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Abstract

In the autobiographical accounts of nineteenth-century revolutionaries,
one recurrent theme is that the socialist road to Damascus is found in
the discovery of the pain and misery of the people: witnessing other
people’s suffering is what triggers the shift towards political activism.
For these rebels, compassion played a central role. This feeling, like all
the others, is culturally as well as “naturally” determined. By exploring
a sampling of memoirs, my essay will focus in particular on the role
nineteenth-century literature played in arousing empathy for the
unfortunate. However, in anarchist-socialists’ self-portraits, the
morality and practice of solidarity that characterise the choice to be a
revolutionary are based on the personal experience of physical or
mental suffering: as Turati wrote when he was a young man shaken by
depression, one’s own pains are “windows open onto the pain of the
world”. By looking in-depth at these biographies, this paper will show
how existential pessimism can combine with the great plans of
revolutionary cultures and how activism in the name of the oppressed
may be conceived as one’s means of escape, compensation or
redemption.
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