarchist
texts." He still wasnôt known to such anarchist scholars as Sebastien
Faure and Kropotkinð-thus he wasnôt mentioned in the Encyclop®die
anarchiste or in the famous article in the eleventh edition of the
Encyclopedia Britannica.

The ýrst important anarchist---and paciýstð-who took serious
notice of La Bo®tie was Tolstoy, who translated the essay into Russian,
published long extracts from it, and quoted it in support of his asser-
tion that subjects are implicated in the violence of their rulers.ò
After this La Bo®tie became more generally known among anarchists
and paciýsts. Gustav Landauer, the German anarchist socialist, made
the essay the centre of his historical survey of revolutionary thought.ò
Rudolf Rocker, the German anarcho-syndicalist, mentioned the essay
in his historical survey of the growth of and resistance to the state.ò
Bart de Ligt, the Dutch anarchist paciýst, translated it into Dutch
and referred to it in support of his assertion that mass non-
co-operation could prevent the Second World War.ñ Hem Day, the
Belgian anarchist paciýst. wrote a book about La Bo®tie before the
Second World War.ñ and published a new edition of the essay after
it.ò More recently, it has been referred to in support of non-violent
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resistance to the Warfare State.ñ
Nowadays most but not all accounts of anarchist or paciýst thought

refer to La Bo®tie. He doesnôt appear in Joan Bondurantôs study of
Gandhism, but he is included among the precursors of Gandhi in the
book by Gopinath Dhawan.ñ He doesnôt appear in James Jollôs
history of anarchism, but he is included among the supposed precursors
of anarchism in the book by George Woodcock.ñ His essay doesnôt
appear in Peter Mayerôs anthology of non-violence, but it is included
in the anthology by Mulford Sibley.ñ It doesnôt appear in David
Hoggettôs bibliography of non-violence, but it is included in the new
bibliography by April Carter, David Hoggett and Adam Roberts.ñ One
of the diþiculties has been that it has not been easily available, and
one of the purposes of this edition is to make it more generally available.

1Â =ll =l= =I= =I<

The ýfth problem is the meaning of the essay. The best way to
discover this is of course to read it, but this has been so diýicult for
so long that it is worth giving a brief summary of its main argument.

The essay is rhetorical and emotional, but it is basically a study
of political obedience. It is unsystematic and repetitive, but it falls
roughly into three parts. A brief introduction poses the traditional
question of the comparative merits of monarchic and democratic
government, and then puts it aside in favour of the more important
question of obedience to any government. The ýrst part shows that
government exists because people let themselves be governed, and ends
when disobedience begins--or rather, when obedience ends. ñYou
thought until today that there were tyrants?ò said Anselme Belle-
garrigue. ñWell, you were mistaken--there are only slaves. Where
no one obeys, no one commands.ò The second part shows that liberty
is natural, not as a possession or a right, but as an instinct and a goal.
and that slavery is general, not by a law of nature, but by force of
habit. ñMan is born free.ò said Rousseau, ñbut everywhere he is in
chains.ò The third part shows that government is maintained from
day to day because of the network of people who have an interest in
its maintenance. ñThe authority that commands and the authority
that executes,ò said Tolstoy, ñare joined like the ends of a chain.ò

The essay is an individual and original contribution to the well-
known theory of the ñsocial contractò--the theory that people obey
their rulers because they have made a contract to do so. Of course
La Bo®tie did not take up either of the extreme positionsðthat there
was an ñoriginal contractò at the beginning of the history of society,
or that there was a legal or moral contract in force in any particular
society. His ýrst point was that people behave as if there were a
contract-that is, they obey because in the end they would rather do
so than not, and their servitude is therefore voluntary. His second
point was that, since the people have made a quasi-contract, they can
unmake it-ðif they would rather not obey, they can disobey instead.
Power comes from the people, not in a theoretical but in a practical
sense. The people give power to their rulers, and the people can
take it away again--indeed. if the rulers are bad, they should do so.




























