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Voltairine de Cleyre in 1901, the year of “Anarchism,” “The Death of Love,” and
“Ave et Vale.” (Courtesy of the Labadie Collection, University of Michigan Library.)
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Part One

REVOLUTION
of the MIND



Voltairine de Cleyre in 18g1, the year of “The Gates of Freedom.” (Courtesy of the
Labadie Colleetion, University of Michigan Library.)



INTRODUCTION

I believe the hurdest question in the whole solution of the problem of hwirun
justice, is how to make people think equality is possible. . . . The problem,
“how to gct rid ofinstitutions” always mcans the problem ol getting the insti-
tutions out of men’s minds first.
—Voluirine de Cleyre,
“Ye Have the Poor Always with You”

Life and Work

Voltairine de Cleyre belongs to a group of writers in the United States—
late-nineteenth-century freethinkers, anarchists, and sex radicals—who
are excluded net onlyfrom the canon in general but even from the most
progressive textbook anthologies. This exclusion renders their achieve-
ments invisible;italso obscures the broader social, cultural, and political
context of many canonical authors, including such figures as Mark
Twain and Walt Whitman. De Cleyre has been the subject of excellent
historical work, beginning with Paul Avrich’s biography and followed by
Margaret’s Marsh’s chapter in Anarchist Women, but with the exception of
Catherine Palczewski’s important considerations of her rhetoric and
views of sexuality, and Wendy McElroy’s positioning of her work in the
context of nineteenth-century anarchist feminism, the project of explor-
ing her place in American literary history has only just begun. For that



reason, everyone who writes on de Cleyre has the privilege of retelling
once again—and once again with the hope ofawidening audience—the
story of her life.

Voltairine de Cleyre was an American anarchist feminist who pub-
lished hundreds of works—poems, sketches, essays, lectures, pamphlets,
translations, and short stories—from the 1880s until her death in 1912
at the age of forty-five.! Born in 1866 into the poverty of a working-class
tamily in Michigan, she inherited the New England abolitionist back-
ground of her mother’s family and the French freethinking and com-
munist background of her father, who named her for Voltaire. Despite
his philosophical commitments and revolutionary roots, her father sent
her to a convent school, which she said left “white scars” on hersouland
drew her “Will” inexorably toward “the knowledge and assertion of its
own liberty” (“Making” 156). Soon after graduating, in 1886 and 1887
she became a writer and lecturer in the cause offreethought, an eclectic
movement that included atheists, agnostics, and deists as well as religious
thinkers (Unitarian, transcendentalist, sometimes Quaker) who shared a
scorn for religious dogma as a source of truth or authority; a rejection of
biblical miracles and the divinity of Jesus; an aggressive, activist commit-
ment to separation of church and state; and an insistence that human
progress depends on the exercise of each individual’s reason with regard
even to subjects held most sacred. The term infidel was often applied to
all of them, and many, including de Cleyre,* used it themselves as a mat-
ter of course to describe their philosophy. The related term liberal, at
first designating in a nineteenth-century American context simply a
beliet in separation of church and state, was eventually applied to a
whole constellation of beliefs associated with freethinkers’ diverse but
always “infidel” views across a broad political, social, and cultural spec-
trum. Many of them by the end of the century also described themselves
as “radical.”s Over the course of history, de Cleyre confidently predicted,
“Itis the radical who always wins at last” (“Crime and Punishment” 174).

BDe Cleyre’s careeras a freethinker was propelled in unexpected direc-
tions when the sequence of events that Paul Avrich has called “The Hay-
market Tragedy” began on the night of May 4, 1886, at an anarchist rally
near Chicago’s Haymarket Square to protest police violence in the
McCormick Harvester strike. As storm clouds gathered near the end and
the crowd began leaving, police suddenly marched on the three hun-
dred or so remaining protesters. Confronted with a column of 180
policemen and an order to disperse peacefully, the last speaker, Samuel
Fielden, replied, “But we are peaceable,” and then to a repeated order
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agreed, “All right, we will go.” As he was stepping down from the
speaker’s wagon a bomb exploded and the police began firing wildly, hit-
ting each other as well as members of the crowd. Possibly a hundred peo-
ple were wounded; eventually the death toll included seven policemen
and at least seven or eight civilians (Bavid 198-204, 281-85; Avrich, 471
197-21@).

Pe Cleyre said later that “when the echoes of the Haymarket bomb
rolled through the little Michigan village where I then lived, I, like the
rest of the credulous and brutal, read one lying newspaper headline,
‘Anarchists throw a bomb in a crowd in the Haymarket in Chicago’, and
immediately cried out, ‘Theyoughtto be hanged’” (“Eleventh” 2g). In a
trial that became notorious all over the world, eight anarchists were
arrested and sentenced, five to death by hanging and three to long
prison terms.¢ They were not condemned, however, for throwing the
bomb, since it was easily proved that none of them did so, and the police
never found the perpetrator, whose identity cannot be conclusively
established even today. Instead, they were sentenced for advocating
ideas that could be argued to have inspired the unidentified bomb-
thrower. As de Cleyre said in 19og, “The infamy of that trial has passed
into history” (“Making” 156). John Altgeld, governor of Illinois, con-
cluded in 18gg after an extensive review of the trial that every aspect of
it—from the selection of obviously biased jurors, to police influence of
testimony with threats of torture and bribes of money and jobs, to the
sheer “fabrication” of evidence, to the judge’s unprecedented final
instructions to the jury that the state need not prove that the defendants
had influenced the perpetrator or even find out who the perpetrator
was—represented a serious miscarriage of justice (Wavid 494—95; Avrich,
HT 422-23).Forde Cleyre as for many others, it represented even more:
the awakening of a question as to whether “justice under law” is ever pos-
sible (“Making” 156). She was especially struck by the state attorney’s
insistence that Anarchy was on trial. In other words, she said, “It is a polit-
ical opinion which is to be hanged, here in this astounding Repubilic,
which sprang into existence as the expression of the tree political opin-
ion” (“November 11th” 7). The Haymarket martyrs were, in her words,
“done to death for speaking” (6).

Not long after November 11, 1887, when Albert Parsons, August
Spies, George Engel, and Adolph Fischer were executed (Louis Lingg
had committed suicide in prison the day before), de Cleyre herselfwas
an anarchist. Her anarchist tendencies were “ripened . . . to definition”
by the Haymarket aflair; after a brief espousal of socialism inspired by a
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speech by Clarence Barrow in Becember 1887, she lost a debate to a bril-
liant anarchist and began studying anarchism in earnest (“Making”
156—57). The message of the Haymarket anarchists, she concluded, was
simply “that real justice and real liberty might come on earth; that it was
all false, all unnecessary, this wild waste of human life, of bone and sinew
and brain and heart, this turning of people into human rags, ghosts,
piteous caricatures of the creatures they had itin them to be, on the day
that they were bom; that what is called ‘economy’, the massing up of
things, is in reality the most frightful spending—the sacrifice of the
maker te the made” (“Our Martyred” 17-18). Her conclusion echoed
August Spies’ statement to the court: “You may pronounce the sentence
upon me, honorable judge, but let the world know that in a.n. 1886, in
the State of Illinois, eight men were sentenced to death because they
believed in a better future, because they had not lost their faith in the
ultimate victory of liberty and justice!” (Avrich, H1 286). Not only were
the accused men innocent and their trial a sham, de Cleyre had come to
believe; their ideas were the key to human freedom.

Within the next few years de Cleyre forged her lifelong vocation as an
anarchist activist. Settling in Philadelphia, she earned a scant income by
teaching English in the Jewish immigrant community, where she put
down deep emotional roots, learning Yiddish well enough to read the
Yiddish anarchist papers and translate some articles into English. Her
tfriend George Brown said she often taught from seven in the morning
until eleven o’clock at night (Kelly et al. 150); even so, she engaged at
the same time in an arduous schedule of writing, translating, editing,
organizing, and speaking. Mostof'her speaking engagements were in the
eastern and midwestern United States, but she lectured also in England,
Scotland, and Norway—sometimes to small audiences, but often to hun-
dreds; sometimes to over a thousand.? The New York Tribune reported in
1902, “Her writings are said to be known to anarchistsall over the world”
(“Dying” 5). The wide international circle of her acquaintance included
anarchist writers and activists from Russia, England, Scotland, France,
Germany, Spain, Italy, Norway, and Mexico, among them some of the
major theorists and revolutionaries of her time—Peter Kropotkin,
Louise Michel, Errico Malatesta, Ricardo Flores Magon.

In the last eight years of her life she suffered from a long illness that
included a terrible roaring in her ears, which she described to her friend
Nathan Navro as “louder than the noise of the locomotives stationed
within a few yards from her house” (Avrich, AA 184). Except for a brief
period from 19o4 to the spring of 1906 (Avrich, AA 185-8¢), she
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nonetheless persisted in her work. When she died in 1912, long before
most of the prominent anarchists of her generation, over two thousand
people attended her burial in Waldheim Cemetery, next to the tomb of
the Haymarket martyrs. In a memorial issue of Mother Earth, one of the
many anarchist journals that had published her work, Alexander Berk-
man described her contemporaries’ sense of her: “Her life was a protest
against all sham, a challenge to all hypocrisy, and an inspiration for
social rebellion” (Kelly et al. 153%).

Yet the inspiration of which Berkman spoke has been almost lost to
subsequent generations of feminists, despite the startling contemporary
relevance of de Cleyre’s ideas. On the op-ed page of a twenty-first cen-
tury newspaper, almost any ot her positions—her call for the abolition of
prisons, her attacks on the ideological distortions of history textbooks,
her opposition to an educational system that measures “every child’s
head . . . by every other child’s head,” her arguments that a standing
army is “a standing menace to liberty,” her analyses of the economic
interests behind American interventions abroad, or her insistence that
the term lterature should be expanded to include “the poorest, paltriest
dime novel, detective story, daily newspaper report, baseball game
account, and splash advertisement™>—would bring her to the heart of
current debate across a range of disciplines, including literary criticism.
Her feminist rhetoric and analysis, often eerily prophetic of Shulamith
Firestone or Sisterhood is Powerful, retain their power to elate or scandal-
ize her readers, just as the mostfamous incident of her life retains its dra-
matic impact.

In December 1go2, Herman Helcher, a former student ot de Cleyre,
shot her three times point blank as she was boarding a streetcar. “The
boy who shot her was taken the next morning to her bedside for
identification,” one of her friends recalled. “She said she knew him as a
comrade and former pupil, and when they asked her if she recognized
him as the man who shot her, she said, ‘No’” (Buff 106-7). Refusing to
identify or testify against her assailant, de Cleyre “wrote him a letter of
forgiveness” (Dutt 107) and raised money for his defense. The New York
Tribune quoted her reasons: “I desire to spare this man from punish-
ment, because in my opinion punishment s illogical, brutal, stupid and
cowardly. All so-called criminal acts are in my opinion manitestations of
disease, either in society or in the individual. I would consider it as sense-
less to punish Herman Helscher [sic] as to punish a fever patient for see-
ing visions” (*“Won’t Appear” 4). To a Philadelphia newspaper she
explained, “I have no resentment towards the man. It society were so
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constituted as to allow everyman, woman and child to lead a normal life
there would be no violence in this world. It fills me with horror to think
of the brutal acts done in the name of government. Every act of violence
finds its echo in another act of violence. The policeman’s club breeds
criminals” (Philadelphia North American, Bec. 24, 1ge2, qtd. Avrich, AA
175). This incident was one of many that caused de Cleyre to be revered
in her lifetime not only as a powerful voice, but as a powerful exemplar,
of anarchist thought.

Ideoclogy ane Imagination

When Paul Avrich introduced the works of Voltairine de Cleyre to a
modern audience in his still definitive biography (1978), he stressed the
need fora commensurate study of her literary contribution. This book is
intended in part as a response to that call, which has gone essentially
unheeded for a quarter of a century. Since then, important shorter stud-
ies have enhanced our understanding of the intersections between de
Cleyre’s life and her anarchist feminism (Marsh), her broader place in
anarchist teminist history (McElroy), her views on sexuality and her
rhetorical techniques (Palczewski). The time has come for a longer crit-
ical study that takes into account the full range of her work in order to
establish her place in the history of progressive literary artin the United
States.

Angela Bavis describes “progressive art” as assisting people “to learn
not only about the objective forces at work in the society in which they
live, but also about the intensely social character of their interior lives”
(200). Throughout her brief but prolific career as a writer, de Cleyre
worked to create just such a “progressive art” aimed at provoking social
and psychological transformation—an art that would enable her to
speak herself and her readers free of the dominantideologies of her day.
The challenge of “getting the institutions out of men’s minds” defined
the development of that art not only at the level of its revolutionary con-
tent, but also at the level of rhetoric, narrative structure, and poetic
torm. It is at this level, in fact, that de Cleyre works in the most interest-
ing ways to destabilize the ideological configuration of her readers’ inte-
rier lives, disrupting habits of imagination that confine it within domi-
nant ideological paradigms. This study, then, explores the literary
strategies de Cleyre used to create rhetorics of self-decolonization: ways
of rearticulating internal and external experience in terms of opposi-
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tional paradigms that make resistance to oppression imaginable and
theretore possible.

The significance of this inquiry is twofold. First, it is intended to illu-
minate the work of one of the most original American feminists of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The analysis presented
here is based on a reading of the many works de Cleyre published in
small anarchist and freethought periodicals, as well as her correspon-
dence and some unpublished manuscripts. On a number of these works
no literary scholar has commented at all; none of the fiction discussed in
this study has received any literary critical attention, for example, and
one of the works discussed in chapter g, her story “The White Room,”
has received no mention in any publication on de Cleyre. Second, de
Cleyre was a significant force in a major turn-of-the-century social move-
ment--—-one of the two or three such movements with the most dramatic,
if finally unrealized, potential to transform American society and culture
at its roots. Setting her work in this broader context demonstrates not
only her literary significance but the importance of her work for the
fields of feminist theory, women’s studies, literary and cultural studies,
and progressive social and cultural analysis.

Part I: Revolution of the Mind

One reason de Clecyre’s rich intellectual legacy has been left essentially
unclaimed for so long is its deep-rootedness in the milieu of late-nine-
teenth-century anarchism—a context that, from her day onward, has
been subject to widespread misrepresentation, compounded in our own
time by misappropriations of the term anarchist for ideas and actions that
de Cleyre would have abhorred. To recover her legacy, then, involves
recovering its historical context. For this reason, chapter 1, “Freeing
Thought,” examines the roots ot what de Cleyre called her “opposition
to things as they are,” exploring the social and intellectual context of her
early involvement with freethought and her progression to anarchism as
reflected in her essays, lectures, and poetry. In particular it examines her
relation te “infidel” and “liberal” thought, beginning with her lecture
“The Economic Tendency of Freethought” (1890), a blasphemous ser-
mon against “the fiend, Authority.” In its structure this work traces the
logic of de Cleyre’s early move from treethought to anarchism, as does
her diptych of poems “The Christian’s Faith” and “The Freethinker’s
Plea” (1887). In these poems the characteristic fusion of Enlightenment
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rationalism and high romanticism in de Cleyre’s poetry first manifests
itselt in the imaginary landscapes (spacescapes, in this case) that she
offered for her readers’ interior explorations of what it might feel like to
become “free.” The chapter concludes with de Cleyre’s understanding
of freedom in the context of the particular versions of anarchism she
engaged.

With the context established in chapter 1 for de Cleyre’s general
interpretation of, and relation to, anarchism, chapter 2, “Fated Fruit,”
approaches one of the most difficult issues in her work, her analysis of
violence. The chapter distinguishes among three difterent categories:
her most general position on whether violence is ever justified; her posi-
tion vis-a-vis other anarchists in internal debates about the use of indi-
vidual acts of violence as a tactic for spreading anarchism and anarchist
views; and her perspective on the relationship between various cate-
gories of individual violent actions on the one hand and state violence
on the other. Setting her complex interpretations of violence in the con-
text of the spectrum of anarchist positions on violence and the historical
shifts in those positions during her career as a writer, this chapter argues
against the idea that de Cleyre began as a pacifist and later embraced a
difterent position. The argument is based on an analysis of her criteria
for evaluating acts of violence, whether by governments, desperate vic-
tims of the social “order,” theoretical anarchists, or those who erro-
neously identity their ideas as “anarchist.” Arguing that fer de Cleyre
those criteria depended on the relation of the act in question to the
exercise of human freedom, the chapter looks specifically at her images
of McKinley and Czolgosz in “McKinley’s Assassination from the Anar-
chist Standpoint,” of Bresci in her essay “Anarchism,” and of the mother
who kills her child in her poem “Betrayed.” It provides a more extended
analysis of three of her works: her poem “Ut Sementem Feceris,” on a
woman flogged to death in czarist Russia; her essay on the martyred
Spanish educational reformer Francisco Ferrer; and her story “A Rocket
of Iron,” about an industrial accident that provokes an explosion of rev-
olutionary consciousness. (L.ike the works analyzed in chapter 1, none of
these has received critical attention ofany kind.) The latter is notable fer
its intriguing representation of the narrator’s consciousness, n which a
sequence of narrative reversals draws readers toward various interpreta-
tions that are then disrupted or refuted. The chapter argues that this
shifting of representation enacts the shifts in vantage point necessary for
seeing the full complexity of de Cleyre’s views on forcible resistance.

One ot de Cleyre’s major interests was the question of how women in
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particular can resist the configuring of their inner lives by the social,
political, and economic configurations of an oppressive society. Her
analysis of women’s oppression and resistance is the subject of chapter g,
“Sex Slavery,” one of the key terms in her work that associate her with the
movement known as “sex radicalism.” Be Cleyre’s feminist elaboration
of sex radical principles, fused with her anarchist principles more gen-
erally, makes her one of the most revolutionary feminists writing at the
turn of the twentieth century. It is this aspect of her writing that has
brought her the most important critical attention she has received in
recent years in the work of such critics as Marsh, McFElroy, and Pal-
czewski. This chapter seeks to move beyond the frontiers of that work by
taking into account a wider range of sources, including several stories of
which there has been no published analysis, as well as de Cleyre’s femi-
nist essays, articles, and lectures. These sources help identify the close
intertwining of questions of love, sexuality, and economic justice in de
Cleyre’s anarchist feminist thought: her scathing psychological and eco-
nomic indictments of marriage in “Sex Slavery,” “The Beath of Love,”
“They Who Marry Do Ill,” and “The Case of Woman vs. Orthodoxy”; her
analysis of the connections among sex slavery, wage slavery, and ideolo-
gies that divide the soul from the body in her steries “To Strive and Fail”
and “The Sorrows of the Body”; her contributions to anarchist ethnical
theory in “The Pastand Future of the Ladies’ Liberal League”; and her
analysis of gender oppression as a version of class oppression in “The
Heart of Angiolillo.” An extended analysis is devoted to this stery, an
antiromance that explores the interlocking physical, psychological, and
social dynamics of sex slavery in an account of a couple who set eutide-
alistically to pursue the path of sexual freedom but become trapped in a
killing relationship of subordination and dependency.

Chapter g concludes with an analysis of de Cleyre’s most complex and
intriguing consideration of the relation between sex slavery and the insti-
tutions in “men’s minds™ her story “The White Room,” in which an
artist’s conception of his wife is figured in a symbolic architectural space
he creates for her but from which, paradoxically, she is excluded for the
tifteen years during which it is his secret litework. Drawing on Judith But-
ler’s discussion of abjection and discursive materialization in Bodies That
Matter, the conclusion of the chapter discusses the White Room as a
figure for the process by which the ideological construction of the per-
fect virtuous wife is identical both to the construction of the husband’s
subjectivity and to the abjection—here the literal casting-out—of the
real woman, who becomes homeless as a result of his grand project. It
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ends with de Cleyre’s perspective on a paradox Butler describes: that the
“abjected outside . . . is, after all, ‘inside’ the subject as its own founding
repudiation” (g).

De Cleyre’s resistance to the construction of “woman” embodied in
“The White Room” was part of her lifelong engagement in what Gerda
Lerner has called “a struggle for the control of the symbol systems of a
given society” (222). Such struggle was at the core of her understanding
of the word revolution, which she defined as “some great and subversive
change in the social institutions of a people, whether sexual, religious,
political, or economic.” She cites as an example the “great religious rev-
olution” of the Reformation: “a profound alteration in human
thought—a refashioning of the human mind” (“Mexican Revolution”
254). In the service of such a refashioning, de Cleyre crafted a rhetoric
that would dismantle a hegemonic discourse and construct an opposi-
tional set of metaphors capable of reconfiguring (to invoke Althusser’s
description of ideology) her audiences’ “imaginary relation . . . to the
real relations in which they live” (“Ideology” 155). This rhetoric is the
subject of chapter 4, which argues that de Cleyre’s quintessential rhetor-
ical device is a spiraling art of repetition that, through its turnings and
returnings, becomes not only a call for revolution but a rhetorical enact-
ment of revolution: a liberation of words to liberate the mind.

Part II: Selected Writings

The analysis described thus far constitutes part I of Gates of Freedom. Part
Il provides a selection of de Cleyre’s work, organized thematically in sec-
tions. Section 1 corresponds to the biographical sketch in this introduc-
tion, providing a chronological overview of the hope, despair, and soli-
darity revealed in de Cleyre’s achievements as a letter writer. Section 2,
“Freedom, Justice, Anarchism,” corresponds to chapters 1 and 2, with a
chronological selection of works representing de Cleyre’s analysis of vio-
lence, its causes, and the failures of the justice system. Section g, which
corresponds to chapters g and 4, focuses on her views of women, sexual-
ity, and the body.

In choosing works for this necessarily limited selection, T have been
guided first and foremost by the need for textually accurate transcrip-
tions of all of de Cleyre’s feminist work, most of which is included
unabridged in section g. The space limitations resulting frem the com-
pleteness of that section have necessitated abridging slightly some texts
presented in sections 1 and 2. The guiding principle has been to pre-
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serve passages of most relevance to current social and political debates;
toavoid cutting anything directly relevant te “the woman question”; and
to cut primarily from works that are accessible in the 1914 Selected Works,
Franklin Rosemont’s collection of her poetry (Written in Red), or Paul
Avrich’s collection of the Haymarket speeches (The First Mayday). I have
chosen to omit entirely some long and important texts, even though they
are discussed in part I, which are available in the collections mentioned
above orin relativelyaccurate web versions. These include, most notably,
“The FEconomic Tendency of Freethought,” the feminist poem
“Betrayed,” and “Francisco Ferrer” and “Direct Action,” versions of
which are available at the Anarchy Archives website (Pitzer College), a
rich, invaluable, and constantly expanding resource for research in the
history of anarchism.?

My hope is that these selections, together with the analysis presented
in part I, will help to end de Cleyre’s long exclusion from the canon of
U.S. literatures, an exclusion puzzling not only because of the extent of
her work but because of her literary achievement. Gales of Freedom is thus
a response to the need for a major literary study of a writer who was
arguably the most radical, revolutionary feminist at the turn ofthe twen-
tieth century---one whose relevance early in the twenty-first century will
become more clear as more work on her continues to emerge.

Introduction
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One
FREEING THOUGHT

...notin dcmanding liule, not in slriking for an hour less, not in monnuin
labor to bring forth mice, can any lasting alleviation come; butin demanding
much—all.
—Voltairine de Cleyre,
“The Fleventh of November, 1887"

Freethinkers

“The history of intellectual progress is written in the lives of infidels,”
freethinker Robert Ingersoll proclaimed in 1894 (“Voltaire” 177). In the
hundreds of works Voltairine de Cleyre published from the 1880s until
her death in 1912—poems, sketches, essays, lectures, pamphlets, trans-
lations, and short stories'—she was proud to count herself among the
infidels. De Cleyre defined treethought broadly as “the right to believe as
the evidence, coming in contact with the mind, forces it to believe. This
implies the admission of any and all evidence bearing upon any subject
which may come up tor discussion” (“Economic Tendency” g). Among
the many subjects that came up routinely in late-nineteenth-century free-
thinking circles were marriage, sexuality, birth control, women’s rights,
race relations, labor relations, evolution, the existence of God, and the
relation of the individual to the state.” The names of freethought peri-



odicals reflected their commitment to follow truth wherever it led: the
Boston Investigalor, the Truth Seeker, the Open Court, the Liberal, and at the
far left end of the spectrum Lucifer, the Light Bearer. As a young free-
thinker in 1886, de Cleyre wrote for and then edited a now lost periodi-
cal, the Progressive Age, presumably of a similar nature (Avrich, AA 40).

The ideas espoused by such periodicals, and by the various “secular”
and “liberal” organizations for whom de Cleyre lectured, had their ori-
gins in eighteenth-century French rationalism, to which de Cleyre, of
course, owed even her name. American freethinkers traced their more
recent heritage to American revolutionaries whom the French writers
influenced, especially Thomas Paine, an object of near idolatry among
some of de Cleyre’s peers. Paine had vehemently opposed “the adulter-
ous connection of church and state” and rcjected all religious creeds, the
divine authority of all religious texts, and all forms of organized religion.
In The Age of Reeson, the sensationally controversial book of 1794—g5 that
led Teddy Roosevelt a century later to call him a “filthy little atheist” (S.
Warren 111), Paine announced his belief in “one God, and no more,”
his hope for “happiness beyond this life,” his belief in “the equality of
man,” and his concept of religious duty: “doing justice, loving mercy,
and endeavouring te make our fellow-creatures happy.” Saying, “My own
mind is my own church,” he set about systematically, and with an acerbic
contempt for anything that cannot be rationally demonstrated, (o dis-
prove almost every tenet on which Christian churches were founded
(948—49 and passim). In de Cleyre’s day as in ours there was a society
named for Thomas Paine, and his books were regularly advertised in the
treethought periodicals te which she contributed. American free-
thinkers often copied botl his style and his ideas; indeed de Cleyre imi-
tates his method in an early lecture, “The Economic Tendency of
Freethought” (1890), which opens with a quotation from Paine but pro-
ceeds immediately to a systematic attack on the one aspect of religious
thought he had not rejected, the existence of God.

De Cleyre’s terse deconstruction of deism in “The Economic Ten-
dency of Freethought,” so indebted to Paine’s own methods, bespeaks—
even in her ability to go beyond him—the liberatory eftect he must
surely have had on her life as she struggled out of the spiritual and intel-
lectual crisis of her late adolescence. This eftect is evidentin a diptych of
poems she wrote in 18387, “The Christian’s Faith” and “The Free-
thinker’s Plea,” which she introduced with a note: “The two following
poems were written at that period of my life when the questions of the
existence of God and the divinity of Jesus had but recently been settled,

Freeing Thought

15




16

and they present the pros and cons which had been repeating them-
selves over and over again in my brain for some years” (“Christian’s
Faith” 18). The form of the second poem, heroic couplets, announces
the kinship of “The Freethinker’s Plea” with eighteenth-century ration-
alism, reflected strongly in the deist view that grounds its argument:
“Then learn the law it thou woulds’t live aright; / And know no unseen
power, no hand of might, / Can set aside the law which wheels the stars;
/ No incompleteness its perfection mars” (24). De Cleyre argues here
tor a law-abiding, Newtonian nature and a corresponding system of nat-
ural justice that accounts, in purely natural and logical terms, for the
truth of the biblical decree that we will sow what we reap (“Think not, O
man, that thou cans’t e’er escape / One jot of Justices’ law”). But the
rationalist argument is fused with a passionately Romantic view, strongly
intlected by transcendentalism, which comes close to replacing a deity
with a deified Nature. Transfigured by this romanticism, Paine’s moral
imperative of contributing to others’ happiness expands into a more
sweeping, ecstatic version of his creed of human equality:

Then let your life-work swell the great tlood-tide
Of love towards all the world; the world is wide,
The sea of life is broad; its waves stretch far;

No range, no barrier, its sweep may bar. . . .

Go down into the fclon’s gloomy cell;

Send there the ray of love: as tree-buds swell
When spring’s warm breath bids the cold winter cease,
So will his heart swell with the hope of peace.

Be filled with love, forlove is Nature’s God,;

The God which trembles in the tender sod,

The God which tints the sunset, lights the dew,
Sprinkles with stars the firmament’s broad blue,
And draws all hearts together in a {ree

Wide sweep of love, broad as the ether-sea.

No other law or guidance do we need;

The world’s our church, te do good is our creed.

(24, 26)

This fusion of Enlightenment rationalism and high romanticism was to
characterize all of de Cleyre’s work; it provided a logical and activist
vision of her place in the world, but also a substitute for the affective
dimensions of the religion she was renouncing. In the first poem of the
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diptych, “The Christian’s Faith,” these dimensions are present in the
wrenching emotion of Jesus’ desperately longing plea for all sinners,
significantly including “prisoners in cells”—a phrase to which “the felon
in his cell” corresponds in “The Freethinker’s Plea”—to accept the “gifts
of penitence, / Forgiveness and charity and hope!” Jesus stretches
“hands of mercy through the bars,” oftering his crucifixion to expiate
the prisoner’s “deep guilt” and promising seductive “peace” for all: mar-
tyrs, sinners, mourners, those who sutfer, those who “live tor others’
good” (22). The blank verse, contrasting with the optimistic heroic cou-
plets of the second poem, accentuates the tragedy of this first, Christian
plea of the diptych—not only Jesus’ urgency as the lines end with his call
unanswered, but also, in the light ot the next poem, the implicitly tragic
consequences of otfering a mere symbol, the cross, as a response to the
literal fact of human suffering. In “The Christian’s Faith” the prisoner is
presumed guilty, in need of expiation; and those who live for others are
somehow subtly summoned away from that commitment, called toward
a “peace” that will transcend their engagement with the problems of
their fellow humans. “The Freethinker’s Plea,” in what is clearly a
specific rebuttal, ends with the prisoner’s hope of “peace” denving from
human action—a real person’s descent into the felon’s cell. Interest-
ingly, Jesus’ call for his disciples to wisit those in prison is imputed in
these poems not to him but to the freethinker; the internal debate rep-
resented by the diptych centers not on the historical Jesus, whose teach-
ings some freethinkers admired, but rather on the idea of a Savior
whose divine sacrifice, as opposed to earthly and human expressions of
love, is erroneously viewed by the Christian as a solution to the world’s
problems.

While Paine’s influence is strong in “The Freethinker’s Plea,” the
poem also reveals de Cleyre’s early rejection of his deism; the ending
seems to eschew even his tentative hope for an afterlife, and the poem’s
emphasis on a universe ruled by inexorable natural law, witheut inter-
vention by a higher power, seems carefully to exclude the deistidea of a
creator who set those laws in motion. The “GGod” of this poem is love,
“Nature’s God,” not the deist watchmaker. As Sidney Warren points out
in his history of freethought, “Although the more radical freethinkers
worshipped at the shrine of Thomas Paine,” the “true inheritors of his
philosophy” were the Free Religionists, the most conservative wing of the
freethought movement (110). Free Religionists organized the National
Liberal League to work for separation of church and state, and later, in
response to some members’ desire to expand its agenda (to include, tor
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example, such “liberal” goals as women’s suffrage), succeeded in sus-
taining that focus under the new, less ambiguous rubric of the American
Secular Union. It was under the auspices of this organization that de
Cleyre delivered her lecture “The Economic Tendency of Freethought”
to the Boston Secular Society.3 The deist legacy of the American Secular
Union, as well as its almost exclusive dedication at this time to the ques-
tion of separation of church and state, sheds some interesting light on de
Cleyre’s tributes to, and departures from, Paine in this speech, which
undoubtedly traces, in irts structure, the logic of her early move tfrom
freethought to anarchism.

Ironically appropriating a traditional sermon structure for her infidel
purposes, she opens her lecture with a reference to a text from Paine,
cited as a preacher might cite an opening verse trom the Bible: “On page
236, Belford-Clarke edition, of the ‘Rights of Man’ . . .” Later she under-
scores the analogy to a sermon by referring to another quotation as “a
sort of supplementary text,” which she presents, however, with calcu-
lated disregard for accuracy: “taken, I think, from a recent letter of Car-
dinal Manning, but if not Cardinal Manning, then some other of the var-
ious dunce-capped gentlemen.” The pairing of faithfulness to chapter
and verse in Paine with an airy refusal even to verity the name of her cler-
ical source is a comment on the relative sanctity of her sacred and secu-
lar points of reference. The cardinal is just any one of many inter-
changeably dunce-capped religious fools who recently objected te a
monument to the freethinkers’ martyr Giordano Bruno; Paine was an
individual who thought for himself, an author with a name (like
Bruno’s) that we can be sure of. Appropriately for a blasphemous ser-
mon against “the fiend, Authority” in any form, however, de Cleyre
immediately undercuts even Paine’s authority with her attack on deism,
and proceeds to accord Manning a perverse, or inverse, authority by
proving that his frightened predictions about the atheist and anarchist
tendencies of freethought are exactly right.

In this, as in her deconstruction of deism, de Cleyre’s (relatively) con-
servative audience would not for the most part have wished to follow, but
her procedure in this lecture, presumably with exactly this audience in
mind, is to push freethinking methods to their furthest logical limit,
applying them even to freethoughtitselt. Having dismantled anyrational
basis tfor deism, she disproves in short order the existence of God,
demonstrates that the logic of atheism is the logic of anarchism since
both refuse homage to Authority, and urges that freethinkers pursue
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their syllogisms to their logical conclusions. She argues that the true ten-
dency of freethought is, first, beyond deism and toward atheism, and
then beyond a preoccupation with religious questions toward an antigov-
ernmentstance: a recognition that vesting supreme authority in govern-
ment repeats the mistake of conceptualizing supreme authority as God.
In both cases a concept of privileges granted by an authority (God, gov-
ernment) is substituted for the concept of rights: “Once more the
hypothesis is that the Government, or Authority, or God in his other
torm, owns all the rights, and grants privileges according to its sweet
will.”

Atissue, implicitly, is the American Secular Union’s myopic focus on
separation of church and state. Freethinkers who continue unquestion-
ingly to support the state despite their opposition to the church fail to
see that they have merely chosen a new God: “Bo you know what yeu
do?—Craven, youworship the fiend, Authority, again!” (“Economic Ten-
dency” g). Stop “digging, mole-like, through the substratum of dead
issues” centered on religion, she urged; there is no point in wasting time
hugging oneself in the camps of dead enemies—those who burned
Bruno at the stake in 1600, for example. Freethinkers should stop “gath-
ering the ashes of tires burnt out two centuries ago”—an image that, by
implication, places freethinkers in the intellectual camp oftheir already-
dead enemies the cardinal and his fellow dunces. The great questions
now are not religious or political but economic: “the crying-out demand
of today is for a circle of principles that shall forever make it impossible
for one man to control another by controlling the means of his exis-
tence” (“Economic Tendency” 3)

Does freethinking, as Cardinal Manning (or some such person)
insists, lead to the subversion of social and civil order? e Cleyre answers
triumphantly in the affirmative, if “social and civil order” means the trav-
esty of “order” that constitutes the status quo. Her proof reveals the
influence of another enlightenment freethinker, Mary Wollstonecraft,
whose impact on de Cleyre it would be hard to exaggerate. De Cleyre
admired her as much as she did Paine, deploring the absence of equal
recognition for Wollstenecratt among freethinkers: “It shows that their
pretended equality beliet'is largely on their lips alone” (“Past” 43). The
integration of gender and class issues in de Cleyre’s demonstration that
the current “order” is a farce reveals that women’s issues, which modern
critics have sometimes sorted into a separate category in analyzing her
works, were central to her social criticism from the very beginning.
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Social Order! Not long ago I saw a letter from a young girl to a
triend; a young girl whose health had been broken behind a counter,
where she stood eleven and twelve hours a day, six days in the week,
for the magnificent sum of $5. The letter said: “Can’t you help me to
a position? My friends want me to marry a man I do not like, because
he has money. .. .” Social Order! When the choice for a young girl lies
between living by inches and dying by yards at manual labor, or
becoming the legal property of a man she does not like because he
has money!

Walk up Fitth Avenue in New York some hot summer day . . . l.ook
at palaces going to waste, space, fumiture, draperies, elegance. . . .
Then take a car down town; go among the homes ot the producers of
that idle splendor; find six families living in a five-room house. . . .
Space is not wasted here. . . . This is social order!

Next winter, when the “annual output” of coal has been mined,
when the workmen are clenching their hard fists with impotent anger
... while the syndicate’s pockets are filling. . . . Moralize on the preser-
vation of social order! . . . watch a policeman arrest a shoeless tramp
tor stealing a pair of boots. Say to your selt, this is civil order and must
be preserved. . . .

Subvert the social and civil order! Aye, I would destroy, to the last
vestige, this mockery of order, this travesty upon justice!

Break up the home? Yes, every home that rests on slavery! Every
marriage that represents the sale and transfer of the individuality of
one of its parties to the other! Every institution, social er civil, that
stands between man and his right; every tie that renders one a master,
another a serf; every law, every statute, every be-it-enacted that repre-
sents tyranny; everything you call American privilege that can only
exist at the expense of international right. (“Economic Tendency” 7)

As the progress of this argument makes abundantly clear, the antiau-
thoritarian principles of freethought, including enlightenment femi-
nism, had laid the groundwork for de Cleyre’s move toward a position
beyond them; and it seems reasonable to suppose that the steps in this
argument, published only two years after de Cleyre began her career as
an anarchist, reproduced the progress of her own ideas as she moved out
of an Enlightenment-based version of freethought toward anarchism.
The relation, and tension, between the two positions is implicit in the
fact that while she presented this lecture to the freethinking Boston Sec-
ular Society, she published it in the anarchist journal Libery, one of many
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periodicals whose names—the Rebel, the Alarm, the Firebrand, Fraye Arbeter
Shtime (Free voice of labor), Free Society, Freedom, Fretheit (Freedom), the
Hereld of Revolt—reveal both their ties with, and their distance from, the
freethought to which journals such as the [nvestigator or the 1ruth Seeker
were dedicated. Freethought and anarchism were close in some respects;
it not all freethinkers were anarchists by any means, on the other hand
most anarchists were freethinkers (Avrich, AA 49). But there was in fact
a greater distance than this might imply between de Cleyre’s association
with the Progressive Age and with [iberty, a distance measured by the long
year and a half of the Haymarket attair of 1886—87. Soon after the end
ofit—her progress mediated by Darrow’s socialistinterpretation oflabor
issues and her readings in anarchist theory—the broad outline of the
anarchist views de Cleyre would elaborate over the course of her career
was in place.

A Normal Life

When Herman Helcher shot de Cleyre on Becember 1g, 1g9o2, her
refusal to prosecute him or even identify him as the assailant was based
on the central tenets of anarchism as she and her anarchist centempo-
raries articulated them: that society must be reconstituted on a founda-
tion of human liberty to allow each individual “a normal life”"—a life “in
tull possession of [one’s] selthood”; that to this end “the sources of life,
and all the natural wealth of the earth, and the tools necessary to co-
operative production, must become free of access to all”; and that such a
social order can exist only in the absence of government, which “is, has
always been, the creator and defender of privilege; the organization of
oppression and revenge” (“Eleventh of November” 26; “Birect Action”
240; “Eleventh of November” 27).

In place of government, all forms of which “rest on violence, and are
therefore wrong and harmful, as well as unnecessary,” anarchists called
for “a new social order based on liberty unrestricted by man-made law”
(Goldman, “Anarchism” 50); “a condition ot'society regulated by volun-
tary agreement” (MotherEarih7.5, July 1912: 155). What condition this
might be, especially what economic system it might entail, was a source
of debate, but about the essential requirement—"“no compulsion,” as de
Cleyre put it—there was agreement, based on the principle that human
freedom requires “the total disintegration and dissolution of the princi-
ple and practice of authority” (“Anarchism” 112; “Our Present Attitude”
79—80). For that reason, at the core of every anarchist vision of the “new

Freeing Thought

21




22

social order” was a decentralized arrangement of people in charge of
their own productive lives, joined in torms of association that would
enrich, rather than diminish, their freedom. As Kropotkin explained in
his article on anarchism for the 1911 Encyclopaedia Britannice, these asso-
ciations would be created by mutual agreement and would be, like all
“organic life,” not fixed and immutable but open to change in response
to ever-changing circumstance. In place of a rule by law and authority,

harmony [would be] obrained, not by submission to law, or by obedi-
ence te any authority, but by free agreements concluded between the
various groups, territorial and professional, freely constituted for the
sake of production and consumption, as also for the satistaction of the
infinite variety of needs and aspirations of a civilized being. In a soci-
ety developed on these lines, the voluntary associations which already
now begin to cover all the fields of human activity would take a still
greater extension so as to substitute themselves for the state in all its
functions. They would represent an interwoven network, composed
of an infinite variety of groups and federations of all sizes and
degrees, local, regional, national and international—temporary or
more or less permanent—tor all possible purposes: production, con-
sumption and exchange, communications, sanitary arrangements,
education, mutual protection, defence of the territory, and so on;
and, on the other side, for the satistaction of an ever-increasing num-
ber of scientific, artistic, literary and sociable needs. On the con-
trary—as is seen in organic life at large—harmony would (it is con-
tended) result from an ever-changing adjustment and readjustment
of equilibrium between the multitudes of forces and influences, and
this adjustment would be the easier to obtain as none of the forces
would enjoy a special protection from the state. (“Anarchism”)

As for the economic system implied in such arrangements, the spec-
trum of theory ran from individualist anarchism at one end to commu-
nist anarchism at the other, with a range ot ideas in between: socialism,
mutualism, the various ideas that coalesced into anarcho-syndicalism by
the turn of the century, and other theorves of collectivism and voluntary
cooperation. De Cleyre’s 1go1 lecture “Anarchism” and her lecture
“The Economic Phase of Anarchism” describe her sense of the ditter-
ences among these theories, and of the different role economic theory
in general played in American as opposed to European anarchism. Writ-
ing for a European audience in “The Economic Phase of Anarchism,”
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she explained that while most European anarchists entered the move-
ment “by the door of economy,” Americans originally “got at anarchism
from the political and social side,” and as a result developed distinctive
“notions of anarchist economy” that are “quite different” from those of
the Europeans. The older generation of American anarchists, she says,
see these notions as a sine qua non of anarchism, while “the younger
recruits”—“the new lights,” among whom she includes herself, “do not
exaggerate the economic credo,” and do not require a particular eco-
nomic “label” as a sign of membership in “the circle of the elect.” Having
begun with these caveats, she proceeds te describe the “two great divi-
sions” of individualism and communism, locating collectivism as a mid-
dle position “representing the concession of'socialism to individualism,”
and mutualism as a middle position representing the reverse. All posi-
tions begin with the assumption that because “what no man has pro-
duced, no man can lay more social claim to than another,” everyone is
rightfully entitled to what every government in history has sought to
deny: “equal social right to the use of the earth.” The disagreements
arise over the question to which this assumption leads: “What kind of
land tenure under freedom would best secure the tree right of man to
the use of the earth, and tend most to destroy the germs of a rebirth of
government?” (1-2).

Individualism, she explained in her essay “Anarchism,” took “let
alone” as the “key-note” of its economic program, assuming that the
basic “institutions of Commercialism, centering upon private property,
are in themselves good, and are rendered vicious merely by the interfer-
ence of the State” (108). Individualist anarchists would thus keep such
fundamental arrangements as “employer and employed, buying and sell-
ing, and banking,” but change practices of land ownership by basing it
on use, with periodic redistributions based on community decisions, and
an option for those who disagreed with those decisions to move to unoc-
cupied “outlying lands” (108-¢). Individualists, she says, emphasize
competition as a great boon in a free society, opening “new avenues of
industry.” To this de Cleyre responds with suspicion: “As to opening up
new industries, which looks rather glittering, it’s a serious question
whether there are not a deal too many industries already. Competition
has brought the world’s products to our doors. Itis a question whether it
would not be better tor us to go out of our doors into the world. It is also
a question whether it would not be better instead of dragging things over
the earth to develop the capacities of the earth about us” (“Economic
Phase” 12).
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This critique she identifies with anarchist communism (it was also her
own, reiterated in other forms elsewhere, although she consistently
rejected communism). Anarchist communism, she says, looks to obviate
the need for “complicated administrations” by relying on cooperative
association and local resources (“Economic Phase” 12), emphasizing
worker self-regulation and organization into “independent producing
groups” that take what they need and deposit the rest in warehouses for
others to use (“Anarchism” 106). De Cleyre saw anarchist communism as
an “evolution” of anarchist socialism, the distinction being that the for-
mer emphasized “more self-reliant development of home resources,”
while anarchist socialism assumed much the same economic and urban
development as then existed, only with the state, “the business agent of
the property-owning class,” vanishing in tandem with that class. Anar-
chist mutualism placed the trade union at the center of “the free co-
operative group.” Eliminating the need for employers, the union would
“issue time-checks to its members, take charge of the finished product,
exchange with different trade groups for their mutual advantage
through the central federation, enable its members to utilize their
credit, and likewise insure them against loss” (“Anarchism” 106, 103—4,
111).

One of de Cleyre’s major criteria for evaluating each economic posi-
tion was the interpretation it otfered of the state and its origins. She crit-
icized anarchist socialists for assuming that the state has a simple origin
in “a certain material condition” which, if eliminated, will simply climi-
nate the state; she saw the state as rooted not merely in material condi-
tions but also in “the religious development ot human nauire,” and the
task of eliminating it as theref ore more complex than anarchist socialists
believed. The individualists went too far in the other direction, she
thought, relying exclusively on their understanding of the spiritual,
metaphysical origins of the state and discounting its material origins.
The truth lies not somewhere between these insights, she said, but in a
“synthesis” (“Anarchism” 104-4, 105, 110-11).

Much of the debate about the ideal economic arrangements under
anarchism centered on what kinds of collective arrangements were com-
patible with individual freedom. De Cleyre wrote satirically, for example,
of communist schemes for regulating supply and demand: “Madam,
about how many balls do your boys lose annually over the neighbors’
fence? . . . Miss, have you a lover? Ifso, how often do you write him, and
how many sheets of paper do you use for each letter? . . . This is not
intended as personal, but merely to obtain correct statistics upon which
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to base next year’s output” (“Glance” 10-11). Although de Cleyre was
eclectic enough for Leonard Abbott to mistake her for an individualist
anarchist (268)4 and Emma Goldman to mistake her for a communist
anarchist (de Cleyre, “Correction” 479), for most of her career she took
a stand in neither camp, preferring some middle ground between what
she and most other anarchists saw as the dangerous egotism of the
extreme individualists on the one hand—*“the self the centre and cir-
cumference of all consideration” (“Philosophy of Selfishness” 2872)5—
and, on the other, the danger that communist anarchism would simply,
as nonanarchist forms of socialism threatened to do, reconstitute state
authority in another form.®

Abbott quoted de Cleyre, in his review of her posthumous Selected
Works, as saying she was an individualist anarchist, without explaining (or
realizing?) that she later changed that position. Be Cleyre did refer to
herself in 18g2 as having been one of the “individualists” in an earlier
debate between individualists and communists (“Glance” 10), and she
took this side in her 1893 speech “In Befense of Emma Goldman: The
Right of Expropriation” when she distinguished between Goldman’s
views and her own: “Miss Goldman is a Communist; I am an Individual-
ist. She wishes to destroy the right of property; I wish to assert it” (217).
While several of her letters to her mother are equally unequivocal and
consistent in rejecting communism (e.g., summer 1893), her embrace
and then rejection of Individualism is more complex. In “The Economic
Phase of Anarchism” she calls attention to the individualists’ need to
guarantee security of property, which would require some kind of vol-
untary associations whose definitions of crime and systems of punish-
ment would vary widely from place to place, depending on the sub-
scribers’ degree of “brute instinct” or enlightenment. “I confess thatIam
notin love with all these little states, and itis. .. the thought of the anar-
chist policeman that has driven me out of the individualist’'s camp,
wherein I for some time resided” (“Economic Phase” 13).

What she meant by individualism in such statements is more clear
trom “A Suggestion and Explanation” (1900), in which sheretersto her-
seltas having been, but no longer being, “an Individualist in economy, of
the Dyer D. LLum order.” L.um serves in de Cleyre’s essay “Anarchism” as
the example of “Anarchist Mutualism,” which she calls “a moditication of
the program of Individualism, laying more emphasis upon organization,
cooperation, and free federation of the workers” (111).7 Although mutu-
alism is a term from Proudhon, de Cleyre uses the American Proudhon-
ian Benjamin Tucker, editor of the influential anarchist periodical
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Liberty, as an example of the individualism from which she is distinguish-
ing Lum’s mutualism (“*Anarchism” 111); indeed in “The Economic
Phase of Anarchism” she calls Tucker individualism’s “high priest” (5).
The distinction implies that even when she called herself an individual-
ist anarchist, what she meant by that term was Lum’s mutualist individu-
alism rather than Tucker’s version of individualism, which she saw as
deriving in part from his lack of direct personal contact with industrial
oppression and workers' associations.®

Eventually, as Avrich has demonstrated, de Cleyre took a position that
the Spanish anarchists Ricardo Mella and Fernando Tarrida del Marmol,
followed by Elisée Reclus and Errico Malatesta, advocated in the 18qgos
as “Anarchywithout adjectives” (Aviich, AA 149-50). “ am an Anarchist,
simply, without economic labels attached,” she replied when Goldman
misidentified her to the Amsterdam Congress as a communist anarchist
(“Correction” 473). “I am not now, and never have been at any time, a
Communist,” she explained. “I was for several years an individualist, but
becoming convinced that a number of the fundamental propositions of
individualistic economy would result in the destruction of equal liberty,
I relinquished those beliefs. In doing so, however, I did not accept the
proposed economy of Communism, which in some respects would entail
the same result” (“Correction” 473).

In general de Cleyre’s economic vision was based on a confidence that
true freedom would produce forms of society we have yet te imagine: “I
simply leave the form of future economy (o the future, assured of one
thing: it is the height of folly to build a system for the future based upon present
mechanical development. I reckon always that the as yet undeveloped fac-
tor, the unknown, will revolutionize all our economic schemes. . . . Mean-
while all plans involving more liberty are good, as tentative effort in the
right direction” (“Suggestion”). She believed that the economic forms a
truly firee society would take cannot be tully imagined in an unfree soci-
ety, would depend anyway on local conditions, and might well combine
arrangements that are now assumed to be incompatible. Anarchism, she
said, “is not an economic system; it does not come to you with detailed
plans of how you, the workers, are to conduct industry; nor systemized
methods of exchange; nor caretul paper organizations of ‘the adminis-
tration of things.” It simply calls upon the spirit ot individuality to rise up
trom its abasement, and hold itselt paramount in no matter what eco-
nomic reorganization shall come about” (“Anarchism” 112, 100-101).
In her view asin Kropotkin’s, the formal details of the new society would
develop naturally, organically. In the meantime, the task of anarchists
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was not to dissipate their unity in debates over the merits of this or that
system but to agitate for the conditions ofliberty that would be germinal
for a new order: most fundamentally, the abolition of government and
the establishment of “world wide freedom to use all natural sources”;
“the restoration and the perpetual indivisibility of the earth and the
great stores within her bosom” (“Ye Have the Poor” 12; “Our Martyred”
18).

What de Cleyre envisioned most broadly as the new social order was a
“nationless world” of free individuals; more explicitly, “thousands of
small communities stretching along the lines of transportation, each
producing very largely for its own needs, able to rely upon itself, and
theretore able to be independent” like its individual members (“Novem-
ber Eleventh, Twenty Years Ago” 41; “Anarchism and American Tradi-
tions” 134). In such a world “all natural resources would be forever free
to all, and the worker individually able to produce for himself sufficient
for all his vital needs, if he so chose, so that he need not govern his work-
ing or not working by the times and seasons of his fellows” (“Anarchism”
112). Such a system would bring an end to the “economic insanity” of
“dragging products up and down the world, which is the great triumph
of commercialism.” De Cleyre gives as an example of this insanity a
friend in Philadelphia who makes shoes in a factory next to the house of
a senator. The senator’s wife orders shoes from a Chicago firm, which
orders them from this same tactory next to her house, which ships them
from Philadelphia to Chicago, where they are then shipped back to
Philadelphia to the senator’s wife—“while any workman in the factory
might have thrown them over her backyard fence!” (“Why” 2g). In con-
trast to such insanity, “Anarchism affirms the economy of self-suste-
nance, the disintegration of the great communities, the use of the earth”
(“Anarchism and American Traditions” 133).

As this statement suggests, de Cleyre assumed that a “normal lite” is
one in communion with nature, and she longed for a social transforma-
tion involving “The death of cities, the people resurgent upon the land”
(“November Eleventh” 11).9 Like most anarchists of her day,'® however,
she did not oppose industrialization, only the horritying consequences
of the means by which industry was controlled and operated: the loss of
the dignity of labor, the thett ot the products of labor from those who
produced them, the grotesque overproduction of useless “things, things,
things” while the workers who produced them starved for basic necessi-
ties, the concomitant production of false “needs” and artificial desires,
the military imperialism necessary to create and sustain global markets
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to support the whole system of exploitation, and the necessarily violent,
repressive role of the state in protecting the intcrests of the tiny minority
who pretit from that exploitation (“Pominant Idea”).

Voluntary Abundance

Both the agreements and disagreements among anarchists of de Cleyre’s
generation came out of a long tradition of moral, social, and political
philosophy. Typically,”' American anarchists traced their intellecrual
legacy te late-eighteenth-century British and American political theorists
who believed individual liberty could be realized only by the elimination
or severe curtailing of state institutions. These theorists, to some of
whom freethinkers also traced theirlineage, included Thomas Jefterson,
whose pronouncements on the dangers of government de Cleyre often
quoted (e.g., “Anarchism and American Traditions” 119-20, 125; “Anar-
chism in Literature” 140); Thomas Paine, whose view that “Governments
are, at best, a necessary evil” de Cleyre cites as a foreshadowing of anar-
chism (“Anarchism in Literature” 14@); and William Godwin. Be Cleyre
admired Godwin’s arguments in Political Justice against state institutions,
including marriage. She quoted his call for the abolition of marriage
(“Marriage is law and the worst of all laws. . . . Marriage is an affair of
property and the worst of all properties”), and saw him as “more deeply
radical” than either Jetterson or Paine because of his concern with eco-
nomics: ““My neighbor,” says he, ‘has just as much right to put an end to
my existence with a dagger or poison as to deny me that pecuniary assis-
tance without which I must starve’” (*Anarchism in Literature” 140—41).

Beyond these Enlightenment predecessors, American anarchists
looked to the nineteenth-century American inventor and social innova-
tor Josiah Warren (ca. 1763-1874), to whom de Cleyre refers in “Anar-
chism” (111). Warren was the founder in 1833 of the first American
anarchist journal, the Peaceful Revolutionist. Believing that “The man of
virtuous soul commands not nor obeys” (qtd. Reichert 68), Warren
sought a social arrangement that would lead to a higher expression of
human potential through the social harmony that can onlydevelop in an
atmosphere of true liberty. He argued that individuality is “the vital prin-
ciple of order”; that “the absolute SOVERKIGNTY OF EVERY INDIVIDUAL” is
the true foundation for social harmony; that the only legitimate function
of government is the protection of that “self-sovereignty,” which “rises
ABOVE ALL INSTITUTI®Ns”; and that the regulation not of each other but
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of our commerce with each other is the proper means of achieving true
civilization. By regulating our commerce rightly, we can “withdraw the
elements of discord, of war, of distrust and repulsion, and . . . establish a
prevailing spirit of peace, order, and social sympathy” (True Civilization
16q; Equitable Commerce 18, 12; True Givilization 10ff.; Equitable Commerce
19, 12, xi). Beginning in 1827, Warren experimented in the right regu-
lation of commerce by opening “Time Stores” where exchange was
based on payment in hours of labor, and by tounding three experimen-
tal communities. The tirst, in 1835, soon failed, but oneotthem, Utopia,
was quite successtul for almost thirty years, from around 1846 to 1875.
Another, Modern Times, succeeded briefly until its fame drew an influx
of eccentric “impostors” whose nudism, self-starvation, polygamy, and
other such newsworthy activities contributed to its demise (Reichert
66—-68, 74—75). The notoriety of Modern Times was based in part on its
association with sexual freedom, which Warren, although nota personal
advocate of free love (worse than a “crown of thorns” for those who try
it), saw “as a clear, direct expression of an individual’s self-ownership”
(Reichert 75; McElroy, “Free Love”).

Warren was one of many early anarchist or protoanarchist thinkers
who sought to reframe the question ot the just constitution of society in
economic rather than political terms. All of them saw the systems of
order they advocated as inevitable or necessary tinal stages in historical
progress toward what Warren called “true civilization” and Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon was apparently the first, in 1840, to call “anarchy”—a term he
appropriated to designate a principle oforder rather than disorder.** By
anarchy he meant the absence of a “sovereign” in any form, “the
insufficiency, of the principle of authority” as the basis for order in soci-
ety, and “the government of each man by himself”—an “absolute liberty,
which is synonymous with order” (Proudhon 89, go, 95).

Proudhon detined anarchy as “a form of government or constitution
in which public and private consciousness, formed through the develop-
ment of science and law, is alone sufficient to maintain order and guar-
antee all liberties” (92). He saw society as in fact moving “closer . . . every
day” te this form of order based on the absence of government—en the
rejection not only of a sovereign but of authority altogether: “the notion
otf'authority, like the notion of an absolute being, is only an analytic con-
cept that is powerless to provide a constitution for society, regardless of
the source of authority and the manner in which it is exercised” (go).
Proudhon deplored all government:
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To be governed is to be . . . noted, registered, enrolled, taxed,
stamped, measured, numbered, assessed, licensed, authorized,
admonished, forbidden, reformed, corrected, punished . . . trained,
ransacked, exploited, monopolized, extorted, squeezed, mystified,
robbed; then, at the slightest resistance . . . repressed, fined, despised,
harassed, tracked, abused, clubbed, disarmed, choked, imprisoned,
judged, condemned, shot, deported, sacrificed, sold, betrayed. (Qtd.
in Avrich, AP 142)

He called for a peacetul social transtormation whereby, through a
“People’s Bank” and a system of “mutualism” (what his intluential Amer-
ican proponent William B. Greene termed “mutual banking” [Avrich,
AP 138-39]), producers of goods and services exchange them on the
basis of equivalences in hours of labor, money is lent at almost no inter-
est, and the power to earn interest on capital, together with any need for
a state, dissolves into a system “based on free agreement and regulated
by mere account keeping” (Kropotkin, “Anarchism”).

Proudhon’s definition of liberty as “not the daughter but the mother
ot order” was the masthead ot one ot the foremost anarchist periodicals
in the United States, Benjamin Tucker’s Liberty, a tormative influence on
de Cleyre in her first explorations of anarchist thought (“Making” 157).
Proudhon’s other most famous aphorism was the sometimes misunder-
stood “Property is theft"—that is, the false conception of property
derived from Roman law, as opposed to the idea of “real property” that
de Cleyre explains as meaning “to the producer the exclusive possession
of what he has produced” (Kropotkin, “Anarchism”; de Cleyre, “Anar-
chism” 110). Proudhon’s emphasis on theft as the basis of the current
social order strongly informs de Cleyre’s views of property, especially as
expressed in her recurrent images of the “theft of the sea and air” (“Bas-
tard Born” 47), “the thievery of pure air . . . the robbery of toil” (“Eco-
nomic Tendency” g); the illicit “appropriation” of “the earth, the money,
and the machines” (“Birect Action” 23%). “I wish a sharp distinction
made between the legal institution of property, and property in the
sense that what a man detinitely produces by his own labor is his own,”
she said in 19o8. “It is the legal institution of property which has pro-
duced this condition, in which the elemental cries of humanity are
swelling up in a frightful discordant chorus, because the elemental
needs of humanity are being denied” (“Our Present Attitude” 78—79).

Proudhon’s sense that the elimination of monarchy is a stage on the
road to eliminating government itselt would have placed him, to writers
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like de Cleyre, self-evidently in the line of thought in which she located
the architects of the American Revolution (most prominently Thomas
Jetferson), as well as the American transcendentalists, whose writings
from the 1830s through the 1850s, like Josiah Warren’s, provided Amer-
ican anarchists with one of the distinctively American precedents they
were tond of citing to prove that “the spirit of Anarchism, so far from
being a foreign importation, is rooted in our very soil” (Abbott 266). Be
Cleyre called attention to Emerson’s “spiritual Anarchism”: “from the
serene heights ofselt-possession, the Ego looks out upon its possihilities,
unawed by aught without” (“Anarchism in Literature” 145). Thoreau
was even more clearly a predecessor, especially in “Resistance to Civil
Government,” in which he responded to Jetterson’s dictum, “That gov-
ernment is best which governs least” with what anarchists saw as the log-
icalnext step: “That governmentis best which governs not at all” (1672).
Many anarchists of de Cleyre’s generation also admired Walt Whitman as
a great voice and embodiment of anarchist principles. Be Cleyre praised
him as “the stanch [staunch] proclaimer of blood and sinew, and the
gospel of the holiness of the body. . . . supremely Anarchist” (“Anarchism
in Literature” 149, 152) , but her friend George Brown noted that just as
she “cared little for Shakespeare and much for Olive Schreiner,” she
found Swinburne "glorious” and “Whitman hardly interesting” (Kelly et
al. 150). Both her prose and poetry reveal that she preterred Byron,
Swinburne, Rossetti, and most of all Shelley: “Fewas the Prometheus of
the movement, he, the wild bird of song, who flew down into the heart of
storm and night, singing unutterably sweet the song of the free man and
woman as he passed” (“Anarchism in Literature” 147).'3

Pe Cleyre would have been most strongly influenced, however, by
what Kropotkin described as “modern anarchism,” which he saw as
emerging after Proudhon, and of which the most prominent early “lead-
ing spirit” was Michael Bakunin (1814-1876) (Kropotkin, “Anar-
chism”). Bakunin’s abhorrence of church and state, his collectivism—in
the sense of the call for “labour groups and free communes” to own in
common “all necessaries tor production” (Kropotkin, “Anarchism”)—
and his role as Marx’s chiet opponent in the struggle over decentraliza-
tion that led to Bakunin’s purging from the First International in 1872,
made him a powerful influence on many anarchists in the United States
in the 1870s and 1880s (Wexler 46-47; Avrich, AP 26-27, 29). Among
these were the Haymarket martyrs Albert Parsons and August Spies
(Avrich, HT 115, 124),'! whose ideas and experiences in turn
influenced de Cleyre. Bakunin’s influence in the United States was thus
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atits peak just as de Cleyre began studying anarchism in the wake of the
Haymarket incident and of the 1888 debate in which, newly intluenced
by Clarence Barrow, she argued the socialist side against an anarchist
whose rebuttals pushed her toward her first serious engagement with
anarchist writings ("Making” 157).

De Cleyre never attributes her ideas to Bakunin by name, perhaps
because of his association with an ethical code she would not have con-
doned, or perhaps because she was more drawn to the works of
Kropotkin by the rime she had hit the full stride ot her career in the
189os, the period during which his ideas came to dominate American
anarchist theory, according to Alice Wexler (47).'5 Even so, in speeches
throughout her career de Cleyre reterred approvingly to the ideas of
Haymarket martyrs drawn from Bakunin;*® she was strongly influenced
at the turn of the century by anarcho-syndicalism, which drew on
Bakunin’s vision of freely federated trade unions as “‘living germs’ of a
new social order” (Avrich, AP 40); and she admired the Industrial Work-
ers of the World, founded in 1gop and influenced by Bakunin’s theories
(Avrich, AP g0). In “Birect Action” (1g12), one of her last works, de
Cleyre praised the IWW as the only union to recognize that there was a
“social war” going on (232).

In addition, Bakunin’s popular Ged and the State had been translated
into English in 1883 by Benjamin Tucker (Bavid 102, 107; Avrich, AP
28), whose periodical Liberty was such an important formative intluence
on de Cleyre’s anarchism, and his works were advertised in this and
other periodicals de Cleyre read. Whatever his direct and indirect
intluence on de Cleyre, church and state figure prominently as the twin
pillars of oppression in such works as “Sex Slavery” or “The Economic
Tendency of Freethought,” the latter of which she published in Liberty.
Because vehement opposition to the church was a staple of the free-
thinking tradition that de Cleyre inherited from her tather and
confirmed during her ferocious emotional struggles against the authori-
tarian regime of her convent school (“Making” 156), Bakunin’s views on
religion would already have been congenial to her. Further, Bakunin’s
pairing of church and state as co-oppressors resonated with freethinkers’
traditional opposition to an “adulterous” union ot the two, which the
“Liberal” and “Secular” organizations that sponsored so many ot de
Cleyre’s lectures were dedicated to severing.

In addition to her tours for the American Secular Union in the late
1880s, for example, de Cleyre lectured in Kansas in 18ge and 1891 for
the Woman’s National Liberal Union, founded in 18go by the free-
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thinking feminist Matilda Joslyn Gage (Marsh 60).'7 Be Cleyre shared
Gage’s interest in the ways church and state collude to oppress women
particularly; she also shared the platform with Gage, Olympia Brown,
Marietta Bones, and Helen Gardener at the first convention of the
WNLU, as the Washington Post reported, mistaking the impoverished,
working-class de Cleyrefor one ofthe educated elite: “Miss Voltairine de
Cleyre, a tall, Vassar-like maiden, then gave a highly scientific discussion
of “The position of woman in the present crisis.’ [t was hardly a paper for
a public, miscellaneous gathering, but suited rather to the class-room. . . .
‘The latter half of the century bids fair to run with more streams,’ she
declared, ‘than flowed from the throne of Louis Seize a hundred years
ago.” This blood-thirsty sentiment met with enthusiastic approval” (qtd.
Brammer 17, 18). The WNLU had been founded partly in protest
against the exclusive focus of the National Woman Suffrage Association
on votes for women—a goal that anarchists, by definition, saw as funda-
mentally irrelevant to social transformation. As Marsh points out, Gage’s
organization passed some resolutions that were “congenial to the anar-
chist viewpoint”: a resolution, for example, “That the centralization of
power, whether in the Church or in the State, is dangerous to civil liberty
and to individual rights, and . . . must be constantly and firmly opposed”
(qtd. Marsh Ge).

Freethinkers opposed the union of church and state, and most
opposed the church; anarchists also opposed the state—“Ged in his
other form” (“*Economic Tendency” 4)—and saw the church as logically
imbricated with current formns of the state by its very nature. Hostility to
religion and the church were thus, by dcfinition, a given in most anar-
chist thought, expressed, for example, in a workers’ march through
downtown Chicago in 1885 with banners reading “Pown with Govern-
ment, God, and Gold” (Avrich, HT g3) or in Johann Most’s much-
reprinted essay “The God-Pestilence.”® When de Cleyre argued in “The
Economic Tendency of Freethought” that the logical tendency of
freethought is not only atheist but antigovernment, in effect she was
arguing that freethinkers should recognize the second of Bakunin’s two
authoritarian “bétes noires,” church and state, as a logical concomitant
of the first.

Pe Cleyre’s long meditation on religion throughout her career
derived no doubt both from freethought and anarchist theory and from
the indelible imprint of the convent school. Her Grand Rapids
freethought paper, the Progressive Age, included essays that her friend
and lover James Elliott implies were particularly expressive of her anger
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at the Catholic Church, as the editions he had found (now apparently
lost) contained “a number of articles by her on convent life” (letter te
Ishill, Feb. g, 1917). In a letter to her sister from Pittsburgh dated “Feb-
ruary 7, E.M. 288” (Era of Man, 288 years after Bruno’s martyrdom by
the church), she rejoices at an overflow audience for her lecture on
“Convents™ “the biggest house . . . that has been in the hall in three
years.” Similarly, her 1887 article “Secular Education,” calling for an end
to religion in the schools, invokes a teartul vision of the influence of the
church in general—a “vast. array of talsely instructed minds, tortified
with the barrier, “Thou shalt not think’ (774). The church is a “rich,
grinding, hated, accursed monopoly” (775), a juggernaut rolling over
“the writhing form of mental liberty” (774); and the Catholic Church,
with its “nefarious schemes,” its “dark and damnable doctrine ot igno-
rance,” and its elaborate organizational network, is most dangerous of
all: “There are 225 000 000 Catholics in the world, and the United States
has its full proportion of them. Bo you realize the power of that army of

dupes . . . ? Do you realize that they multiply like rats, and are daily and
hourly making proselytes? . . . Do you realize that the stratum of our lib-
erties has a sub-stratum . . . honeycombed, tunneled through and

through by these never-ceasing never-tiring tforces .. .[?]" (774).

This intense hostility to religion placed de Cleyre squarely in the tra-
dition of'the most angry and blasphemous freethinkers, especially in her
early years. It underlies many of her most sarcastic rhetorical tlights,
such as her irreverent deconstruction of a passage from Song of
Solomon (“Case of Woman vs. Orthodoxy”) and her description of the
New Testament as a “garbage-heap of logic,” although she sees in this
heap a mixture of the “most beautiful” stories among the “most repel-
lent” (*Ye Have the Poor”). In general de Cleyre’s anarchism was closely
bound up with this rebellion against religion; indeed, in “The Making of
an Anarchist” she concludes that “what Anarchism finally means” is “the
whole unchaining of life after two thousand years of Christian asceticism
and hypocrisy” (162). Her early mentor (perhaps lover) Byer B. Lum
inspired her with his easy ability simply to renounce his religious back-
ground, thus achieving a liberation—an “unchaining of life”—that she
found more difficult to attain. As a “man of action,” she said, [.um had
the advantage over her, the “theorist™ “Having ‘weighed Him, tried
Him, found Him naught,” he threw the Jewish God and cosmogony over-
board with as much equanimity as he would have eaten his dinner. . . .
the man of action . . . settles the question at once; if there is any suffer-
ing attached to the attempt, he suffers once and has done with it; while
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the theorist, the fellow who walks tiptoe round the edge of the batile-
hield, dies a hundred times and still suffers on” (“Byer D). Lum,” SW28q).

Such passages imply a complete rejection of religion intellectually; at
the same time they suggest an emotional kinship to the religious sensi-
bility, something that has always been recognized in interpretations of
de Cleyre as a kind ot anarchist nun. In addition, even de Cleyre’s intel-
lectual views on religion were more complex than might at first appear,
as many ot the occasional references to religion throughout her letters
and publications confirm. In an address commemorating Thomas Paine,
tor example, she praised him for taking a position with which she—and
most freethinkers —did not agree, a religious position that offended
both the faithtul and the intidel French philosophes. She was touched by
his perception that

underneath the gewgaws and tinsel of religions the undying heart of
man, the man of all the past, had been expressing its noblest aspira-
tions. And Paine stripped off the tinsel and said, “Put yeur hand
here,—I1t beats”; and because he tore the tinsel, the orthodox would
have stoned him; and because he said “it beats,” the philosophers
would have whetted the knife. And between the two he steod firm,
proclaiming what he believed, not counting the cost. (“Thomas
Paine” 282)

De Cleyre, too, recognized the humanity of the “beating heart” of reli-
gion. Most strikingly, her essay “The Philosophy of Selfishness” in 1891
warned against the dangerous tendency to respond to “the death of
God” by descending into mere egocentrism, “making self the centre and
circumference of all consideration” (2872). Bound up in the trappings
of religious devotion, she says, there was always “something that was
true,” which might be lost it mere individualism replaces the kind of
seltless devotion to a cause expressed in earlier ages through religion.
Indeed, although de Cleyre subscribed initially to the idea that anar-
chism and religion were incompatible, she eventually came to believe
instead, with C. .. James, “that one’s metaphysical system has very little
to do with the matter”—that even a beliet in God could be compatible
with anarchism, as in Tolstoy’s case (“Anarchism” g7). She nonetheless
retained an intense personal hostility toward religion throughout her
life, expressing it wordlessly even on her deathbed as a priest passed by
her hospital room (Avrich, AA 235). “God is deaf, and his church is our
worst enemy” (“Sex Slavery” g50-51) is a characteristic example of her
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view, as is a stanza from one of her poems attacking the church’s disre-
gard for material need:

You have seized, in the name of God, the
Child’s crust from famine’s dole;
You have taken the price of its body
And sung a mass for its soul!
(*The Gods and the People” 52)

De Cleyre never reneged on this general viewpoint, but her work is
nonetheless full of biblical allusions; as a Protestant at the convent
school she was allowed to read the Bible (Avrich, AA 1), and perhaps
she took advantage of thissmallliberty as a term of rebellion. At any rate,
she knew the Bible well and chose her biblical references carefully, using
them primarily for two purposes. First, she often throws in the faces of
oppressors the prophecy of their scriptures that those who sew the wind
reap the whirlwind (Hes. 8:7), and that the measure they now mete out
will be measured to them again (Matt. 7:2). “[I]n the end the reckoning
will be paid,” she said in 1906 of a wave of repressive laws against anar-
chists: “You will burn itin, and brand it deep into the sluggard brains of
the people at last, that their brothers are to be hunted down and killed
for trying to liberate them. You will have taught them the lesson of cru-
elty; and they will show you that they have learned it. ‘For with what
judgement ye judge, ye shall be judged; and with what measure ye mete,
it shall be meted back unto you again, and heaping full’” (“Memorial”
33). Her sense that such retributions are the consequence of natural,
not divine, law infuses the irony with which she calls attention to oppres-
sors’ disregard of their own scriptures. Second, she uses biblical allusions
to reveal the ironic distance between the teachings of the “outlaw” Jesus
and the current practices of “Christian” nations whose civilization is sup-
posedly based on his ideas. Thus, for example, in her defense of Gold-
man’s expropriation speech, she quotes the whole of Matt. 2g:2-7 and
19-43, with its attack on the scribes and Pharisees who love the upper-
most rooms at feasts, devour widows’ houses, are full of extortion and
excess, resemble whited sepulchres hiding dead men’s bones, and par-
take of the prophets’ blood. The passage culminates in the peroration:
“Ye serpents! Ye generation of vipers! how can ye escape the damnation
of hell!” Be Cleyre follows this long Bible reading with an indignant
commentary: “Yes; these are the words of the outlaw who is alleged to
torm the foundation stone of modern civilization, to the authorities of
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his day. Hypocrites, extortionists, doers of iniquity, robbers of the poor,
blood-partakers, serpents, vipers, fit for hell!” (“In Defense” 207-8).

In keeping with this view of Jesus as a protoanarchist (a view she elab-
orately rejects in “Ye Have the Poor,” however), de Cleyre compares
Goldman’s advice to the hungry to take bread with Jesus’ theft of corn
on the Sabbath—*“This grand, foolish person, this beggar-tramp, this
thief who justified the action of hunger, this man who set the Right of
Property beneath his toot, this Individual who defied the State . . .”
(208). Many anarchists were fond of pointing out that their ideas
accorded better with Jesus’ teachings than did the practice ot Christians
who purported to believe those ideas. “Christmas Adventures ef Jesus,”
an unsigned article published in Mother Earth for December 1907, is a
typical example. In this sketch, Jesus returns to earth and visits the Holy
Land, where he sees on display the very nails with which he was
crucified—"“of American manufacture, furnished to the foreign markets
at lower prices than at home” (427). Discouraged by the marketing of
his passion, he visits Europe, where he hears ubiquitous complaints that
military budgets are “altogether inadequate to meet Christian demands”
(428). At Ellis Island he is locked up as insane, then rescued by a
preacher who sees his potential as a mission prayer-leader and kitchen
help. Tramping the streets of New York at Christmastime, he reflects bit-
terly that he is “a success” after all—"as the unpaid agent of the depart-
ment stores” (430). Finally he enters an anarchist meeting, where he
briefly feels his own spirit on earth for the first time, just before the meet-
ing is broken up by “a uniformed mob”—thatis, the police (430).

Whether or notde Cleyre had an editorial hand in this piece, asis pos-
sible,'? it expresses one of her views of Jesus, whom she describes vari-
ously as a gentle, pitiable figure persecuted by the state for his beliefs; as
a grand trampler of property rights; and as mistaken on key issues. While
she sometimes quoted Jesus’ “subversive teachings” (*Ye Have the Poor”
1) for purposes similar to those in “Christmas Adventures,” she insisted
that Christianity’s founding on a belief in a supreme authority, sup-
ported by Jesus’ explicit identification of himself with that authority,
makes Christianity “utterlyat variance” with anarchism despite some mis-
leading similarities of the kind that always characterize opposites (“Ye
Have the Poor” g). Jesus said, “Render unto Caesar the things that are
(aesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s”; the anarchist says,
“There is no Caesar, and there is no God—except of man’s making” (“Ye
Have the Poor” 12-13). Interestingly, one of de Cleyre’s objections to
Jesus was what she regarded as his version of communism: “The philoso-
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phy of Christ was a simple voluntary communism among his disciples;
The philosophy of Anarchism is voluntary arrangement by the people of
their economic concerns, whether communistically or otherwise, and
world wide freedom to use all natural sources” (12).

The title of De Cleyre’s lecture “Ye Have the Poor Always with You,”
delivered in 1911 to what was presumablya small audience in the parlor
of the Iroquois Hotel in Buffalo, points to her sense of the danger of
Christianity as a rationale for inequality. She was disturbed particularly
by the ascetic nature of Jesus’ teachings, which she saw as the opposite of
anarchism: “The philosophy ot Christ was voluntary poverty. The philos-
ophy of Anarchism is voluntary abundance” (12). Anarchism encour-
aged people to seize the abundant life to which they were entitled in this
world; Christianity encouraged resignation and waiting. Her reactions to
an African American church service in Atlanta sum up her sense of the
dangers of religion. Listening outside the church door on the theory
that in a city where African Americans were excluded from white gather-
ings she should not intrude on theirs, de Cleyre was disturbed by the
“narcotic sleep” induced by religion (11). She seems to have been
unaware ol the African American liberation theology ol her day, but
would presumably have criticized its grounding in a concept ot absolute
authornty anyway, since she saw authority as always and everywhere
incompatible with freedom. It would be difficult, she thought, to wake
tormer slaves from the “opium” of religion, to convince them

thatnowhere is there a kingdom of God wherein the ignorantand the
exploited shall be rewarded tor their denial here; that nowhere shall
useless suffering be made good; that nowhere shall they ever see the
face of that dead man who said, “The last shall be first and the first
last”; that he is dust and ashes like all the dead, and never rose and
never will rise from it; and that they too shall pass and be no more,
and leave no memory nor imprint of themselves save as they struggle
here and now for the equal lives of men in this world. (“Ye Have the
Poor” 12)

De Cleyre believed passionately that the struggle for “equal lives” in
this world must be a real response to real needs. When the Mexican Rev-
olution came, she remarked on some anarchists’ slowness in taking up
the cause, warning of the dangers of living “in the clouds of theory,”
becoming “so theory-rotted” that one is “helpless” to act (“Report” 62).
Like anarchists all over the world, then, de Cleyre looked back not only
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to a legacy of theories but of acts. Foremost among these was the Paris
Commune of March 18-May 28, 1871, “the clinging point for many leg-
ends,” as she called it (“Paris” 244). In the Commune, the possibility of
taking over a local government and transforming it along communal
principles, many of which reflected anarchist ideals, was briefly realized
betore a horrific bloody suppression. De Cleyre saw the Commune as
having failed because it was the work of too small a group of people,
without the mass base that would have provided the insight necessary to
avoid its most fatal mistake of leaving “common resources in private
hands” and “stupidly defend[ing] the property right of its enemies”
(“Commune” 11; “Paris” 246). “They attempted to break political chains
without breaking economic ones,” she said, “and it cannot be done”
(“Commune” 12). Nonetheless she revered the spirit of the Commu-
nards—*“the redolence of outbursting faith, that rising of the sap of hope
and courage and daring, like an incense of spring” (“Paris” 245). She
spoke every March at commemorations of the Commune (Avrich, AA
06), and one of her last, unfinished projects was to translate a work of
Louise Michel, the Communard “saint” to whom she has often been
compared (Havel 13; Avrich, AA 294).

Finally, like most American anarchists of her time, de Cleyre was pro-
foundly influenced by Peter Kropotkin (1842-1921), whose works
began to appear in American anarchist journals in the 1880s, and whose
popular Appeal to the Young appeared in English in 1887 (Avrich, AP 8x;
David 102). De Clcyre met Kropotkin in London in 1897; he also made
highly publicized, successful tours of the United States in that year and
1go1. Kropotkin wrote on the ethical basis of anarchism, one of de
Cleyre’s interests, and elaborated the scientific basis of anarchism in his
theories of “mutual aid” as an evolutionarily adaptive mechanism that
characterizes all successful species. As de Cleyre paraphrases this part of
his message, “men worked in common while they were monkeys yet; if
you don’t believe it, go and watch the monkeys. They don’t surrender
their individual freedom, either” (“Anarchism” 107).

De Cleyre’s anarchism was influenced in some way by all these strands
of thought, from Paine and Warren, through Proudhon and the tran-
scendentalists, to Bakunin and Kropotkin, as well as by her extensive
study of many other anarchist writers and publications and by her broad
reading in literature, always with an eye to what she saw as the “innu-
merable bits of drift here and there, indicative of the moral and intellec-
tual revolt” of anarchism (“Anarchism in Literature” 140). She found
such signs not only in Zola and Ibsen and Olive Schreiner, but also in
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Edmund Burke, Hawthorne, Henry James; even in “a toady like Walter
Scott” (“Anarchism in Literature” 150). In addition, despite her often
impassioned atheism, she admired the pacifist Christian teachings of
Tolstoy, who took his title War and Peace from Proudhon, and whose
views de Cleyre, like many anarchists, regarded as a form of anarchism.

De Cleyre thus saw herselt as part of this broad community of writers
and thinkers, past and present, who shared in myriad forms a commit-
ment to “Anarchy, the dream of social order without government”
(“Eleventh of November” 27). Her infidel freedom of thought—includ-
ing her infidel departures from the less radical version ot freethought
she inherited from Wollstonecraft and Paine—was translated not only
into her prolific contributions as a speaker and writer, but into the goal
of “being what we teach” (“Gates of Freedom™). Among her contempo-
raries she was, sometimes with irritation, noted for her success in that
project. As Marsh says, de Cleyre’s insistence on living out her ideals
“forced those who came in contact with her to confront her philosophy
in the particular as well as in the abstract” (146). Most memorable in this
regard was her letter to Senator Hawley after McKinley’s assassination by
a supposed anarchist:

Pear Sir—I see by this morning’s paper that you are reported to have
said you would be willing to “give $1,000 to have a good shot at an
Anarchist.” I wish you either to prove that you were in earnest, or to
make you retract the utterance as one unworthy of —I will not say a
senalor, but a man.

I am an Anarchist, have been such tfor fourteen years, am publicly
known to be such, having both spoken and written much upon the
subject. [ believe the world would be far better off if there were no
kings, emperors, presidents, princes, judges, senators, representa-
tives, governors, mayors, or policeman in it. I think society would have
great profit (and more in the omission than the commission) if
instead of making laws, you made hats—or coats, or shoes, or any-
thing of some use te someone. I hope tor a social condition in which
no man restrains his fellow but each restrains himself. I refer you to
the catechism enclosed, an expression of the principle of the Anar-
chists of Philadelphia.

Now if you desire to have a good shot at an Anarchist, it will not
cost you a $1,000.

You may by merely paying your carfare to my home (address
below) shoot at me tor nothing. I will not resist. [ will stand straight
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before you at any distance you wish me to, and you may shoot, in the
presence of witnesses.

Poes not your American commercial instinct seize upon this as a
bargain?

But if the paymentof the $1,00@ is a necessary part of your propo-
sition, then when I have given you the shot, | will give the money to
the propaganda of the idea of a free society in which there shall be
neither assassins nor presidents, beggars nor senators.

VOLTAIRINE BE CLEYRE.
Philadelphia, 807 Fairmount Ave.
March 21, 1902.
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FATED FRUIT

Anarchists are ()pp()st:d Lo every kind ofviolence; evervone knows that. The
main plank of anarchism is the remeval of violence Irom human relations.
—Errico Malatcsta

Anarchism has nothing in common with violence, and can never come about
save through the conquest ol men’s minds. But when some desperate and
life-denied victim of the presentsystem docs strike back at it, by violencc, it is
not our business to heap inlamies upon his name, but to explain him as we
explain others, whether our enemies or our [riends, as the fated fruitol the
cxisting “order.”

—Volwirine de Cleyre,

“Owr Present Auitude”

The Question of Methods

De Cleyre’s position on the means by which “the dream of social order
without government” could be realized belongs to a late-nineteenth-cen-
tury anarchist debate too complex to be rendered here in tull, but its
broad outlines are necessary to frame clearly her particular version of
anarchism and the revolutionary rhetoric she developed to express it. As
she said, “Apart from the question of ideals, there is the question of
method. ‘How do you propose to get all this?’ is the question most fre-



quently asked us” (“Making” 162). It was also a question frequently
asked among anarchists themselves, although there was Fundamental
agreement on one major point: the necessity for “direct” methods of
bringing about social transformation rather than indirect, “political”
methods. By definition as opponents of government, anarchists agreed
in rejecting the ballot box—the “dice-box” de Cleyre called it in “Sex
Slavery” (g349)—because, in the words of a more modern anarchist slo-
gan, “No matter who you vote for, the government will get in.” As
Kropotkin explained, because the state throughout history has been “the
instrument for establishing monopolies in favour of the ruling minori-
ties,” it is impossible to use it for the purpose of destroying those monop-
olies; thus anarchists should eschew any tactics, such as the tormation of
political parties, that would have the eftect of “infusing fresh blood” into
the state (Kropotkin, “Anarchism”). This rejection of “political” means
for change went hand in hand with the call for social revolution—a fun-
damental change in the entire social order that would establish individ-
ual liberty by restoring free access of all to the earth’s resources, as
opposed to some form of alleviation that would fix small inequalities but
leave intact the structural framework supporting them. “There are
those,” de Cleyre said, “who think they know precisely how overwork and
undeiwork and poverty, and all their consequences of spiritual enslave-
ment, are to be abolished. Such are they who think they can see the way
ol progress broad and clear through the slit in a ballot box” (“Paris”
251—52),

The anarchist emphasis on direct action was founded in a view Noam
Chomsky describes: the location of freedom in the productive life of the
individualrather than, for example, in the forms and procedures of rep-
resentative democracy. Anarchists of the tradition he is referring to* crit-
icize representative democracy, “First of all because there is a monopoly
of power centralized in the State, and secondly—and critically—because
representative democracy is limited to the political sphere and in no seri-
ous way encroaches on the economic sphere. Anarchists of this tradition
have always held that democratic control ot one’s productive life is at the
core ol any serious human liberation, or, for that matter, of any
significant democratic practice” (Radical Priorities 245-46). In de
(Cleyre’s words, “to be free one must have liberty ol access to the sources
and means ol production.” In her thinking about the American Revolu-
tion, she concluded “that the political victory of America had been a bar-
ren thing; that a declaration of equal rights on paper . . . was after all but
an irony in thetace of facts; that what people wanted to make themreally
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free was the right to things; that a ‘free country’ in which all the produc-
tive tenures were already appropriated was not free at all . . .” (*"Why”
22).

In keeping with this focus on control of one’s productive life as the
core of freedom, the method de Cleyre advocated for bringing about a
new social order, the “New Time” (“November Eleventh” 14), was the
immediate and direct expropriation, by the dispossessed from the dis-
possessor, of the resources of nature, machinery, and labor that no one
is entitled to own, and to which everyone should have free access. In her
paraphrase of the Haymarket anarchists’ message, “You are not helpless
... you workers who labor and do not share . . . you have only to learn
... to trust yourselves to take your rights, by no indirection, through no
intermediary, but openly on the spot where they are denied from the
one who denies them . . .” (“November Eleventh” g). Be Cleyre’s only
arrestwas at a 19o8 anarchist demonstration at which she told some two
thousand workers, according to the newspaper, that her audience
should unite in “direct universal expropriation” of “the land, the mines,
the factories.” One of her most powerful speeches was “In Defense of
Emma Goldman: The Right ot Expropriation,” in response to Gold-
man’s 18gg imprisonment for telling workers ata mass rally that, ifthe
1ich denied them work and bread, they should take bread. Opening with
an allusion to Jesus’ theft of corn on the Sabbath and his instructions to
his disciples to steal a young colt because he had “need of it,” de Cleyre
cited Cardinal Manning’s statement in the Fortnightly Review that “a starv-
ing man has a natural right to a share of his neighbor’s bread.” At fifty
cents a copy, she remarked, his argument was merely “a piece of ethical
hair-splitting to be discussed in after-dinner speeches by the wine-mud-
dled gentlemen who think themselves most competent to consider such
subjects when their dress-coats are spoiled by the vomit of gluttony and
drunkenness,” whereas Goldman made her statement to hungry working
people and was therefore arrested (206-g). Be Cleyre goes on, like
Shakespeare’s Mark Anthony (indeed she alludes to the passage) to
praise Goldman’s admonition while pretending, elaborately, not to
praise it:

what shall those do who are starving now? Thatis the question which
Emma GoLpman had to face; and she answered it by saying: “Ask, and
if you do notreceive, take—take bread.” I do not give you that advice.
Not because I do not think the bread belongs to you; not because I do
not think you would be morally right in takingit. .. notthatl do not
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think the world will ever be saved by the sheep’s virtue of going
patiently to the shambles; not that I do not believe the expropriation
of the possessing classes is inevitable, and that that expropriation will
begin by just such acts as EMMaA GeLDMAN advised . .. (212-19)

Ideas such as those d e Cleyre expressed in this lecture—the rejection
of half-measures, the insistence on the complete restoration of all that
has been unjustly stolen from the majority by a privileged few—were
what set anarchist methods apart from those of most other groups who
envisioned social change. Samuel Fielden, one of the two anarchists con-
demned to alife imprisonment in the Haymarket affair, had summed up
the difterence: “When a burglar enters the house, they tap him on the
shoulder and say, ‘let’s us argue this thing; let’s harmonize: take seventy-
five per cent of what I have but leave me the rest.” We . . . say to him, ‘lay
it down’ (Avrich, HT gg).3 De Cleyre described her turn toward anar-
chism as a realization that merely agitating for better wages or an eight-
hour workday was not enough, “that all such little dreams are folly. That
not in demanding little, notin striking for an hour less, notin mountain
labor to bring forth mice, can any lasting alleviation come; but in
demanding much—all” (“Eleventh of November 1887" 24—25). Eventu-
ally de Cleyre identified this ultimate demand for “all” with the anarcho-
syndicalist strategy of a worldwide general strike (“Ave” 79; “Direct
Action” 240-42). Workers “can win nothing permanent unless they
strike for everything,—not for a wage, not for a minor improvement, but
for the whole natural wealth of the earth. And proceed to the direct
expropriation ofit alll” (“Direct Action” 240). She rejected the idea that
such an action would require an anarchist army to defeat the military
forces the state would undoubtedly call out. The military would be pow-
erless “against a real General Strike,” she argued—*“against the solid wall
of an immobile working-mass” who simply cease work, thereby revealing
“that the whole social structure rests on them; that the possessions of the
others are absolutely worthless to them without the workers’ activity”
(“Direct Action” 241-42).

A general strike and direct expropriation were among the many tac-
tics anarchists discussed, as were other forms of union action and the
many kinds of “peaceful experiment” through which de Cleyre believed
the only “final solution” could come (“Making” 162). These experi-
ments included the establishment of anarchist communities, alternative
forms of commerce such as mutual banking, and the founding of “mod-
ern schools” based on the models of the revolutionary Spanish educator
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Francisco Ferrer, whose execution in 19goqg brought his ideas worldwide
renown. De Cleyre’s lecture “Francisco Ferrer” (1910) reveals her spe-
cial faith in education as a method of social transformation. Responding
to those who were baffled that the Spanish government should execute
a mere teacher, she mocked their conclusion that he must have been
teaching “the overthrow of social order in Spain” by advocating “sedi-
" (300). The truth, she said, is that
“the real oftfense was the real thing that he did” (302): teaching ideas—
science, especially evolution and chemistry—that would indeed have the
ettect of “instigating the overthrow of social order in Spain” (300). That
social order should and will be overthrown, she said, “and Ferrer was
doing a mighty work in that direction” (§00-g01). At the same time she
criticized those who concluded that Ferrer must have been a pacifist. He
surely knew the kind of education he promulgated would lead to revolt,
she said; his whole aim was to raise up a generation to resist tyranny. How
they might resist was not his concern. He had himself participated in an
abortive revolution in his twenties, but by the time of his execution his
views had changed: “Slowly the idea of a Spain regenerated through the
storm blasts of revolution, mightily and suddenly, faded out of his belief,
being replaced . . . by the idea that a thorough educational enlighten-
ment must precede political transformation, if that transformation were
to be permanent” (g11). She quoted approvingly what Ferrer told an old
friend, Alfred Naquet, who continued over the years to advocate the
forceful revolt that both of them had called for in their youth: “Time
respects those works alone which Time itself has helped to build” (g11).

De Cleyre’s conclusions about Ferrer’s methods ofter an important
insight into her own choices and perspectives. Ferrer hoped, she said,
“to sap away the foundations of tyranny through peaceful enlighten-
ment. He was right. But they are also right who say that there are other
torces hurling towards those foundations; the greatest of these,—Starva-
tion” (318). Here she is endorsing the choice of education, rather than
“forcible resistance” (“Events” 21), as a method of achieving anarchist
goals; on the other hand, she calls attention to the fact that other torces
besides education are at work—forces, like starvation, that may propel
their victims to more desperate, and violent, acts. Thus, running in coun-
terpoint to her images of Ferrer as a peacetul educational retormer is a
pattern of metaphor centered on the Virgin ot Toledo, bedecked with
“8r,000 pearls, besides as many more sapphires, amethysts, and dia-
monds!”

tion, rebellion, riot, in his schools!
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Oh, what a decoration for the mother of the Carpenter of
Nazareth! What a vision tor the dying eyes on the Cross te look for-
ward to! What an outcome of the gospel of salvation free to the poor
and lowly, taught by the poorest and the lowliest,—that the humble
keeper of the humble household of the despised little village of Judea
should be imaged torth as a Queen of Gauds, bedizened with a crown
worth $25,000 and bracelets valued at $10,000 more. . . .

And this in the midst of men and women working tor just enough
to keep the skin upon the bone; in the midst of children who are
denied the primary necessities of childhood. (306)

De Cleyre represents this statue as an emblem of the church’s role in
sustaining a horrific system of oppression by withholding the kind of
rational enlightenment Ferrer advocated. Clearly, she saw Ferrer’s ban-
quet for seventeen hundred starving children on a Friday, traditional
Catholic day of self-denial, as an example of the anarchist “voluntary
abundance” to which she opposed Jesus’ “voluntary poverty” in “Ye Have
the Poor Always with You.” The church taught miracles and what would
now be called creationism; Ferrer taught “the majestic story of the evo-
lution of the cosmos,” dispelling the authority of biblical miracles by
teaching that “we are one in a long line of unfolding life that started in
the lowly sea-slime!” (g15). With Ferrer’s death, she says, darkness closes
in for a time “on the circle oflight he lit,” and “the Virgin of Toledo may
wear her gorgeous robes in peace” (g20). But against the Virgin of
Toledo’s temporary ascendancy she sets another image, “Our Lady of
Pain,” “Our lLady of Hunger” (319)—emblem of the other “forces” at
work in addition to Ferrer’s peaceful methods. This other lady hovers
“somewhere, somewhere, down in the obscurity. . . . She is still now,—
but she is not dead. And if all things be taken from her, and the light not
allowed to come to her, nor to her children,—then—some day—she will
set her own lights in the darkness” (g20).

This image is nota call for forcible resistance, nor does it rescind or
even detract from the statement that Ferrer was “right” in his choice of
methods—right that time, not the sudden and mighty “sterm blasts of
revolution,” must help build whatever lasts through time. It is not a call
for violent revolution but a prophecy that, whether prepared or not by
an educational enlightenment such as the one Ferrer proposed, the
explosive will to human freedom, which refuses to be consigned to dark-
ness, will find an outlet. The image of the Lady of I’ain setting “her own
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lights in the darkness” echoes an earlier reference to “the smoke and
flame of the burning convents of July, 190g” (318), in the insurrection
Ferrer was wrongly accused of instigating. The echo, then, is ironic: Fer-
rer cast a circle of light in the darkness of superstition whereby a fabu-
lously wealthy church, together with the state, oppresses the Spanish
people; he was ostensibly executed for inciting such violence as the firing
of the convents; with his death the darkness closes in again and makes it
inevitable that the lights set in the darkness next time will not be the
light of education but, out of the darkness of hunger and pain, the
torches of revolution.

Itis typical of de Cleyre to leave the implications of this image at the
level of metaphor; it is also typical that she should pair it with a carefully
nuanced tribute to Ferrer’s peacetul method of education—a tribute
that insists “He was right,” rejects nonetheless the interpretation of Fer-
rer as a Tolstoyan pacifist or “non-resistant,” and emphasizes, in passing,
his long friendship with a man who disagreed with him as to the advis-
ability of immedliate forcible revolution. These careful nuances are fun-
damental to de Cleyre’s work, and should serve as a caution against read-
ing her unambiguously as one of “The Tolstoyans,” as Reichert does, or
even as someone whose views on the question of forcible resistance
shifted dramatcally over time from nonresistance to the advocacy of
some forms of violence.

The background of the term non-resistant is important here; in the
United States it was laden with the history of internal abolitionist debates,
during the decades leading up to the Civil War, about the ethical status
of ending slavery by the violent means of armed contlict. “Non-resistants”
supported nonviolent means only (the modern term nonviolent resistance
renders their theory and practice more accurately). Quakers, who have
historically renounced all “outward strife” and “carnal weapons” on reli-
gious grounds, were a strong presence in this debate. Designations of cer-
tain anarchist views as “Quaker” in anarchist debates on forcible resis-
tance at the turn of the century undoubtedly register an allusion to this
antebellum abolitionist context, as does the term non-resistant in the writ-
ings of de Cleyre and other anarchists;# whenever she questions nonre-
sistance as a method there is, in the background, the whole question of
how the slaves could ever have been treed without some form of violence.
This is not to say that, from her anarchist position, she supported the vio-
lence of a state to achieve that goal; indeed she saw the Civil War as an
unjust move to consolidate state power rather than a just war on slavery
(letter te mother, May 27, 1907).5
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The Use of Force

De Cleyre’s complex position on the question of “forcible resistance”
belongs to a historical context, dating back to the 1870s, that a long
legacy of distorted representations of anarchism in the media makes it
difficultfor modern readers to see clearly. The reason for this difficulty
is that any discussion of anarchist debates on the use of force inevitably
raises the specter of the crazed cartoon anarchist wielding bombs and
dynamite. This caricature, invented in de Cleyre’s day, has functioned
since then te obscure the range and variety of anarchist positions, the
important shifts in those positions that occurred even over the brief
course of de Cleyre’s lifetime both in individual anarchists’ careers and
across anarchist history more broadly, and, finally, the fundamental
assumption on which anarchist discussions of pacifism, force, resistance,
and nonresistance have consistently been based. This assumption is a
good starting point for examining de Cleyre’s position on the question
of whether force should be used in selfdefense and/or as a means of
propagating anarchist goals and ideas. It is well summaiized in the words
of Italian anarchist Exrico Malatesta: “Anarchists are opposed to every
kind of violence; everyone knows that. The main plank of anarchism is
the removal of violence from human relations.”® The debate follows
from the question that then presents itself (in Malatesta’s case, in the
context specifically of the rise of fascism in Italy in the early 192es).
What response should anarchists make to the violence now present in
human relations, whether enacted episodically in particular incidents of
assault on individuals, or systemically through a social and economic
arrangement that rests on and reproduces violence? As historian
Staughton Lynd says, “The ultimate goal of all anarchists was a society
that would function nonviolently without need of the aggressive state.”?

Given this assumption, the question arose as to whether violence on
the part of anarchists is ever justified as a means to this ultimately nonvi-
olent, indeed antiviolent, end. On this issue there was a broad spectrum
of opinion from 1875 or so onwards, ranging from nonresistance
(pacifism or the “Tolsteyan” position) at one end te the advocacy of
armed insurrection at the other, with a range of middle positions that
regarded the use offorce in self-defense as justifiable. Within these mid-
dle positions there was again a spectrum, ranging from a strict interpre-
tation of self-defense as forcible self-protection against direct physical
assault, to an argument that if the present system itself constitutes an
ongoing physical threat to the lives and weltare ot those it oppresses, the
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forcible removal of that system is itself merely an act of self-defense. (The
latter is in essence the argument de Cleyre’s mentor Dyer [.um made in
a letter of April 1, 1890.) Once again, for U.S.-born anarchists all these
questions were posed against the recent background of antebellum
debates on methods for ending slavery.

Overlaying the spectrum defined by the dichotomy of nonresistance
and armed insurrection, and interpenetrating with it in various ways, was
another spectrum, on which positions were defined (especially after the
London congress of the anarchist. International in 1881)" with relation
to the question of how anarchist ideals should be promulgated—
through propaganda by the word alone? or also through “prepaganda by
deed™ Ifthe latter, what legitimately constituted propaganda by deed—
collective uprisings only (peacetful or armed), as the term originally
implied? or also individual, extralegal acts of sabotage (burning munici-
palrecords, etc.) and attacks on or assassinations of “representative indi-
viduals of the existing order” (David 66)? Was the use of force justified
in one case (e.g., the American Revolution or, later, the Mexican Revo-
lution) but not in the other (e.g., Dyer Lum’s proposal to dynamite
Cook County Jail to release the Haymarket anarchists)? The distribution
of anarchist views across these interrelated spectra changed significantly
over time, especially over the last two decades of the nineteenth century.
In particular, by the turn of the century a number of eminent anarchists
had moved from support of individual terrorist acts to rejection and
often abhorrence of such acts, and some advocates of active, armed resis-
tance had backed off from that position. Saul Yanovsky, longtime editor
of the anarchist Yiddish paper Fraye Arbeter Shiime, was an example. As
Avrich says:

By [1901] . . . the apocalyptic fervor of the 1880s and 189os, the
beliet that the social revolution was imminent and physical force
unavoidable, had begun to fade. For the solution of social problems,
Yanovsky concluded, anarchism needed a more constructive
approach. Terrorism he had come to oppose with every fiber of his
being. For him, a friend recalled, anarchism was “a philosophy of
human dignity and cooperation, of love and brotherhood, not
bombs.” “Direct action,” as the Fraye Arbeter Shtime put it, no longer
meant violence or subversion, but rather the founding of libertarian
schools, the fostering of workers’ unions, the establishment of coop-
erative organizations of every type. Outraged by the assassination of
President McKinley in 1go1, Yanovsky insisted that anarchism, above
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everything else, called for harmony and “peace among men.” Despite
this, the offices of the Fraye Arbeter Shiime . . . were invaded and
wrecked by an angry mob and Yanovsky himself was cornered and
beaten. (A2189)

De Cleyre has sometimes been classed, in her own time and ours, as a
“Tolstoyan” or, alternatively, as a Tolstoyan who moved further and fur-
ther toward support of forcible methods of “direct action.” I would sug-
gest, on the contrary, that her position was complex but consistent over
time, and that it belonged consistently to what she quite accurately
described in 19og as the broadest anarchist consensus: “while it would
be idle to say that Anarchists in general believe that any of the great
industrial problems will be solved without the use of torce, it would be
equally idle to suppose that they consider force itself a desirable thing, or
that it furnishes a final solution to any problem. From peaceful experi-
ment alone can come final solution, and that the advocates of force
know and believe as well as the Tolstoyans” (“Making” 162).

Force, however—indeed, force for its own sake—was the single issue
with which the media tended, with rare exceptions,? to identity not only
all anarchist tactics butall anarchist philosophy. As should be clear from
the account of anarchism in chapter 1, or any historically informed
description of anarchism from Kropotkin's encyclopedia article to
Chomsky’s “Notes on Anarchism” in For Reasons of Stale, the idea that vio-
lence is the essence of anarchism has always been a grotesque misunder-
standing. In de Cleyre’swords from a newspaper interview after Herman
Helcher shot her, “Contrary to public understanding, Anarchism means
‘peace on earth, good will to men.” Acts of violence done in the name of
Anarchy are caused by men and women who forget to be philosophers—
teachers of the people—because their physical and mental sufferings
drive them to desperation” (qtd. Avrich, AA 17g). Nonetheless, the view
that anarchism stood for violence instead of “peace on earth” spread
rapidly in the mainstream press from the 1870s through the early 19oos
as a result of several factors.

Foremost among these factors was the use of violence against strikers
and demonstrators in the labor agitation that marked these decades—
struggles for the eight-hour day, better wages, and the right to unionize,
tor example. Police, militia, and private security forces harassed, intimi-
dated, bludgeoned, and shot workers routinely in conflicts that were just
asroutinely portrayed in the media as worker violence rather than state
violence; labor activists were also subject te brutal attacks, threats of

Fated Fruit

51




52

lynching, and many other forms of physical assault and intimidation.'®
In the United States, the question of how te respond to such violence
became a critical issue in the 1870s, with the upswelling of labor agita-
tion and attempts to suppress it violently. In the Socialistic Labor Party,
to which many people who later identified themselves as anarchists orig-
inally belonged, German immigrants in Chicago debated die
Bewaffnungsfrage—the question of self-defense or the “question of arm-
ing” (Avrich, HT 45; David 59). Should members of the SL.P display arms
and munitions in their marches to showthat they would not be physically
intimidated from their goals? Some did, organizing from 1875 into
armed groups such as the Lehr und Wehr Vereine (Education and
Defense Societies) for mutual protection at polling places and in
demonstrations. Others argued against such displays (Avrich, HT
45—46). Certainly the spectacle of armed and uniformed immigrants
marching in the streets was not interpreted by the media as what these
groups announced it was—self-protection against potential assaults on
their rights as citizens (see Avrich, H1 46). As Henry David explains, die
Bewaf fnungsfrege was a source of increasing dissention in the SLP by
1878, the year after the “Great Strike” that originated with the Baltimore
and Ohio Railroad and spread nationwide, first to other railway lines and
then to many othersectors of the workforce.!! Forcible repression of this
strike, which led to the death of many workers, inspired the organization
of new armed clubs, “quasi-military societies” determined te resist such
violence in the future; SLP leadership eventually forbade such clubs, but
they persisted nonetheless (Avrich, H1 45—46).

Two other facters played into this context of antilabor violence and
self-defense: the European revolutionary context from which many
immigrant labor activists in the United States came and to which many
socialists and anarchists looked for their theoretical grounding, and an
increasingly bitter disillusionment with the electoral system in the
United States, in which the SLP had invested a great deal of time, energy,
resources, and hope. A turning point in this progressive disillusionment
was a spectacular case of fraud in which election judges conspired to
deprive a socialist alderman of his victery but were ruled not guilty in an
expensive trial (David 58-60). At the same time, tightening political
repression in Europe produced a new emphasis among European revo-
lutionary groups not only on armed insurrections but also on a broad-
ening of “propaganda by deed” to include individual attacks on repre-
sentatives of the current social order. Concurrently with “the
broadening ot the physical force tendency” among European revolu-
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tionaries and the infusion into the American labor movement of Ger-
man socialists after Bismarck’s repressive measures against activism in
1878, there was a move among many members of the SLP away from
political action and toward “physical force” not merely as a means of self-
defense but more broadly as the means to social revolution. All of these
tactors resulted in a split within the SLP, with those favoring political
action remaining in the party and those favoring direct action, including
torce, torming social revolutionary clubs (David 5g-62). All of the Hay-
market anarchists advocared torce in some form; as de Cleyre puts it,
“Theywere revolutionists, who believed that the revolution could not be
wrought out peacefully, because of the historic tendency in the posses-
sors to use force, whenever their privileges are threatened. They said so:
they advised their fellows to prepare for these things” (“@ur Mar-
tyred”18). Public desire to see them hang for the bomb they were so eas-
ily proved not to have thrown was in part linked to a sense of this fact.
In addition, public perceptions of anarchism as inherently violent
were deeply influenced by the media’s partial and frightened glimpses,
especially through such figures as the German immigrant Johann Most,
of a strain of anarchism, born out of revolutionary movements in
Europe, that insisted on active offensive action against the “property
beast,” the “reptile brood” of capitalists, who could otherwise be counted
on to “crush the people” first: “Kill or be killed is the alternative. . . . No
use of trying reform. The Gordian knot can be cut only by the sword”
(qtd. Avrich, HT66-67). Most’s speeches and articles were infused with
what can only be described as an impassioned advocacy of violence—
not, he said, “trom love of gore,” but because history has taught us “there
is no other way to free and redeem mankind” (qtd. Avrich, HT 67). His
biographer Frederic Trautmann quotes typical pronouncements:
“Shoot, burn, stab, poison, and bomb.” “Revolutionaries with the
courage of your convictions and the sense to assassinate: ready, aim,
FIREY (freiheit, June 11 and July 23, 1881; qtd. Trautmann 44). When
the czar was assassinated, Most published the story, bordered in red,
under the boldface headline “Ar r.AsT!” and urged the killing of a
monarch per month (Freiheit, March 19, 1881, qtd. Trautmann 45). This
was far from the way de Cleyre or Tolstoy or even the fiery Emma Gold-
man spoke; nonetheless the media saw Most—not for his vision of free-
dom, which they eftectively censored, but for his views on methods,
which they confused with his ultimate goals—as the quintessence of
anarchism rather than one among many anarchists who held a range of
views. His role in the media as the embodiment of anarchism was fixed
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when Thomas Nast, the cartoonist who popularized the Democratic don-
key and the Republican elephant, portrayed anarchism in the figure ota
crazed, unkempt, belligerent but also cowardly Most, wielding dynamite
(Trautmann go).

Thus there is no question that for a brief period in anarchist history,
including part of de Cleyre’s adult lifetime, some anarchists favored the
use of “force” to accomplish the goal of social revolution and/or propa-
ganda—not just collective armed uprisings against oppression (acts that
many nonanarchists as well as anarchists would have supported), hut
individual acts ot dynamiting or assassination such as those advocated by
Most.'* Henry Bavid, in his history of the Haymarket affair, sees “increas-
ing dependence upon illegal activity” as a hallmark of revolutionary
movements in the 1870s and 188os (66); it was during this period that
the dehnition of “propaganda by deed,” understood in the late 1870s as
a “social” phenomenon—*acts of insurrectional nature performed by
small minorities”—shifted to mean individual acts as well. He sees this
shift as a response to the increasing repression in Europe, which made
group actions by revolutionaries more difficult and reliance on individ-
ual acts more important (67-68). In her biography of Goldman, Wexler
says that during the 1870s and 1880s, “anarchists . . . urged a vigorous
propaganda of word and deed, including insurrectionary tactics by
secret conspiratorial groups and individual acts of revolt—destruction of
property and even assassination—to dramatize social evils and galvanize
the masses” (45). Avrich likewise refers to the 1880s and 18gos as a
period of “apocalyptic fervor” characterized by “the belief that the social
revolution was imminent and physical force unavoidable” (AP 189).
Henry Pavid gives several examples of this fervor, including a contem-
porary historian’s prediction of vast upheaval incited by social revolu-
tionaries, and a prophecy in the anarchist Arbeiter-Zeitung that the
“already approaching revolution” will be “much grander than that at the
close of the last century, which only broke out in one country” (Feb. 23,
1885, qtd. Wavid 127).

It was in this context that, in 1892, Alexander Berkman, in one of the
incidents that helped associate anarchism with violence in the American
media, attempted to assassinate Henry Clay Frick, an act he regarded at
the time as a form of “propaganda by deed.” Some years later the emi-
nent anarchist editor Benjamin Tucker sarcastically referred to Berk-
man’s folly in imagining that “vast progress toward the acme of human
achievement is made when a knife is stuck into a millionaire” (Kelly
167), an evaluation with which most anarchists probably agreed. Wexler
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points out that Berkman, newly arrived from czarist Russia, was at that
time “steeped in a revolutionary tradition” in which the attentat—"the
assassination of a powerful agent of oppression” such as a czar—"had his-
torical precedent and rationale”; as she says, his identification with
Rakhmetov, Chernyshevsky’s hero in What Is to Be Done? “suggests his
remoteness from American traditions of protest.” By 19o1 he had real-
ized that the attentat had no meaning in an American context, where
despotism is not concentrated in centiral tyrannical figures but, as he said
astutely in his Pyison Memoirs of an Anarchist, “rests on the popular delu-
sion of self-government and independence” (Wexler 110, 63, 64,
111—-12). The facts that Berkman’s critic Tucker likewise admired What
Is to Be Done?which he translated into English, and that Johann Most crit-
icized Berkman’s act, arousing Goldman’s ire, are yet other indications
of the complexity of the issues, and of how little the media understood
internal anarchist discussions of force as a tactic.

The year of McKinley’s assassination, 1901, is an ironic marker for the
point by which many anarchists had shifted their positions on individual
“propaganda by deed.” The assassin, Leon Czolgosz, allegedly claimed
he was an anarchist, although according to Emma Goldman, who was
arrested for supposedly having inspired him, the fact that he made such
a statement was never substantiated (“Psychology” 88). In response,
there wasa frenzy of public hysteria similar to the one that led to the con-
viction of the Haymarket anarchists. The attack on Yanovsky after he had
actually condemned the assassination was typical of incidents across the
country both in its brutality and its irony. Goldman’s first reaction to the
assassination, quoted in the New Yok Times tor September 11, 1901, is
indicative of the gap between anarchist philosophy and the public appre-
hension of it: “I do not know surely, but I think Czolgosz was one of those
downtrodden men who see all the misery which the rich intlict upon the
poor, who think of it, who brood over it, and then, in despair, resolve to
strike a great blow, as they think, for the good of their fellow-men. But
thatis not Anarchy. Czolgosz . . . may have been inspired by me, but if he
was, he took the wrong way ot showing it” (qtd. Wexler 106).'3 Johann
Most publicly condemned the act, as did other prominent anarchists. As
Wexler says, by this time “most anarchists . . . had long since repudiated
any belief in individual propaganda of the deed. . . . most had come to
share the view of Kropotkin that masses, net individuals, make the social
revolution, and that ‘propaganda of the deed’ meant mass resistance to
state oppression, collectuve action against tyranny, the spontaneous
response of the people during a revolution—not individual acts of vio-
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lence” (Wexler 298 n. 27, 109).'% This was a move back from the broad-
ening of “propaganda by deed”; thus even at the theoretical level, the
period during which a small minority of American anarchists partici-
pated in what Avrich calls a “cult of dynamite” (H7 chap. 12) was short.

De Cleyre's Position

Against this complex historical background, it is important, in dis-
cussing de Cleyre’s position on violence, to distinguish among three
difterent categories: her position in general on whether violence is ever
justified; her position vis-a-visother anarchists in internal debates about
the desirability or nondesirability of using individual acts of violence as
a tactic for spreading anarchism and anarchist views; and her perspec-
tive on the relationship between various categories of individual violent
actions on the one hand and state violence on the other. First, then, it
is clear that over the course of her career de Cleyre identified herself
with the majority of anarchists,'> who favored peaceful methods rather
than methods of “force” (e.g., “Events,” “Our Present Attitude,” “Mak-
ing”). Again and again she argued that there is “no end of retaliations
unless someone ceases to retaliate” (“Making” 168) and that nonvio-
lent methods are therefore the only logical ones.!® Even so, her posi-
tion on the question of self-defense meant she was not a strict pacifist;
hence her emphatic insistence in 1910, in response te the way anar-
chist comrades had billed her lecture tour in Buifalo, that “ence forall,
I am not a Tolstoian, or a non-resistant” (“Tour Impressions” g2g).'7
Many times throughout her anarchist career she stated or clearly
implied that violence in self-defense is justified. Further, she called
attention to the fact that working people’s smallest efforts to reclaim
what has been stolen from them—*an hour less of labor, a small wage-
increase”—bring torth extraordinary violence on the part of the state,
which shoots people down in the road for the most “paltry” demands.
For this reason, she thought, any effort to reclaim all that has been
stolen—the earth’s resources, the working person’s own labor, the
means of production—can probably be expected to meet with even
greater violence than that meted out in response to smaller demands
(“Our Martyred™ 18-19).

The idea that, against such violence, the use of force in self-defense
would be justified seems to have been de Cleyre’s position from at least
some time before the midpoint in her career as an anarchist. It is
expressed again and again in her Haymarket speeches beginning with

56 GATES OF FREEDOM




“November 11th” in 1897, in which she refers to the bomb as the
“Vengeance” (6, 7, 8). It should be noted that de Cleyre here represents
the bomb as following, rather than preceding, the firing of police on the
protesters at the Haymarket demonstration, although it now seems
certain that the bomb came first: “We see Parsons, Spies, Fielden speak-
ing. . . . Then the police, marching in double column, coming down
Desplaines Street, turning about—firing! A man falls, struck by a police
bullet. He clutches his side and writhes upon the ground; a thin line of
blood oozes out. Others have tallen. Suddenly a Vengeance . . .” (6). In
her Haymarket speech two years later she elaborates on the views
implicit here, saying that the bomb, whoever threw it, was a “just”
response to state violence (“it ever in this world an act of violence was
just,” she ambiguously qualifies it), and that the deaths ot the policemen
killed by the bomb should be laid squarely at the door of the police cap-
tain whose “treasonable order” led them to violate the workers’ rights of
assembly and free speech (“November Eleventh” 12).

One might infer that, since de Cleyre called for direct expropriation
as the means for inaugurating the new social order, and since she antic-
ipated violent resistance to such an act, she also anticipated that expro-
priation should involve provisions for selt-detense. She tollows this syllo-
gism through only in her Haymarket speeches, however, and notin her
own voice but in paraphrases intended to resurrect the silenced voices of
the martyrs; elsewhere it is left unsaid or is said relatively obliquely, per-
haps because of her habitual care to minimize the possibility of being
arrested for her speeches, or perhaps because of her evident ambiva-
lence on this issue. '

Overtly and wholeheartedly, however, de Cleyre supported various
anned struggles associated with revolutions. When the Mexican Revolu-
tion presented the opportunity to aid such a cause actively, she did so,
working avidly from i1g11 until her death in 1912 to raise money and
support for the Mexican anarchists. On the other hand, she insisted
again and again that “revolution” should never be confused with “armed
rebellion,” explaining that an armed rebellion may well be one “inci-
dent” in a revolution but that revolution itself is a sweeping, subversive
change in social institutions (“Mexican Revolution” 302).'9 She hoped
such a change in her own society could come about nonviolently—that
is, without violent reprisals by the authorities and the necessity for seli-
defense—although she was not optimistic. Thus she said, of the Hay-
market martyrs (allying them, in a characteristic rhetorical move, with
mainstream American heroes):
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They believed that Lincoln and Grant were right, when they predicted
turther uprisings of the people, wild convulsions, in the effort te
reestablish some equilibrium in possessions. . . . they may have been
mistaken. It may be that the diffusion of ideas and of the spirit offree-
dom may take such hold upon the general mind, as will give us what
we never yet have seen, a great social change without violence or
destruction. Let us hope so. But hope cannot blind us to the fact that
so far their prophecies have been fulfilled. . .. (“Our Martyred” 18)

Second, however, the fact that de Cleyre was compelled, only two
years before her death, to refute “once for all” a perception shared by at
least some of her comrades that she was a Tolstoyan or nonresistant is an
important indication of the position she took in anarchist debates on the
use of violence as a tactic not simply of self-defense but of active, aggres-
sive, revolutionary efforts to bring about anarchist goals. She described
her sense of the evolving anarchist debate over this kind of violence in

1903

Formerly there were “Quakers” and “Revolutionists”; so there are still.
But while they neither thought well of the other, now both have
learned that each has his own use in the great play of world forces. . . .
The spread of Tolstoy’s “War and Peace” and “The Slavery of Our
Times,” and the growth of numerous Tolstoy clubs having tor their
purpose the dissemination of the literature of non-resistance, is an
evidence that many receive the idea that it is easier to cenquer war
with peace. I am one of these. I can see no end of retaliations unless
someone ceases to retaliate. But let no one mistake this for servile sub-
mission or meek abnegation; my right shall be asserted no matter at
what cost to me, and none shall trench upon it without my protest.
(“Making” 162-63)

Early in her career de Cleyre had been involved in some of the
“Quaker’/”Revolutionist” debates she refers to here. Her interest in the
triendship between Ferrer and Naquet undoubtedly retlected her own
experience debating the question of force with her friends, as in her dis-
putes in 18go with Dyer D. L.um, who sometimes angrily, sometimes
rather fondly, mocked what he saw as de Cleyre’s excess of sentiment.
Lum had at one point offered to dynamite Cook County Jail in aid of the
imprisoned Haymarket anarchists (they declined), and wrote de Cleyre
in 1891 of a mysterious other plan involving some violent act (see
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Avrich, AA 65, 66; letter to de Cleyre, March 1, 1891). In one exchange
he called de Cleyre’s views on violence “Rot! Quaker rot!” and com-
plained, for example, that her “damned over-loaded heart” would per-
petuate the suffering of millions in Russia, merely out of concern to
spare the life of the czar’s children. He took offense at the word retalia-
tion 10 describe acts of violence he regarded as “self-defence only”—
“Retaliation? Hellfire, no! Defence? Yes” (Apr. 1, 18ge). Lum’s side of
this argument reveals that de Cleyre’s interpretation of self-defense was
undoubtedly more narrow than his, which applied broadly to the right of
the oppressed to resist forcibly not merely in individual instances but in
“defense” against the perpetuation of a system of oppression that is
already by definition an “invasion” of individual sovereignty. Alluding to
a political prisoner, a woman who had been flogged to death in Siberia
a few months before, Lum argued that the very existence of the czar, his
wives, mistresses, and children is already ipso facto an “invasion” of indi-
vidual sovereignty, and asked why the czar’s children should be “spared
to live—for what? For what? To perpetuate woman flogging?”

Although it has been argued that de Cleyre eventually came around to
Lum’s viewpoint (Avrich, Ad 66), even in “Direct Action” and the extant
Haymarket speeches she never construes “self-detense” so broadly. Her
own response to the incident in Siberia, for example, a poem her editor
entitled “Ut Sementem Fecerts, Ita Metes” (As ye sow, so shall ye reap),
emphasizes the fated, natural consequences of oppression in her most
characteristic images of inevitable storm, explosion, harvest:

How many drops must gather te the skies
Before the cloud-burst comes, we may not know;
How hot the fires in under hells must glow

Ere the volcano’s scalding lavas rise,

(Can none say; but all wot the hour is sure!

Who dreams of vengeance has but to endure!
... certain is the harvest time of Hate!

And when weak moans, by an indignant world
Re-echoed, to a throne are backward hurled,
Who listens, hears the mutterings of Fate!

(36)
The pairing of “fate” with “wait” seems significant. Who is it, in this

poem, who needs merely to wait and endure in order for vengeance to
come? Revolutionaries all over the world? The oppressed in Russia? Or
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some sympathetic but distant observer? Byer Lum, in his letter of April
1, 18qo, asks what difference de Cleyre’s own distance from Russia
makes: “You . . . in—Russia? Would your habitat alter your nature?” Who,
in this poem, is imagined as waiting, and who will act? Are those who wait
and endure the same as those who will enact the vengeance? The imagery
implies that the oppressed in Russia will inevitably rise up; what ot the
“indignant world”? Be Cleyre represents the global echoes of the oppres-
sion inside Russia as magnifying and theretore accelerating the accumu-
lation of hatred that will finally explode, but what is the role of the lis-
tener who hears this magnified sound, or the dreamer of vengeance who
“has but to endure”? Are the one who dreams and the one who waits and
the one who acts all the same, but at ditferent moments in time? Or will
the one who waits (outside, in the “indignant world”?) merely be watch-
ing and rejoicing when fate (in Russia, or elsewhere as well?) finally takes
its course?

Whatever the ambivalences in this poem, and the ambivalences Lum
identified in de Cleyre’s position on violent “defense” and “retaliation”
(vengeance?), de Cleyre supported mass revolutionary movements
throughout her career and just as consistently and unambivalently
identified with those who would not personally choose the use of dyna-
mite, terrorism, and assassination as methods of bringing about the
social revolution or propagating anarchist ideas. In 1qgo7 she referred to
herselt as one of “those of us who eschew force and preach peace”
(“Events” 21); after a bombing in 1ge8 she stated categorically, “Anar-
chism has nothing in common with violence” (Avrich, A4 140; “Our Pre-
sent Attitude” 79). On the other hand, she said with equal conviction in
“Anarchism” (1901) that each anarchist should choose individually the
method best suited to him or her, and she otfered a catalog of methods,
including Tolstoy’s pacifism; George Brown’s peaceful union activism;

Johann Most’s fiery denunciations of the ruling class (in this catalog, by

substituting a description of his rhetoric for a description of his method,
she evades the question of what he advocated ); Benjamin Tucker’s advo-
cacy of passive resistance for now, with the possibility of change in
response to new circumstances; and the stern heroism ef Gaetano
Bresci, assassin of King Umberto 1 ofTtaly in 1goo. In each case de Cleyre
applauded the method as pertectly expressing the individual. “Ask a
method?” she demanded. “Do you ask Spring her method? Which is
more necessary, the sunshine or the rain? They are contradictory—yes;
they destroy each other—yes, but from this destruction the flowers
result” (“Anarchism” 115-17).
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Similarly, in “Events Are the True Schoolmasters” (1907), whose title,
a quotation from L.um, paid tribute to the friend with whom she had
argued so intensely over these issues, de Cleyre called for those anar-
chists, including herself, who opposed violent methods as illogical to
respect the fact that there is more than logic in this world: “There is feel-
ing in the world, and a very great quantity ot it . . .” (20). People moved
by strong feeling may well act violently and illogically, out of suffering, or
sympathy with suffering. Sometimes these actions, in fact, “break the line
ot the opposition and make room for wider action and farther-reaching
etfort” (20). She has come to recognize, she says, that those whe support
forcible resistance, which she herself sees as illogical,

are quite as much part and parcel of the movement towards human
liberty as those who preach peace at all costs. . . . No doubt the believ-
ers in forcible resistance feel that those of us who eschew force and
preach peace are on the wrong track; no doubt the censorious among
them think we are a nuisance, a drawback, a damage to the move-
ment, in fact, no anarchists at all. But let us neither read out nor be
read out. The ideal of society without government allures us all; we
believe in its possibility and that makes us anarchists. (21)

De Cleyre’s position on violence was complicated not only by her abvi-
ous sense that small individual explosions of violent rebellion paled in
comparison to the larger governmental forces of violence against which
they were directed, but also by her deep empathy with the feelings of out-
rage at injustice that moved some people to whom she was very close in
the small world of anarchism—friends and even lovers—to advocate or
practice what de Cleyre called “forcible physical resistance” (“Events”
20). She was extremely close to Dyer Lum, perhaps his lover; she also
became friends with Berkman during his long imprisonment for assault-
ing Frick. Despite her evidentambivalence about this act (“Idon’t, in the
large, know whether it was good or bad” [letter to Berkman, July 10,
1906]), she initiated a correspondence in 1893 (Avrich, AA 195) and
provided emotional and editorial support during the writing of his Prison
Memairs of an Anarchist, published the year she died. Thus, at a personal
level, her insight into the teelings and motives of those, like Berkman
and Lum, who disagreed with the “Tolstoyan™ aspects of her anarchism
no doubt underlay her insistence on respecting others’ advocacy ofvio-
lence, sometimes even their practice of violence, as a genuine expression
of the anarchist spirit she shared with them.
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One of many examples is a passage Paul Avrich quotes as evidence for
his view (and Emma Goldman’s) that de Cleyre eventually moved closer
to Dyer Lum’s position on violence than she was in the days when he
mocked her sentimentality and called her “Gusherine” “I have gradually
worked my way to the conviction that, while I cannot see the logic of
torcible physical resistance (entailing perpetual retaliations until one of
the offended finally refuses to retaliate), there are others who have
reached the opposite conclusions, who will act according to their con-
victions, and who are quite as much part and parcel of the movement
toward human liberty as those who preach peace at all costs” (“Events”
20—21). This passage, however, does not necessarily illustrate what
Avrich calls her move “closer and closer to the position of Dyer L.um”
(Avrich, AA 140). Immediately atter it, she reatfirms her position as an
advocate of the position opposite to that of “forcible resistance™ “No
doubt the believers in forcible resistance feel that those of us who eschew
force and preach peace are on the wrong track” (“Events” 21). The
emphasis in this passage is on her willingness to see that, despite her own
position on the issue, the “general forward impulse” of the movement as
a whole (which includes those who advocate torce as well as those, like
her, who oppose it) is “cutting new barriers,” and “If someene cuts my
course, why, then, I suppose I am cutting his at the same time” (21). At
the core of the whole essay is one more iteration of de Cleyre’s basic posi-
tion that resistance by means other than force is the logical position—not
the merely sentimental position of which Lum accused “Gusherine”—
with the added qualification that she has come to realize that other, even
diametrically opposed, positions can be as wholehearted expressions of
love for human liberty as hers. The fact that the sentence Avrich quotes
reiterates rather than recants her former position is emphasized by the
surprising syntactic turn in the middle, as it veers decidedly away from
the direction in which “I have gradually worked my way to the conviction
that” seems to be steering it initially. This opening creates the expecta-
tion of a subsequent clause that might be expected to read something
like, “but now 1 see that those who articulated other views were right.”
What follows, however, says only that she now realizes there are other opin-
ions—something she already knew—which are (and here, presumably, is
the only change she retfers to) equally an expression of anarchism.

One motive tor these sorts of rhetorical sleights-of-hand was de
Cleyre’s practical concern for unity across all the divisions that cleft the
anarchist movement with sometimes dramatic discord, including Emma
Goldman’s attack on Johann Most with a horsewhip at a public lecture
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when he criticized Berkman’s ettentat (Wexler 66) as well as the less dra-
matic dissonances of the long tension between Goldman and de Cleyre
(Avrich, AA 86-87; Wexler 128-g0). In light of such discord, de Cleyre,
while urging nonviolent methods of resistance herself, nonetheless
argued for honoring the spirit of each individual expression of anar-
chism, and deplored the selt-satistaction ot “plumb-line anarchists” who
think their own program for social transformation is the one infallible
path. When events do not bear out their ideas, she said, they simply “give
a look in their pocket-mirrors” to “behold ‘the tace ot Anarchy’ unde-
generate,” and wash their hands like Pontius Pilate (“Events” 19—20). It
was from these “reasonable, cool” anarchists that she sought to elicit a
more complex understanding of others who might share “the ideal of
society without government” but express the feelings underlying those
commitments in illogical, perhaps violent, acts (“Events” 19—21).

De Cleyre’s Views on Violence

All of de Cleyre’s positions on the question of violence—her adamant
preference for peacetful methods, her equally adamant insistence on the
right to use force in self-defense, her opposition to dynamite as a tactic,
her attempt to close ranks with those who took the opposite view, her call
for pacifists to understand the emotional sources of violent acts—were
facets of her fundamental assumptions about violence. The first of these
assumptions is that the state is by nature violent and exists to protect a
minority’s appropriation, by force, of the earth’s resources, of techno-
logical resources, and of human labor. The violence by which unjust
privilege is claimed and maintained can be expected to breed many
other kinds of violence, not only because it deprives people of what they
need and are therefore driven to take by force, and because it may breed
aviolent desire for revenge, but because it produces sick, distorted forms
of behavior (Helcher’s shooting of de Cleyre, for example), by depriving
people of a free, “normal life” of self-fulfillment. Helcher, she told a
newspaper interviewer, was “crazy. l.ack of proper tfood and healthy
labor made him so” (qtd. Avrich, A4 174). Actssuch as his should be met
with sympathy and assistance, not condemnation and criminalization. “It
is not the business of Anarchists to preach wild or foolish acts,—acts of
violence,” de Cleyre said after the Union Square bombing.?® “For, truly,
Anarchism has nothing in common with violence, and can never come
about save through the conquest of men’s minds. But when some des-
perate and life-denied victim of the present system does strike ®ack at it,

Fated Fruit

63




64

by violence, it is not our business to heap infamies upon his name, but to
explain him as we explain others, whether our enemies or our friends, as
the fated fruit of the existing ‘order’” (“Our Present Attitude” 79).

Again and again de Cleyre explained acts of violence—sometimes
those that other anarchists were repudiating—as just such “fated fruit.”
The McNamara brothers are a good example. They were detendants in
a celebrated court case of 1911 involving the 1910 bombing of a Los
Angeles ironworks and—the heart of the case—an explosion of dyna-
mite in Ink Alley next to the los Angeles Times building that claimed
twenty or more lives. A vigorous national and international campaign
was organized on their behalf, during which the American Federation of
Labor alone raised $19o,000 (Robinson 6-20). In court they then
changed their innocent plea to guilty, shocking their supporters. Their
lawyer Clarence Barrow explained his decision to defend them on the
basis of his conviction that they intended no loss of life: James McNa-
mara planted the dynamite outside, not inside, the building, and in an
amount that would not be expected to harm anyone inside—a scare tac-
tic to intimidate workers in nonunion shops, but not harm them (Stery
181). Instead, the ink vapor in barrels stored in the alley exploded, con-
suming the building in a nightmare inferno that forced some of the
burning workers to jump from windows (King).

De Cleyre’s approach to this act of violence was to search out the
causes, not condemning the perpetrators but attempting to understand
the power dynamics involved. Unions everywhere denounced the McNa-
maras and called for retribution (Robinson 1g-21), in a wave of anger
and revulsion that de Cleyre insisted on interrogating. Her analysis
derived from her views in general on crime and punishment, her views
on the origins of violence, and her view that dominant ideology pro-
duces a selective sense of what is “violent.” Refusing to agree with the cry
that the crime must be avenged because, whatever the motive, “Murder
is murder,” as Teddy Roosevelt said, she asked how “murder” and crimi-
nality are commonly defined in labor struggles: “Who cries vengeance
tor the criminals who killed the workers in the Cherry mine? . . . Who
now are the criminals responsible for the 200 miners buried alive at this
moment at Bricewville? Every day they murder more, calmly and cold-
bloodedly, than died the Times disaster. . . .” She called on her readers
to identity the “fundamental criminals” and the “fundamental crime”
and then, instead of calling for vengeance on the McNamaras, address
the underlying source of violence by calling for “the abolition of this
scheme of property right for some in what belongs to us all, whereby we
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are brought to this horrible [class] war, and driven to conclude that
there is no way of getting any meager portion of what is ours but by vio-
lence” (“McNamara Storm”). As for Roosevelt’s analysis, she said, “I had
a vision before my eyes of a fleeing Spaniard running up San Juan hill,
pierced through the back by a rough-rider—and I felt like saying in R’s
ear, ‘Remember—Murder is murder’ (“Abundaint Crop”).

De Cleyre insisted on asking the right question—not what vengeance
should be taken on the McNamaras, but what would make them do such
a thing: “the main question this case puts to the World for its answer is,
What are the causes which make men of good teelings, kindly and sym-
pathetic men, as those who know them say these brothers are, come to
the conclusion that destructive attacks upon property (I do not person-
ally believe they ever meant to kill people) are justifiable.” She answers
that they must have been men who knew, unlike most of us, whatit is like
to work in an ironworks. Such dangerous work breeds “a recklessness
toward life, which is the spirztual toll humanity must pay for the iron lriumphs
of its iron civilization.” Iron workers last at their job an average of ten
years: “Try to understand what that means—the fallen, the crushed, the
mangled, the maimed and lamed, the dead. Tty to understand what sort
of teeling that engenders in the breast of him who seesand feels it” (“Psy-
chological Storm”). These incidents in the ironworks are “murders com-
mitted by Society.” As if in confirmation of her almost visceral sense of
the more tundamental violence against which the McNamaras were strik-
ing out, de Cleyre wrote Saul Yanovsky soon after the Times disaster
about a horrifying instance of violence against labor organizers in San
Diego. It had been incited, she felt, by Times owner Harrison Gray Otis,
in an “outrageous editorial in which he proclaimed the vigilante propa-
ganda” against labor. In a wave of antilabor violence she saw as only the
beginning, four labor speakers had been murdered; reading how they
were “compelled to stand with uplifted hands while one by one each was
clubbed into insensibility,—and threatened with the revolver if their
hands fell from exhaustion,” she wrote, “made me deathly sick! In what
manner of country are we living? And this is Otis’s direct instigation. I'm
only confoundedly sorry McNamara didn’t hit Aim instead ot his build-
ing, with the poor 20 scabs” (letter to Yanovsky, Apr. 15, 1911).

Two points of interest emerge in the preceding quotations: the use of
“we” and “ours” in the description of the current class war, and the wish
that McNamara had hit Otis instead of the poor nonunion workers. De
Cleyre’s reiterated “Iry to understand” is the watchword here. The first-
person plural represents a perhaps deliberately shocking insistence on
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not pulling back from solidarity with the McNamaras at a time when
almost everyone had done so, a call to her readers to recognize—empa-
thetically—that the impulses that led them to contemplate violence
(against property, not people in this case) are part and parcel of the suf-
fering of all the dispossessed under the overt, sustained, and systemic vio-
lence of the possessors, whose normal modus operandi involves the
sacrifice of, say, two hundred miners here and there. The emphasis is on
the desperation produced by such violence, the sense it produces that
there is no way to get what is rightfully “ours”—a word that calls for an
empathy and solidarity intense enough to include the McNamaras—
except through an answering violence. In the case of the letter, the wish
that Otis had died instead of his workers has to do with the fact thatithe
had, the four labor organizers would nothave been clubbed to death. In
neither case is there a desire for gratuitous violence oraninterest in the
world of dynamite and plots that attracted Lum.

Similarly, in 1901 she had viewed McKinley’s assassination as a result
of the violence permeating the current social and economic system, of
which McKinley was himself a perpetrator and indeed a representative:
“not Anarchism, but the state of society which creates men of power and greed and
the victims of power and greed, is responsible tfor the death of both McKin-
ley and Czolgosz,” she said. McKinley had blood on his own hands—the
“official murder” of the Filipinos, “whom he, in pursuance of the capi-
talist policy of Imperialism, had sentenced to death.” However kind he
may have been in private life, she said, is irrelevant; of ficially he “was the
representative of wealth and greed and power”—of capitalism, which has
made “a slaughter-house . . . of the world.” Thus he died “not as a martyr,
but as a gambler who had won a high stake and was struck down by the man who
had lost the game: for that is what capitalism has made of human well-
being—a gambler’s stake, no more.” McKinley died because “The hells
of capitalism create the desperate; the desperate act,—desperately!”
Whether Czolgosz was an anarchist cannot be determined, she says, for
no one even knows who he was—*“A child of the great darkness, a spec-
tre out of the abyss! Was he an Anarchist? We do not know” (“McKinley’s
Assassination” go4-5). To her such violence as his was only to be
expected from the “existing ‘order,’” a word she uses, here and else-
where, as sarcastically as August Spies in his tinal speech before the Hay-
market judge. “Go with me to the half-starved miners of the Hocking Val-
ley . . . or pass along the railroads of that most orderly and law-abiding
citizen, Jay Gould. And then tell me whether this order has in it any
moral principle for which it should be preserved,” he had said (qtd.
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Avrich, H7286)—a position echoed in de Cleyre’s sarcastic descriptions
of “social order” in “The Economic Tendency of Freethought.” In “Our
Present Attitude,” de Cleyre immediately juxtaposes with the word
“order”—ironic sign of the profound dysfunction and disorder of the
present system—the further irony that its most telling symptoms, “wild
outbursts of desperation,” are interpreted in the press as anarchism.
Such outbursts—violent symptoms—she saw as inevitable. Among the
torms such symptoms took, however, de Cleyre made crucial distinctions

on the basis of their relation to one central criterion: the exercise of

human freedom. Some she saw as pitiable, desperate acts of compulsion,
reactions to the poverty or brutal living conditions brought about by the
underlying violence that sustains a system of property based on forcible
theft. These acts she thought should elicit pity, not punishment. Some
other acts of violence she seems to have seen as quite close to this cate-
gory—equally “fated fruit” of the present “order”—with the added ele-
ment that rather than being simply the logical outcomes of oppression
by people pushed to the breaking point, they also expressed some con-
scious social or philosophical commitment, whether rightly or wrongly
acted upon. In her comment that all desperate acts are erroneously read
as “anarchist” she called attention specifically to the media’s failure to
make this distinction: “the elemental cries of humanity are swelling up in
a frighttul discordant chorus, because the elemental needs of humanity
are being denied. . .. Now, in times like these, wild outbursts ot despera-
tion must be expected. . . . We must expect that such people will be
called Anarchists, in advance. No matter what they themselves say, no
matter what we say, the majority ot people will believe they acted not as
desperate men, but as theoretical Anarchists” (“Our Present Attitude” 79).
Still another category she regarded as acts of the free human will,
whether collective, as in the Mexican Revolution, or individual. In the
latter category she placed Michele Angiolillo’s revenge in 1897 on the
man responsible for torturing hundreds of people, including many anar-
chists, in the fortress of Montjuich in Barcelona. In this category too she
placed Bresci’s assassination of Umberto.

Bresci was an immigrant weaver from Paterson, New Jersey, where he
belonged to a group that published an anarchist paper Malatesta edited
tor a time, La Questione Sociale. As Emma Goldman told the story in her
essay “The Psychology of Political Violence,” Bresci read ota massacre in
his native Italy, where famine had provoked a group of peasant women
to go before King Umberto to beg for aid. In “mute silence” they held up
their “emaciated infants,” Goldman says—and Umberto’s soldiers
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opened fire. At arancorous meeting of his anarchist group, Bresci took
back his loan of a hundred dollars in what his comrades assumed was a
selfish defection from their cause, then left for Italy with the secret pur-
pose of assassinating the king (104-5). In “Anarchism,” de Cleyre’s cata-
log of different approaches to the question of “method,” from Tolstoy
through Most, Brown, and others, opens out at the end, despite her own
expressed preference for peaceful means, into an exalted vision of
Bresci’s act:

For there are some whose nature it is to think and plead, and yield
and yet return to the address, and so make headway in the minds of
their tellowmen; and there are others who are stern and still, resolute,
implacable as Judah's dream of God;—and those men strike—strike
once and have ended. But the blow resounds across the world. And as
on a night when the sky is heavy with storm, some sudden great white
flare sheets across it, and every object starts sharply out, so in the tlash
of Bresci’s pistol shot the whole world for a moment saw the tragic
figure of the Italian people, starved, stunted, crippled, huddled,
degraded, murdered; and at the same moment that their teeth chat-
tered with tear, they came and asked the Anarchists to explain them-
selves. And hundreds of thousands of people read more in those few
days than they had ever read of the idea before. (116)

The last sentence of this passage makes it clear thatde Cleyre is giving
an example of a justified and effective act of individual “propaganda by
deed.” The imagery in this climactic passage—the white {lare in the sky,
portent of a storm with which the sky is heavy, almost ready to burst—
together with the expropriation of Judah’s “dream” of God for the pur-
pose of describing what is most heroic and free and therefore most pro-
toundly real and human, not merely imaginary and superhuman,
situates this vision of Bresci within de Cleyre’s most characteristic
rhetoric of freedom. In particular it recalls her great poem “The Hurri-
cane,” which opens on a seascape, image of incipient unrest:

The tide 1s out, the wind blows oftf the shore;
Bare burn the white sands in the scorching sun;

The sea complains, but its great voice is low.

The remainder of the poem moves through images of waves gathering
and the voice of the sea deepening; at its climax the “thundering” sea
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rolls over the “shell-crunched wall”—animage that tropes the will of the
dispossessed, hitherto mute but now liberated in all its fury, as the thun-
derous voice of God.

Thus, while de Cleyre seems to have distinguished between heroic
acts of force and pitiable acts undertaken almost without the actor’s con-
trol, her view that both are “tated fruit” means that in her analyses and
representations of particular violent acts there is sometimes a fine line
between the two categories. In the first, an individual or group of indi-
viduals acts freely, out ot choice, against the forces that would crush it,
but also out of the sheer logic of cause and eftect that brings the whirl-
wind to those who sow the wind, a violent harvest to those whe sow the
seeds ot violence. In the second, the human will is compelled to resist by
circumstance—but then again not so much by circumstance as by its own
free nature, which circumstance has compressed to explosive force. One
of de Cleyre’s poems, for example, is the dramatic monologue of a
mother who has murdered her child to spare it the poverty and
ignominy its “illegitimate” birth entails. The mother, who has failed to
find work because of the shame attached to her unmarried status, has in
one sense been crushed by her social condition into this tinal defeat of
killing her own child to spare it starvation and despair, yet she resists
condemnation with an angry defiance, a sense that her own understand-
ing of the situation sets her beyond the reach of her executioners
(“Betrayed™).

Similarly, in de Cleyre’s story “A Rocket of Iron,” the protagonistis a
man almost overwhelmed by the circumstances of his life at the Iron
Works, pushed to what is perhaps the breaking point. At the climax, a
fiery iron rocket shoots out of the furnace, bursting in a shower of
“demoniac sparks” that Kkill two workers and maim another for life. As
the protagonist stands calm amid the inferno, then carries his friend out
to the ambulance, the imagery reveals that beneath his stoic exterior the
explosion coincides with a similar explosion of some incipient revolu-
tionary consciousness in him—some newly coherent resolve to act,
which the narrator glimpses: “I fancied I saw upon the delicate curved
lips a line of purpose deepen, and the reflection ot the iron-fire glow in
the strange eyes, as if for an instant the door of a hidden furnace had
been opened and smouldering coals had breathed the air” (411-12).
The content of this resolve is never revealed, because the story ends
abruptly with the implication that, before this man’s inner freedom can
burst forth like the rocket, he will die of tuberculosis. It is nonetheless
evident that had he acted, perhaps violently, his act would have been a
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response to the overwhelming violence of the social and economic sys-
tem that has slowly been Killing him.

A Rocket of Iron”

This brief sketch from 1902 is notable for its intriguing representation
of the narrator’s consciousness, through which our view of the workers
and their world is focalized in a sequence of narrative reversals that dis-
rupt and reconfigure the interpretations into which we have just been
drawn. This shifting of representation enacts the shifts in vantage point
necessary for seeing the full complexity of de Cleyre’s views on forcible
resistance, which were as consistently multifaceted in 19o2 as they were
throughout her career. As the story opens, the narrator describes retro-
spectivelya cold, misty October nightfall in the north, when she or he sat
looking out a window at a some urban landscape peopled by ghostly,
insubstantial figures. Eventually their blurred presence as they wind in
zigzag lines through the “chill steam” rising from the river—“pale,
drunken images of facts, staggering against the invulnerable vapor that
walled me in"—takes on a more disturbing speciticity. They are “hardly
distinguishable,” the narrator says, from the posts and pickets that weave
among them like “half-dismembered bodies writhing in pain” (409).
This image crystallizes the cold, disembodied, and disembodying vio-
lence of the world these figures live in—a capitalist dreamscape in which
the rendering of workers as mere substanceless shadows, the disregard
for the reality of their tortured bodies, is identical to the most violent
physical oppression. Indeed, this cold, depersonalizing violence is the
same as the fiery violence that will later reduce a worker to “a seared
human stump” (412).

The tone and atmosphere of this opening are similar to the tone and
atmosphere of the simultaneously surreal and hyperreal daily lives of the
miners in the opening chapters of a work much admired by anarchists of
de Cleyre’s generation, Emile Zola’s revolutionary Germinal, a resem-
blance that becomes significant at the climax of the story. Unlike Zola,
however, de Cleyre chooses a first-person narrator, an intriguingly out-
side/inside witness whose relation to the events poses some of the same
questions as those posed by “Ut Sementem Feceris.” Watching the work-
ers through the mist, this narrator feels an increasingly desperate sense
of oppressive, claustrophobic fatality that leads to a sort of psychological
explosion, expressed physically as s/he finally rushes outside, “impelled
by the vague impulse to assert my own being, to seek reliet in struggle,
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even though foredoomed futile—to seek warmth, fellowship, some-
where, though but with those ineffective pallors in the mist, that dis-
solved even while I looked at them” (409-10). In this surreal, atomistic
landscape the act of asserting one’s “own being” seems partcularly
“futile,” as does the act of seeking warmth and fellowship. The ways in
which the social “order” represented in this symbolic scene works against
a feeling of human connection are rendered through the troping of the
problem of solidarity as a problem of solidity. Each figure’s perception
of the others must be momenrary, erratic; these workers reduced to
mere bodies are theretore body-less.

No history is given for the psychological state that leads the narrator
to burst forth into this outside world, but the bursting torth, an analogy
to the explosion ot the rocket later, is associated with an oppressively
intensifying sense of empathy, expressed physically in the narrator’s sen-
sation of numbness: “My own fingers were curiously numb and inert; had
I, too, become a shadow?” (40¢). This empathy is probably not based on
class; we may assume the narrator, because of her observer status in the
street among the “laborers” and in the crowded, poorer section of town
in which she arrives atter leaving her own oppressive room or rooms, is
not herselt a worker. Nonetheless she joins the workers out of a desire
for human connection, is swept into the current of motion through the
crowded streets, and arrives, ironically, at a source of warmth different
trom the one she sought: the heat emanating from the door of the Iron
Works. At this point the first narrative reversal occurs, as the narrator
revises her account of how she got here. The revision is a rethinking of
memorYy: a revisiting and re-cognition ot the past.

No, I remember now: there was something before that; there was a
sound—a sound that had stopped my feet in their going, and smote
me with a long shudder—a sound of hammers, beating, beating, beat-
ing a terrific hail, momentarily faster and louder, and in between a
panting as of some great monster catching breath beneath the driving
of that iron rain. Faster, faster—crLAnG! A long reverberant shriek!
The giant had rolled and shivered in his pain. Involuntarily I was
drawn down into the Valley of the Sound, words muttering themselves
through my lips as I passed: “Forging, forging—what are they forging
there? Frankenstein makes his Monster. How the iron screams!” (410)

This first narrative reversal calls attention to the possibility of not
hearing the sound of the sleeping giant—a sound that resonates with
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other aural images in de Cleyre’s work: the low complaint of the sea at
the beginning of “The Hurricane”; the echoed moans in “Ut Sementem
Feceris” that become “the mutterings of fate.” It resonates, too, with
other images of potentially explosive despair: the culminating image of
Our Lady of Pain in “Francisco Ferrer,” who may one day set her own
lights in the darkness of privation, and the culminating image of Samson
in “The Economic Tendency of Freethought™ “The giant is blind, but
he’s thinking: and his locks are growing, tast” (7). All these are images of
a phenomenon that might be missed, or forgotten, by those who do not
share the most desperate oppression; the narrator’s decisive return from
such a forgetfulness underlines that fact. One could forget this sound,
driftinto imagining the factory without imagining the trapped, explosive
torce inside it—without hearing the scream of torture. We did not hear
this at first; the narrator forgot it at first, but it is there; it was there all
along: “No, I remember now. . ..”

The climax of the story reverberates with this sound of the explosive
revolutionary force building up in the factory—a representation that
reveals the forging of the workers’ ultimate rebellion as the same process
by which the wealth produced in the factory is created. The hero’s face
is sensitive, pale, “Hard with the hardness of beaten iron” (411). In
“Francisco Ferrer,” the fact that Our Lady of Pain replaces the Virgin of
Toledo at the end of the lecture asserts an identity: the two are the same,
because the opulent figure of the Virgin of Toledo is produced by the
poverty of those whose hunger is figured in Our Lady of Pain. This is the
same identity expressed in “A Rocket of Iron”: the identity between the
forging of the iron to produce wealth and the forging of the Man of
Iron—of his revolutionary resolve. The workers’ hammering, hammer-
ing, hammering is Frankenstein’s forging of his monster. The creation
of wealth is also the creation of poverty, and the creature, as in Franken-
stein, may exact revenge. The iron screams and pants beneath the ham-
mers; the workers who wield them, “like demons in the abyss” (411)
forced to carry out their own torture, may perhaps, by implication, carry
out their own revenge, as the monster did. The work exacted by the mas-
ters is the forging at the same time of wealth and revolt, an image ofthe
tact that eventual retribution is always already implicitin injustice, which
sows its own seeds of destruction.

Atter the rocket is cold the here alone does not go back te work, but
“goes out into the fog and night,” his heart overcome not only with “the
burden of the dying man” but “perhaps some mightier burden” (412).
What this burden may be is perhaps implicit in the similarities between
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de Cleyre’s description of the factory and Zola’s many comparisons of
the perpetual sound of the drainage pump in the mine to “the congested
breathing of a monster” (Germinal 7), its “heavy, labored breathing”—
analogous to the illness and growing desperation of the miners them-
selves—*“ceaselessly panting, night and day” (108). The description of de
Cleyre’s hero, as well, recalls Zola’s hero Etienne as he goes off into the
world to spread his revolutionary ideas at the end of the novel, and also
the more ambivalent figure of Souvarine, the character Emma Goldman
was presumably describing when she said that Germinal tells of “the ten-
derness and kindness, the deep sympathy with human suftering, of . . .
men who close the chapter of their lives with a violent outbreak against
our system” (“Psychology” 81-82). Souvarine, too, walks away at the end:
“In the distance his shadow shrank and meltedinto the darkness. He was
heading over there, into the unknown. He was calmly marching toward
extermination, toward any place where there was dynamite available to
blow up cities and men. He will surely be there on that day when the
dying bourgeoisie will hear the pavement exploding under its every foot-
step” (Zola 387).

Such echoes do not resolve, but heighten, the ambiguity of de
Cleyre’s story, which, unlike Zola’s massive novel, overwhelming in its
relentless sensory documentation of everyday oppression in the mines, is
only a glimpse into the briefest moment of an ironworker’s life. A sud-
den shiftinto and out of the present tense reinforces both the power and
the evanescence of this moment as the man, transformed by his experi-
ence, passes through our line of vision just after the accident:

Itwas all overin half an hour. There would be weeping in three lit-
tle homes; and one was dead, and one would die, and one would
crawl, a seared human stump, to the end of his weary days. . . . There
would be an entry on the company’s books, and a brief line in the
newspapers next day. But the welding of the iron would go on, and
the man who gave his easy money for it would fancy he had paid for it,
not seeing the stiff figures in their graves, nor the crippled beggar,
nor the broken homes.

The rocket of iron is already cold; dull, inert, fireless, the black
fragments lie upon the tloor whereon they lately rained their red
revenge. Do with them what you will, you cannot undo their work.
The men are clearing way. Only he with the white face does not go
back to his place. Still set and silent he takes his coat, “presses his soft
hat down upon his thick, damp locks,” and goes out into the fog and
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night. So close he passed me, I might have touched him; but he never
saw me. (SW412)

We are to imagine the man’s heroism in resisting the masters of the
inferno, as he steps out for a momentinto the present, and yet immedi-
ately the narrative sinks into the past tense again:

For one instant the shapely, boyish figure was in full light, then it van-
ished away in the engulfing mist—the mist. which the vision of him
had made me forget. For I knew I had seen a Man of Iron, into whose
soul the iron had driven, whose nerves were tempered as cold steel,
but behind whose still, impassive features slumbered a white-hot
heart. And others should see a rocket and a ruin, and feel the
Vengeance of Beaten Iron, before the mist comes and swallows all.

(412-13)

The lines are prophetic, but in the future tense as seen from the past—
"And others should . . . feel the Vengeance. . . .” Only the mist, which has
been associated from the beginning of the sketch with “that irresistible
tatality which will one day lay us all beneath the ice-death” (400),
remains in a clear, unconditional future, its inevitability intensified by
the present-tense comes and swallows: “before the mist comes and swal-
lows all.” As it to confirm the import of this ominous past-tense
prophecy, there follows a line of asterisks and then another narrative
reversal: “I had forgotten! Upon that face, that young, fair face, so
smooth and fine that even the black smoke would not rest upon it, there
bloomed the roses of Early Death! Hot-house flowers!” (413).
Forgetting plays a strange role in the reversals of this brief sketch. The
narrator came to the Iron Works in a move to affirm her humanity in fel-
lowship with other humans—but no, she forgot: actually she was drawn
there by the scream of iron and the pounding of hammers, the sound of
the sleeping giant before the explosion. For a moment, the vision of the
Man of Iron made her forget the mist, emblem of mortality. She proph-
esies the man’s “Vengeance”—a loaded word in de Cleyre’s repertoire,
figuring as it does at the end of her speech “November 11th” as a
metaphor for the Haymarket bomb (8). But no, she had forgotten: he
was about to die instead of doing some great deed. There will be no
vengeance, then? Or might all the reversals point to some further rever-
sal that lies beyond the sketch—in the narrator’s, or the reader’s, future?
The narrator here plays the role of a witness who sees the workers indis-
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tinctly but feels their oppression vicariously as well as experiencing a
parallel sense of oppressive, claustrophobic mortality. From her misty
observer’s distance she must read the workers’ lives as evidence of some-
thing, but they are blurred to her vision—only the “pale drunken images
of facts, staggering against the invulnerable vapor” that walls her in and,
implicitly, separates her from them. Ifthey cannot be seen clearly, how-
ever, they can be felt empathetically: their ghostly shadow-lives in the
tog, metaphors for the draining of their lives by factory work, are trans-
lated into the narrator’s recognition that her own hands are “cmiously
numb and inert,” leading to her question, “Had I, too, become a
shadow?” (409).

The imagery recalls two passages from de Cleyre’s life: her joy in a
brief meeting in 1911 with an “anarchistically” inclined working man,
A. Johanssen, whose vitality she contrasted with the inaction of too many
Hamlet-like anarchists “sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought” (letter
to Yanovsky, Mar. 29, 1911); and her sense at the time of the Mexican
Revolution that some anarchists (herself included?) had been living “in
the clouds of theory,” “helpless” to act (“Report” 62). In the end the
reversals of “A Rocket of Iron” evoke the dangers of not hearing, ot hear-
ing and then forgetting, of imagining action but ftorgetting the torces
working against it—and then perhaps finally, of lapsing again into the
toggy analysis of impertectly apprehended “facts” and a sense of one’s
own numb hands.

Among the many functions of these shitts may be their representation
of de Cleyre’s multiple relation to the tragedies of oppression and the
possibilities of resistance. The image of the observer’s numb hands
evokes the helplessness of those living in clouds of theory; in addition,
the narrator is oppressed by a sense of mortality—a fact that, in the con-
text of de Cleyre’s life and work, may also evoke her premonition of the
briefness of her chance to make some difference in the world. By the
time she published this sketch in 1902, Byer Lum had long ago commit-
ted suicide, and some of her promising students had, in a sense, faded
into the mist in other ways, by turning from their youthful anarchism
toward a more satistied life of material comforts. She renders one of
these incidents in her sketch from this same period, “Harry Levetin,” a
long tirst-person narrative in the voice of a teacher whose poor immi-
grant studentstruggles desperately for an education, tinally goes to med-
ical school and gets an internship, writes gloriously of how much better
itis to be a doctor than to tell working people at the end of a hard day
that they are slaves (i.e., than to be an anarchist speaker), and then dies
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of consumption just as his career is beginning. In a Haymarket speech in
1900 she referred to the tact that activists like her and her comrades
tend to die young (“Our Martyred” 21). Both de Cleyre’s hope for, and
despair of, social transformation are thus present in “A Rocket of Iron,”
as well as a sense that it is hard to keep hope in one’s line of vision. To
do so, one must torget mortality temporarily; itis possible to concentrate
so overwhelmingly on one’s own sense of isolation and despair—or what
appear to be the elusive realities of this mortal coil—that one forgets to
hear the prophetic signs of revolution.

“Germinall”

Throughout the narrative reversals ot “A Rocket of Iron,” which prob-
lematize the possibilities of successful resistance, one vision is consis-
tently sustained: that of the violence at the core of the economic system,
which is responsible for the cold hell of “half-dismembered bodies
writhing in pain” (4eq) at the beginning of the sketch, for the fiery
explosion atits climax, and for the mortal disease of the hero at the end.
That vision of the present “order” as inherently, overwhelmingly violent
is one de Cleyre sustained throughout her life. It was because of it that
she saw public outrage at the supposed threat of anarchist “violence” as
a hypocritical deflection of attention from the real issue of human lib-
erty: “it is not violence the ruling classes object to; for they themselves
rule by violence, and take with the strong hand at every door. It is the
social change they fear, the equalization of men” (“Our Martyred” 21).
She was outraged at the pretense that it was force itselt the government
objected to:

What! These creatures who drill men in the science of killing, who put
guns and clubs in hands they train to shoot and strike, who hail with
delight the latest inventions in explosives, who exult in the machine
that can kill the most with the least expenditure of energy, who
declare a war of extermination upon people who do not want their
civilization, who ravish, and burn, and garrote and guillotine, and
hang, and electrocute, they have the impertinence to talk about the
unrighteousness of force! (“Eleventh of November 1887” 170)

What wonder such a system should produce violence as its “fated fruit.”
This perspective reflects the fact that, like so many of her contempo-
raries, de Cleyre traced the inception of her anarchism to the Haymarket
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affair. Whether or not it was an anarchist who threw the bomb—as it may
well have been, and as de Cleyre herself may well have eventually
known*'—was of little consequence to her overall analysis of the sources
of violence in the incident: the oppression that initiated the strike, the vio-
lent retaliation against the strikers, the whole system of laws that could be
manipulated so easily to kill five men who had certainly not thrown the
bomb. “There will come a time,” August Spies said just before he was
hanged, “when our silence will be more powerful than the voices you
strangle today!” (qtd. Avrich, AA 48). In the imagery of her speeches com-
memorating the Haymarket martyrs, de Cleyre pictures their deaths again
and again as harbingers of a worldwide social transformation, the
tulfillment of the prophecy that these strangled voices will be heard.” In
her Haymarket speech “The Fruit of the Sacrifice” she pictured the buried
martyrsas buried revolutionary potential, awaiting inevitable resurrection:
“immortal seed lain germinating in the furrow” (1). The word “germinat-
ing” was undoubtedly intended to suggest germinal—an electrifying word
to de Cleyre and her contemporaries because of Zola’s novel. It became
even more so two years after this speech, in 1897, when Michele Angiolillo
cried out, “Germinal!” just betore he was garroted tor assassinating Anto-
nio Canovas del Castillo in revenge tor the tortures of Montjuich.

De Cleyre’s poem “Germinal” and her short story “The Heart of Angi-
olillo” render her admiration for his passionate response to injustice
after a group of those who had been tortured in Montjuich came to lL.on-
don to expose its horrors to the world. Like Angiolillo, de Cleyre met
them, heard their stories in public and private, and saw their mutilations.
She read his act as a portent, a seed of the resistance that must follow
such oppression:

Germinall—The Field of Mars is plowming,

And hard the steel that cuts, and hot the breath
Of the great Oxen, straining flanks and bowing
Beneath his goad, who guides the share of Death.

Germinall—The Dragon’s teeth are sowing,

And stern and white the sower flings the seed

He shall not gather, though full swift the growing;
Straight down Death’s furrow treads, and does not heed.

Germinal!—the Helmet Heads are springing
Far up the Field of Mars in gleaming files;
With wild war notes the bursting earth is ringing.
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Within his grave the sower sleeps, and smiles.
[.ondon, October, 1897
(65)

Even the incessant enjambments in this poem express the sense of an
unstoppable force, as does its wild Romantic undercurrent, compressed
by the tight poetic form in a miming of the always only temporary com-
pression of the human will to freedom.

De Cleyre grew up hearing her mother’s nightly readings ot Byron
(Avrich, AA 25), and she loved the poems of Swinburne, Poe, and Ferdi-
nand Freiligrath. Like the word germinal, August Spies’ prophecy, “We
are the birds of'the coming storm,” took deep root in her romantic imag-
ination. What she said of Dyer Lum was equally true of her, but with a dit-
ference: “he believed in revolution as he believed in cyclones; when the
time comes for the cloud to burst it bursts, and so will burst the pent up
storm in the people when it can no longer be contained” (“Byer D.
Lum,” Freedom). Be Cleyre’s vision of the field of Mars owes much to
Zola’s naturalistic evocations of the spontaneous, uncontrolled and
uncontrollable rising up of the miners, whose misery has germinated
underground and breaks in a stormlike fury. At the end of the novel we
realize this outburst was only a prelude:

On all sides seeds were swelling and stretching, thrusting through the
plain in search of warmth and light. There was a whispering rush of
overflowing sap, the sound of seeds spread in a great kiss. Again,
again, more and more distinctly, as if they too were rising to the sur-
face, [the miners] were continuing to hammer. . . . Men were spring-
ing up—a black, avenging army was slowly germinating in the furrows,
sprouting for the harvests of the coming century. And soon this ger-
mination would sunder the earth. (Zola 428)

De Cleyre was moved by such images. Like Byer Lum, she believed in
cyclones; unlike him, she did not therefore see violence as a moral
imperative for herself, although much of her work includes impas-
sioned, prophetic warnings of the potentially violent results of violent
oppression. It the image of the cycle of violence begetting violence was
central to de Cleyre’s own advocacy of nonviolent methods, it was also
central to the exultation she expressed again and again, especially in her
Mayday speeches and in many of her poems, at every revelation of the
natural law whereby those who sow the wind inevitably reap the whirl-
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wind; a theme on which she played constant variations in every genre in
which she wrote: lectures, essays, poems, stories, letters.*s The wild hur-
ricanes and furious storms, red lightning and cataclysmic upheavals,
tempestuous seas bursting through the sea wall—metaphors of revolt
that earned her Leonard Abbott’s praise as a “priestess of pity and
vengeance”—express an exultant faith that human freedom is a tremen-
dous, uncontainable natural force that will always reassert itself against
suppression.®1 Her statement that l.um believed in the ultimate bursting
of “the pent up storm” is followed by her own avowal: “So he believed,
and trusted in the future. And I who trust in his philosophy trust that in
that fire-hued day the spirit of my beloved teacher and friend will burn
in the hearts of the strugglers for freedom, till it consumes away all fear,
all dependence, all the dross of our ‘American slavery,” and leaves them
erect, proud, free, dauntless as he who haslett to them the rich legacy of
a life of thoughtand work in their behalf” (“Dyer D. Lum,” Freedom).

In general, de Cleyre's analysis of violence and its causes was part of
herlargerview thattrue life, “a normal life,” can existonly in a condition
of freedom, and that freedom is the natural element of the human spirit,
which will simply assert itself again and again until the fundamental
social and economic conditions that sustain freedom for every person on
earth are met: “Humanity is a seething, heaving mass of unease, tum-
bling like surge over a slipping, sliding, shifting bottom; and there will
never be any ease until a rock bottom ot economic justice is reached”
(“Mexican Revolution” 255). Until then, as she said in “Direct Action,”
the class war

will go on as it has been going, in spite of all the hysteria which well-
meaning people, who do not understand life and its necessities, may
manifest; in spite of all the shivering that timid leaders have done; in
spite of all the reactionary revenges that may be taken; in spite of all
the capital politicians make out of the situation. It will go on because
Life cries to live, and Property denies its freedom to live; and Life will
not submit. (242)
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Three

SEX SLAVERY

.. . there is no refuge upon earth for the enslaved sex. Righl where we are,
there we must dig our trenches, and win or die.
—Voltairinc de Cleyre,
“Scx Slavery”

Theory and Practice

De Cleyre was not one of the great original theorists of anarchism at its
most general level, although many of her lectures are brilliant and
cogent syntheses of ideas drawn from her extensive reading of anarchist
theory. She should be recognized, however, as a major—perhaps the
major—theorist of anarchist feminism, despite the fact that she is almost
invariably overshadowed in feminist histories by the more charismatic
tigure of Emma Goldman, whose ideas on women were in some respects
tar less revolutionary. Whereas Goldman could refer to “the innate crav-
ing for motherhood,” tfor example, and describe “love for a man” as
“lite’s greatest treasure” for a woman and “the right to give birth to a
child” as “her most glorious privilege” (“Tragedy” 219, 222), de Cleyre
rejected any essentialism that represented women in biological terms as
naturally one thing or another. She argued as well against the essential-
ism that read the etf'ects of the social construction of men as the normal



expression of their natures: “Little boys are laughed atas effeminate, silly
girl-boys if they want to make patchwork or play with a doll. Then when
they grow up, ‘Oh! Men don’t care for home or children as women do!”
Why should they, when the deliberate effort of your life has been to
crush that nature out of them” (“Sex Slavery” 3535). While Goldman
emphasized the importance of the free and full expression of one’s emo-
tional nature, saying that “the most vital right is the right to love and be
loved” (224), de Cleyre never theorized freedom specifically in tenms of
a tull access to love. Although she advocated free love, she was paintully
alert to the danger that anarchist attempts to practice it might result in
reinscriptions of women’s oppression, a subject Goldman does not dis-
cuss. De Cleyre objected, tor example, to any permanent domestic
arrangement between a woman and a man, whether it was otficially des-
ignated as marriage or not:

But it is neither a religious nor a civil ceremony that I refer to . . .
when [ say that “those who marry do ill.” The ceremony is only a form,
a ghost, a meatless shell. By marnage I mean the real thing, the per-
manent relation of a man and a woman, sexual and economical,
whereby the present home and tamily life is maintained. It is of no
importance to me whether this is a polygamous, polyandric, or
monogamous marriage, nor whether it was blessed by a priest, per-
mitted by a magistrate, contracted publicly or privately, or not con-
tracted at all. It is the permanent dependent relationship which, I
affirm, is detrimental to the growth of individual character, and to
which I am unequivocally opposed. Now my opponents knew where
to find me. (“They Who Marry” 502)

For official versions of marriage she had nothing but contempt: “Mar-
riage is not in the interest of women. It is a pledge from the marrying
man to the male half of society (women are not counted in the State),
that he will not shirk his responsibilities upon them! . .. I would strongly
advise every woman contemplating sexual union of any kind, never to
live tegether with the man you love, in the sense of renting a house or
rooms, and becoming his housekeeper” (*Woman Question” 108). The
depth of de Cleyre’s opposition to “marriage” is revealed, paradoxically,
in the only one of her letters that could be termed cynical, in a passage
no one to date has quoted in a discussion of her work. Writing to her
mother, she refers to having considered marriage to a man named Bent-
ley for purely economic reasons.
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You ask me if I had married him would I have said: “All right, you
can have her, but not me too.” No indeed. If I had married him 1
would have done it as a pure business transaction. That’s all I ever
considered it. [ would never, under any circumstances marry a man I
loved. And I didn’t want him for his person, but for his money. I only
would have married then, as a legal means of getting the money. It |
could have got it just as well without marrying him, I’d have lived with
him that way. But I knew who I was dealing with. And since I had
resigned principle and made up my mind to a bargain and sale busi-
ness, I wasn’t going to sell without surety for my bargain. And as for
what he did with himself after he paid me, what did I care. He might
have had mistresses by the score for all of me.

Forallthatlintended to be square with my part of the bargain, and
would have done my best to have made his home pleasant.

Needless to go over the circumstances that got me in so degraded
a state of mind. You know how the finances were; and perhaps, a little,
of how badly I wanted to write, which I could not do (and have never
since been able to do) for want of a little quiet security. But all that
was an old story, and would not, ofitself, have been sufficient to break
down principles of action. It was just simply that I didn’t see any use in
living anyhow so far as love was concerned. It didn’t make much dif-
ference to me who I lived with; and I thought I could make you and
Addie [her sister] a nice place to rest in after so many years of misery.
I'admitit was a disgraceful state of mind to be in, and that no one ever
condemned that sort of thing more than I have. But that’s the way it
was. (And I don’t imagine the life would have been more unpleasant
than lots of people live either). . ..

The idea of taking from one we love, is also an old point of dis-
agreement, between you and me. . . . to me, any dependence, any
thing which destroys the complete selthood of the individual, is in the
line of slavery, and destroys the pure spontaneity of love. Itis commu-
nism, and communism, in any form, is revolting to me.—For the same
reason, while I would do away with the individual “home” with its
waste of forces (as Andrews says 12 matches, 12 little tires, 12 little tea-
kettles where one match, one stove one tea-kettle would do), and have
instead magniticent palaces, spacious grounds, all the glory ot archi-
tecture and sculpture, a theater in every house, a fine library, swim-
ming rooms, bath-rooms, everything on a large scale—I would also
have an arrangement where every individual should have a room, or
rooms for himselt exclusively, never subject to the intrusive familiari-
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ties of our present “family life.” A “closet” where each could “pray in
secret,” without some ere persons who “loves” #8e& him, assuming
the right to walk in and do as they please. And do you know I was
pleased beyond measure the other day to find that Wm. Godwin, the
great Eng. Philosopher, and Mary Wollstonecraft, mother of Mrs.
Shelley taught, and as far as possible practised the same thing just 100
years ago. (Letter to mother, summer 1899)

“Andrews” in this passage is Stephen Pearl Andrews (1812-1886), an
abolitionist and early free love advocate, who extended Josiah Warren’s
guiding principle, “individual sovereignty” to the “Realm of the Affec-
tion” (Sears 6). Andrews advocated “the entire abolition of the institu-
tion of Marriage as a legal tie to be maintained and perpetuated by
force”; his description of the present state of the family is especially rele-
vant to de Cleyre’s use of quotation marks around “home” and “family
life,” similar to those she places around “order” in her sarcastic descrip-
tions of the present social orderin “The Economic Tendency.” The pre-
sent-day family, in Andrews’s view, is “a very hot-bed of selfishness, which,
while it provides for one’s own children badly enough, permits the chil-
dren of others, equally good, to starve at one’s door, with the comfort-
able assurance that the responsibility belongs with someone else.” He
announced an imminent “grand social revolution” after which the peo-
ple will live in palaces, and the nurserywill be “a Unitary Institution, sci-
entifically organized and adapted to the new social state” (letter to the
editor). Urging large nurseries run by professional childcare providers,
Andrews “sought the radical restructuring ot domestic lite in order to
dissolve the prevailing social bonds, so that pure and voluntary links,
namely love and natural attraction, could replace arbitrary ones” (Sears
248). The invocation of Andrews in this letter casts a perhaps intention-
ally ironic lighton de Cleyre’s confession that she once thought of mar-
rying without love, purely for economic security and the chance to write
without worrying about supporting herself. Andrews had urged domestic
unions based on love alone: “Man and Woman who do love can live
together in Purity withoutany mummery at all” (qtd. Sears 6).

The scare quotes around “home” and “family” mark the extent to
which de Cleyre’s views on the status of women in her society diverged
trom mainstream gender ideology, as does her apparent plan at one
time to marry a man who might well turn out to be a philanderer, and to
marry him not for his “person”—that is, not for sexual attraction—but
tor the economic security it would give her, the freedom it weuld give
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her in particular as a writer. Put this way, without the stress and emotion
with which de Cleyre’s description of her state of mind at the time is
infused, her plan resembles exactly that put into action by many nine-
teenth-century women; despite ideals of companionate marriage and
romantic passion, women’s ability to support themselves was limited,
economic motivations were a critical factor in many women'’s decisions
to marry, and many wives saw men as unfortunately but inevitably
inclined to philander. Thus her analysis of this moment in her life, this
“degraded state of mind,” is part and parcel of all of her writing on
women as victims of the present “order.” The cynicism of her plan, but
also its embittered desperation, derives exactly from its dull acquies-
cence to that order—a compromise, however, from which she was happy
to have backed off. She did so as wellin another, even more striking case,
her decision that her child would be raised by his father, not by her.
Later in the same letter quoted above, de Cleyre refers twice quite
casually to this man, James Elliott, a friend and former lover, by whom
she became pregnantin 188, early in her Philadelphiayears. She seems
to have considered an abortion and then rejected it on medical adwvice,
but regarded the baby as the father’s responsibility betore its birth and
theretore as his responsibility afterwards (Marsh 130). The available doc-
uments do not enable us to discern the exact circumstances. De Cleyre
had been living with Elliott at the time. Had he insisted on sex when de
Cleyre did not want it? Had he been responsible for birth control and
failed to use it? Bid he talk her into trying the inaccurate version of the
rhythm method that was practiced then, and she got pregnant? Were
they practicing coitus interruptus, or one of the other nonorgasmic ver-
sions of sexual contact popular among free lovers, and he lest self-con-
trol? There is no way to know. What is clear is that not very long after her
child’s birth in June 1890, possibly in the throes of postpartum depres-
sion, she left for Kansas, arriving in November (letter to mother, Nov.
16, 1890) and remaining to lecture and write for a year before returning
to Philadelphia. At that point the story becomes more murky. She is, for
example, refterred to as having essentially abandoned her child, and
there is no question that her letters rarely ask for or impart any news of
Harry; Marsh points out that not one of her extant letters even refers to
him before 1906 (190). In one famous incident, indeed, she was asked
by her sister Addie it the child might come live with his aunt and be
raised by her, and de Cleyre replied, “It's nothing to me, what Elliott
does with his boy” (Avrich, AA 72—79). The language suggests, at least,
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that her anger toward the father who brought this child into the world
was permanent.

On the other hand, she maintained friendly and even affectionate
contact with Elliott and his mother, who raised the child down the hall
from de Cleyre in the rooming house where they all lived for three years
until Elliott and his son moved to a nearby neighborhood in 1894
(Marsh 140), and she contributed child support for his brief effort to get
a technical education (which he basically wasted, she thought) as well as
attempting (unsuccessfully) to teach him piano. Despite these points of
contact, he supposedly did not know until he was fifteen that she was his
mother, a fact (ifitis indeed a fact) that is puzzling since she gave him a
weeklyallowance from the time he was ten (Avrich, AA 72). He did even-
tually learn of the relationship, and by all accounts became one ot her
greatest admirers, taking her last name and naming his first daughter for
her (Avrich, AA 79). She obviously interacted with him; it is from him,
for example, that we know that Byer Lum was the person who smuggled
the dynamite cigar with which Haymarket martyr Louis Lingg commit-
ted suicide in his cell before his scheduled execution (Avrich, AA 64)—
a fact, together with others he supplied after her death, that implies at
least some long conversations. She wrote Alexander Berkman in July
1906 of a wonderful midnight trip to Valley Forge with “my youngster,”
who was quite possibly boarding with her: she speaks of both of them
having to get up early to go to work the next day, and in a letter to her
mother of May 27, 1907, she refers to not having charged Harry rent
“since October.” In the same letter she tells how Harry has repaired her
mother’s rocking chair several times, describes how he “came home radi-
ant with the discovery that there is a machine whereby a single man can
raise twenty tons!” and refers to taking only part of the rent-money he
offered as “just part cancellation of an old debt”—her debt to him, per-
haps? Later, on August 15, 1911, she wrote to her sister, “It’s all non-
sense about Harry e Claire becoming a priest; he is an ignorant boy and
an alcoholic wreck; they wouldn’t take him in for a minute.”

Whatever her views ot Harry, when de Cleyre was dying he accompa-
nied her friend Nathan Navro to her bedside in the Chicago hospital.
Paul Avrich cautions against “judg[ing] her too harshly” under her per-
sonal and historical circumstances, but one might caution also that it is
hard to see, through the lens of her friends’ and tamily’s assumptions
about gender, exactly what the circumstances were. Without necessarily
defending whatever defense mechanisms de Cleyre used to justify her
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relations with Harry, it is also useful to ask with what degree of harshness
we would evaluate the behavior of a late-nineteenth-century father,
rather than a mother, who left his child with the mother and grand-
mother to go on a long lecture tour several months after his child’s birth,
returned to live in the same rooming house, supplied financial support
out of a meager salary used also to support an aging mother, went on
outings and shared confidences with his child, lived with him for a tme
when the son was sixteen, died with him at his bedside, and was memo-
rialized in a grandson’s name.

Interestingly, we have de Cleyre’s own evaluation of a tather who
abandoned his whole family in order to pursue his work for the cause of
anarchism, N. H. Berman (“Burmin” in the manuscript from which I am
quoting), a Russian nihilist who immigrated to the United States. In a
sketch after his death, de Cleyre tells how he “deserted all prespects and
personal responsibilities, to throw himself into what he conceived to be
the near-approaching social upheaval and regeneration of the world.”
Convinced that the labor protests in the United States in the mid 1880s
were “the premonitory rumblings of the great International revolt, he
left position, friends, family, without a parting word, to bear his part in
what seemed to him the only thing of importance in this world, literally
‘taking no thought of the morrow.”” The biblical allusion allies this rad-
ical desertion of family with the radical disregard for earthly responsibil-
ities that Jesus seems to have advocated (a sort of stamp ot approval, if
not a disguised appeal to biblical authority for such behavior); on the
other hand, de Cleyre acknowledges that “to the ordinary mind” this
might seem an “almost cruel act.” She gives Berman’s answer to such
charges, from what we might assume was one of her own conversations
with him: “Ah those little ones at home, and the others—were there not
thousands just as innocent and helpless to whom I owed so much!” De
Cleyre paints him, although in a generally positive light, as a fanatic—
“fanatic offspring of the great fanatic race” of revolutionary Russians
who martyred themselves for the cause, and as someone who, ordinarily
“tender and loving beyond the heart of common men,” was nonetheless
“so indifferent to acts of simple responsibility” as to act callous and even
vindictive to anyone (including even at times his lover de Cleyre?) who
seemed “derelict to the high demands of the Social Revolutionary char-
acter” (“N. H. Burmin”). It is impossible to know how de Cleyre would
have compared this extreme case of insensitivity to family and friends,
which she seems to have experienced directly at times despite Bermnan’s
tenderness and love, with her own decision to leave Harry in the care of
his father.
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Moanifestos

Margaret Marsh has pointed out that it is not advisable to analyze de
Cleyre’s theoretical writings on women without understanding her per-
sonal life (131); at the same time de Cleyre’s views on women'’s oppres-
sion should also be considered on their own merits, as critical contribu-
tions to the history of feminist thought. De Cleyre has never been seen,
and probably did not see herself, primarily as a feminist theorist;’ indeed
most of her writings are not directly about. the woman question. Those
that are, however, are not only among the best articulations of the radi-
cal feminist theories of her time (ideas she shared, for example, with
such tigures as Lillian Harman, Angela Heywood, and Matilda Joslyn
Gage),* but also go beyond them in her analyses of women’s oppression
as part of a larger system.

To begin with only one example, when de Cleyre was writing her
mother about Wollstonecraft and Godwin, she was involved in a
women’s group, the Ladies’ Liberal League, founded in 1892. Her lec-
ture on this group in 1893 reveals that she joined after the initial act of
rebellion that inaugurated the group; thus, she was not one of its
tounders, as is sometimes suggested. However, her account indicates
that she helped to shape the organization significantly—perhaps, Marsh
has suggested, as a local Philadelphia counterpart of feminist Matilda
Joslyn Gage’s Woman'’s National Liberal Union, for which she had lec-
tured in Kansas from 18go to 1891 (see Marsh 61-60). We might infer
from the group’s name that de Cleyre’s participation was, as Marsh says,
a short-lived etfort at coalition-building with nonanarchist feminists
(61); like Gage she would probably have selected a name with the word
woman in it rather than lady, a term that reeked of the class system and
implied a decorous restraint instead of the tendency to “kick” that she
identifies as the l.adies’ hallmark.

Nonetheless, she uses the name to humorous advantage in various
ways; indeed the lecture in general is an example of de Cleyre’s wittier
style, beginning with her comparison of this short history to a huge two-
volume work by religious-history scholar Ernest Renan (1828-1892).
Some of her Jewish students had given her this History of the People of Israel
tor Christmas in 1893, and she speaks of it glowingly in a letter to her
mother (Jan. 23 [1894]). Her self-comparison to Renan is partly self-
deprecating humor; she is the “historian and prophet” of an obscure
three-year-old women’s group in Philadelphia, while Renan’s massive
scholarship engages the vexed question of science and religien in the
context of the long history of the Jews, linking their messianic hopes to
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his own prophetic hope for earthly justice “without a compensatory
heaven” (Wardman). Even so, the comparison has its serious side: like
Renan, de Cleyre speaks of science, history, and justice, and like him she
is concerned with centuries of oppression. Renan argues that his great
subject is “of interest to the philosophic mind”; de Cleyre says hers is,
too—or if not, “so much the worse for the philosophic mind.” This is
only halfa joke: one of her subjects is the hypocrisy of male freethinkers
who would happily claim a “philosophic mind” but have not devoted
much genuinely “tree” thought to the topic of their own hereditary
authority over women.

De Cleyre defends the Ladies’ “kicking” against that authority—#rst
and foremost, the authority of their male-dominated parent organiza-
tion—from the ethical perspective implied in an image of sap climbing
upward to the flower, which she cites as Kropotkin’s. The metaphor
appears in his Anarchist Morality, as part of a quotation from ethical the-
orist Jean-Marie Guyau (1854—88):

The moral sentiment of duty which each man has felt in his life, and
which it has been attempted to explain by every sort of mysticism, the
unconsciously anarchist Guyau says, “is nothing but a superabun-
dance of life, which demands to be exercised, to give itself; at the
same time, it is the consciousness of a power.”

All accumulated force creates a pressure upon the obstacles placed
before it. Power to actis duly to act. And all this moral “obligation” of
which so much has been said or written is reduced to the conception:
the condition of the maintenance of life is ils expansion.

“The plant cannot prevent itself from flowering. Sometimes to
flower means to die. Never mind, the sap mounts all the same,” con-
cludes the young anarchist philosopher.

It is the same with the human being when he is full of force and
energy. Force accumulates in him. He expands his life. He gives with-
out calculation, otherwise he could not live. If he must die like the
flower when it blooms, never mind. The sap rises, if sap there be.

Be strong. Overtlow with emotional and intellectual energy, and
you will spread your intelligence, your love, your energy of action
broadcast among others! This is what all moral teaching comes to.

(108-9)

De Cleyre’s reference to this passage locates her anarchist feminism
in a context in which it has not been placed betore—as a contribution to
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anarchist ethical theory. In her day as in ours, feminist demands were
often seen as ungrateful, ungenerous, focused on petty desires for equity
in contexts that matter little in the larger scheme of things (but in which,
of course, men happen to have the advantage). The second wave of fem-
inists refused to make the coffee for their comrades in the Civil Rights
struggle; de Cleyre’s Liberal [.adies retfused to run the tund-raisers tor
Liberal men. Indeed they resisted entirely the men’s idea of what their
group should be—an old-fashioned “auxiliary,” such as still exists in
many women’s civic clubs of today. The ladies refused this status, de
Cleyre explains, because they “love liberty and hate authority”—a senti-
ment that inevitably expresses itself “‘as the sap climbs upward to the
tlower,” to make use ot an illustration from Kropotkine.” Considering
the context of this image in Kropotkin’s argument, de Cleyre’s allusion
to it implies that women’s “non-submission, insubordination, rebellion,
revolt, revolution, . . . non-acquiescence to injustice” is not some petty
demand for what Kropotkin calls “mere equity,” but springs from the
most profound moral impulse of human nature. This impulse is the
force that will ultimately bring about true equality, which he defines not
as equity alone but as “plenitude of existence” (105) torevery individual.

American feminist Margaret Fuller had argued her case for women’s
full access to the sources of life and happiness on the basis of one simple
fact: “human beings are not so constituted that they can live without
expansion” (36). De Cleyre’s many exultant images of expansion and
release suggest that her feminism was based on a similar insight, similarly
derived from an excruciating personal sense of the “subordinated
cramped circle” circumscribing women’s lives (“Why” 20). She would
have resonated strongly to Kropotkin's vision of equality as “plenitude of
existence, the free development of all [one’s] faculties,” to his statement
that expansion is a fundamental condition of life, and to his moral
imperative: “Overflow with emotional and intellectual energy . . . spread
your intelligence, your love, your energy of action broadcast among oth-
ers” (1e5, 189). Her image of the sap rising in the flower associates the
rebellions of the Liberal “l.adies,” in all their apparent insignificance,
with this great moral imperative—with the acts ot those men and women
who, in Kropotkin’s view, “make true morality, the only morality worthy
the name” (108).

Thus, to understand de Cleyre’s contributions to feminist theory fully
in their historical context, it is necessary to place them in the broadest
contexts of anarchist theory such as Kropotkin’s. It is also necessary to
see that de Cleyre’s intellectual inheritance as a late-nineteenth-century
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anarchist included a legacy of claims for sexual freedom and the rights
of women that began with Godwin, Paine, and Wollstonecratt in the late
eighteenth century and flowered, by way of various free-love movements
in the mid—-nineteenth century, in the ideas of the “sex radicals.” God-
win, as de Cleyre approvingly quotes, had described “the institution of
marriage” as “a system of fraud . . . law and the worst of all laws. . . . an
affair of property and the worst of all properties” (qtd. in “Anarchism in

i

Literature” 141). De Cleyre consistently refused any domestic arrange-
ment that looked like “the permanent dependent. relationship” of mar-
riage. In 1897 she wrote to a lover, Samuel H. Gordon, in language that
recalls Wollstonecraft’s description of married women as slaves, but also
suggests that the “enslavement” she experienced in some of her affairs
included a sense of bondage to her own feelings, and a desire, which she

wanted to resist, for exclusive possession (enslavement) of the beloved:

If you want me back I'shall come all the sooner if you treat me as a free
woman and not as a slave. Last summer [ wanted to enslave you—at
least so much that my days and nights were tears because you pre-
terred other people to me, though theoretically I know I was wrong. |
will never, rneverlive thatlite again. It is not worth while living at that
price. I would rather die here in England and never see your beauti-
ful face again than live to be the slave of my own affection for you. |
will never, let come what will, accept the condition of married slavery
again. I will not do things for you; I will not live with you, for if I do I
suffer the tortures of owning and being owned. (Qtd. Avrich, AA 84)

As this tormented relationship with an anarchist who she felt wanted
to trap her in “married slavery” makes clear, sexual freedom in the 189os
did not necessarily imply a commitment to gender equality, any more
than it did in the 1960s when it resurfaced along with anarchism as a
major cultural movement. Not all anarchists were feminists by any
means; indeed de Cleyre devoted some vigorous prose to attacking those
who were not—for example, in “Sex Slavery,” “They Who Marry,” “The
Heart of Angiolillo,” “The Past and Future of the l.adies’ Liberal
League,” “The Gates of Freedom.” But anarchists’ opposition to the state
meant that most rejected in theory, and many in practice, the state insti-
tution of marriage, in favor of various kinds of sexual and emotional rela-
tionships—whether monogamous, “varietist,” or serially monogamous—
contracted freely between individuals. Most anarchists, at least in theory,
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applied their abhorrence of “supreme authority” (“Economic Ten-
dency”) in any form to an analysis of sexual relations and gender
arrangements, which they believed must be reconstituted en a revolu-
tionary new basis. Most notable among these were the sex radicals asso-
ciated with Moses Harman’s periodical Lucifer, the Light-Bearer in Kansas
(later Chicago) and Ezra Heywood’s The Word in Princeton.

This fundamental commitment did not imply agreement on details,
however, about which the readers of Lucifer in particular engaged in
energetic disputation. What version of abstinence is best—Alphaism
(sexual activity only for procreation), or Dianaism (“frequent and free
sexual contact” in “affectional,” rather than “passional” ways, “chaste
pleasure” without orgasm)?1 Is contraception liberatory for women or
only another avenue for male domination? Is monogamy er varietism
preferable? (The letter to her mother quoted above suggests that de
Cleyre might not have objected to varietism, although she seems to have
practiced serial monogamy herself). With regard to the latter question,
R. B. Kerr contributed a sci-fi varietist allegory in which an irrational law
on the planet of Jupiter that no one may listen to more than one tune
stands in for the irrationality of late-nineteenth-century sexual morality.
In passing, Kerr also raises the issue of sexual education, one of the
major concerns of sex radicals:

... the young of Jupiter are brought up in great ignorance. They are
closely watched, cannot go out after certain hours, and are only
allowed to read selected books which do not allude to music.

At last when old enough, each Jup is taken into a large and gaily
decorated hall. In the center is a table covered with musical boxes
done up in frills of many colors, and each containing one piece of
music. From these the young Jup may choose one. Of course he can-
not hear the different tunes played over before choosing, but must
judge by the frills and the colors.

.. . Music being a wicked and forbidden thing, whatever concerns
it arouses the most breathless excitement in the breast of everybody.
Every eye, and every available eye-glass or opera glass, is fixed upon
the young Jup as he makes his choice. If he hesitates, and looks first at
one box and then another, the onlookers wink and nudge their
neighbors, and it is whispered that the youth would like te hear more
than one tuneif he dared, and who knows if he has not already heard
some music! (243)
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Kerr points the varietist moral, by way of an earthly visitor’s reprimand of
the Jups for their increasingly desperate and repressive restrictions on
the love of beautiful music: “You kill each other in bloody wars, and
cheat and lie, and hate and oppress one another; butall these things can
be forgiven. The one unpardonable sin is to love a beautiful thing unlaw-
tully. Would it not be well to get rid of some of the hatred in your planet
before you abolish any of the love?” (243).

Behind these Lurifer debates, there was a set of metaquestions regard-
ing who should be asking questions in the first place. Specitically, should
men be involved in discussions of sexual issues at all, or should they
“keep from the sex-question their profane and polluting touch™? To this
latter suggestion, by “Mrs. Whitehead,” a reader named l.ena Beltort
protested on three grounds: the “sex-question” is no more sacred than
any other, women should not be regarded as “purer than men,” and the
“sex-problem” 1s important to both sexes. Further, “We have not got
down to ‘bed-rock’ until we have stripped the sex-question of its ‘spiri-
tual’ incubus as well as of its ecclesiastical and other authoritarian
encumbrances”—a statement that shows why sex radicalism was so con-
genial to anarchists, and vice versa. On the same topic another reader,
Walter Hurt, calls for writers to “refrain from personalities” (as in Mrs.
Whitehead’s ad hominem argument, presumably), and informs readers
that he has met Mrs. Whitehead and tinds her decidedly inclined to dog-
matism. He recommends that those who devote their energies te sar-
casm should turn them instead “to the promotion of the propaganda of
liberty and reason,” and denounces Whitehead’s imagery of pollution as
itself “a most pronounced profanity.” Since humans are male and female
biologically, both must contribute to the solution of the “sex problem”;
otherwise there may well be “a cessation of evolutionary process, and
Nature’s reversion to the hermaphroditic form of the protoplasm”
(Lucifer, 3d ser. 7.24, 189—qo). Ironically, Mrs. Whitehead was regarded
as profane by a quite different reader, the U.S. government, when her
anticontraception letter in another controversy became part of the case
against the editors of Lucifer for “obscenity” (Sears 76).

De Cleyre contributed te the Lucifer debate on the topic, “Why does
love die?” arguing in essence that the very question is a waste of time.
Loove dies because everything dies; the death of love is simply natural,
although idealists, more inclined than others to experience this death in
terms of “‘storm and stress’ and bitter surrender,” are also more likely to
“try to galvanize the corpse” long after, and waste their energies “shovel-
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ing ashes upon a grave.” The image interestingly recalls that of “The Eco-
nomic Tendency of Freethought,” in which freethinkers are urged to
give up the old dead issues, cease “gathering the ashes of fires burnt out
two centuries ago,” and move on from religious to economic questions.
The echo points to the close intertwining of questions of love, sexuality,
and economic justice in de Cleyre’s anarchist feminist thought. De
Cleyre urges those who mourn the death of love to move on to larger
views: “Have you nothing more in your heart than the desire to experi-
ence an old thrill? Are there no injustices for you to protest against? Are
there no ideals of a better society for you to realize?” (“Death™ 291).
Lucifer was focused most specifically on the “sex preblem,” although in
an anarchist context; as in her speech to the freethinkers, de Cleyre
urges her audience to take the broadest view possible by attaining what
she calls here a vision of “the larger distances.” In a sex-radical context
this means moving beyond the eye-to-eye contact of individual love rela-
tions to “an ocean-sweep of thought,” a vision that reflects “the eyes of
the whole human race . . . the fathomless depths of even sympathy for all
that moves across the panorama of the world” (29o0).

Implicit in this critique ot those who worry about why love dies is a
warning against the possibility that sex radicalism can be a dangerous
form of individualist anarchy—the kind she desciibed in “The Philoso-
phy of Selfishness.” In “Death of Love” she allies herself with Lucifer’s
stands for sexual freedom, while nonetheless criticizing an obsessive
focus on sexuality as the primary issue of the day: “Freedom fer sex, I will
call with you, as I have ever done; and if there are Sapphos among us,
why let them ‘burn down to the socket’ with that driveling idea of soak-
ing one’s individuality forever in the individuality of some body or bod-
ies. But the most of mankind are not so. Let such realize that freedom
for sex does not mean one must always be worrying about his sexual exis-
tence” (291). The acerbic tone bespeaks de Cleyre’s personal history of
“storm and stress” with regard to the “sex problem,” which included the
relationship with Gordon, in which both took poison after an argument,
as well as the relationship with Elliott that ended in pregnancy. At the
same time it bespeaks her philosophical distance from those who, like
Goldman, exalted the free sex relation as a primary avenue of freedom,
or who made it the center of their focus as did the writers in Lucifer, the
“you” from whom de Cleyre seems te be distinguishing herself in this
passage.5

Whatever the differences among subscribers to Lucifer, the content of
their disputes points te what the sex radicals, including de Cleyre, ter-
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vently agreed on, and for which some of them were willing to go to jail:
sexuality, the human body, and birth control should be discussed openly
without any “authoritarian encumbrances”; the resolution of the “sex
question” is integral to the establishment of freedom in human rela-
tions; sex education is crucial to the health and well-being of women and
men; the freedom to live a full and fulfilled life includes the free en joy-
ment of the body, without ignorance, fear, and repression. In addition,
women’s freedom, sexual and otherwise, depends on the “superior right
of woman to control in all matters pertaining to sex” (Lucifer, Nov. 26,
1886, qtd. Sears 108). The woman mustbe free to say yes or ne in every
context, including marriage, because it is the woman who can be forced.
Further, a woman who has been forced is no more impure, as E. C.
Walker wrote, “than a man whose watch has been stolen is morally
degraded” (74). Among anarchist sex radicals, the minor disputes, how-
ever hotly contested, were also grounded in a clear agreement, at least,
about what the important questions were: With regard to love and sexu-
ality, what ideas and practices will liberate women from “sex slavery” to
men, and liberate human sexuality in general from the repressive con-
trol of church and state? Concomitantly (and itis here that the unfortu-
nate entanglement of the birth-control movement with eugenics has its
roots), what sexual practices, and ideas about sexuality, will insure the
birth of free and healthy individuals able cast otf the shackles of wage
slavery? Some of the physiological theory behind sex-radical ideas
included the notion that the physical, mental, and moral health of the
child depends on the mother’s emotional state at conception. If the
motherwas not engaging in the act of sex freely, the child would be phys-
ically and intellectually weak, perhaps with criminal tendencies (Sears
121).

In a whole society based on the suppression of women and the distor-
tion of sexuality, there would be many such physically, intellectually, and
morally stunted individuals; hence de Cleyre’s references, in “Sex Slav-
ery,” to the “disease, stupidity, criminality” (347) of children born in
supposedly legitimate and virtuous marriages but, by implication, begot-
ten through the “lust” of the father and the sex slavery ot the mother. In
the words of the editor, Moses Harman, the motive for his most coura-
geous stands—those that landed him in jail tor “obscenity”—was a belief
“thatwoman, through prenatal impression, could make her child strong
or weak, could make it symmetrical or deformed, could make it a
philosopher or an idiot, could make it a ‘degenerate’ of the lowest type
or build it so well thatit would need no regeneration . . . woman’s primal
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right to self-ownership, in marriage as well as out, should never be
denied her, this in the interest of the unborn even more emphatically
than as a matter of justice or humanity to woman herself” (“Supposed
Prenatal Influence” 29o). To create a free society, then, mothers must
be free in general; in particular, they must be free in their choice to have
or not have sexual intercourse, and free to decide whether any particu-
lar act of intercourse will produce children. The intervention of the state
in sexual matters, including marnage, was seen in this light not only as
an intrusion on self-sovereignty but as a hindrance to evolution: in anar-
chist/sex-radical Ezra Heywood’s words, “since every human being has a
clear right to be well-bom, the marriage institution is a State Intrusion
which destroys love, hinders intelligent reproduction, causes domestic
discord, and enervates, corrupts and poisons the sources ef lite” (7The
Word, April 1875, qtd. Sears 120). The emphatic rejection here of any
external regulation of private sexual matters is one reason why the anar-
chist sex-radical focus on women’s freedoms of sexuality and reproduc-
tive choice should not be confused with more popular, nonanarchist
manifestations of eugenics ideas based in the same pseudoscience.® Fur-
ther, an anarchist argument that unfree mothers are used to reproduce
an unjust society could of course be made without recourse to eugenics;
indeed de Cleyre, like some other readers of Lucifer, argued against a
focus on eugenicist explanations that turned attention away from sys-
temic social and economic oppression (de Cleyre, Lucifer, Apr. 6, 1898,
cited Sears 126).7

Whatever her disagreements with the editor and readers of Luciferon
various issues, it provided a venue for one of de Clleyre’s most important
anarchist feminist manifestos, “The Gates of Freedom,” originally a lec-
ture delivered in Kansas in 1891 at a Liberal convention. In de Cleyre’s
writings on the woman question, recognizing the pattern of allusions is
often a key to her most important arguments. “The Gates of Freedom” is
a case in point, framed as it is by allusions to two very particular invoca-
tions of freedom: James Russell Lowell’s abolitionist poem “The Present
Crisis” (1844) and Olive Schreiner’s teminist allegory, “Three Dreams in
a Desert” (1882/87). In the middle is another key allusion, te “Our
Fathers Are Praying for Pauper Pay” (1854) by working-class English
poet Gerald Massey. De Cleyre’s freethinking audience would have
known these works, as well as the theories of Proudhon and Woll-
stonecraft that underpin her argument. However, as always when she
spoke to freethinking or anarchist audiences, she was conscious that
many progressive men had not consistently applied their general read-
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ing on freedom to the question of women; thus she addresses herself to
those who know Proudhon’s dictum that “Property is theft” but who may
not have not considered one “ugly actuality”: women are preperty. In
particular she attacks an article by Edward Drinker Cope (1840-1897),
a paleontologist and Lamarckian evolutionist. Cope remained on her list
of targets for some time; the Ladies’ Liberal l.eague invited him to speak
in 1893, and de Cleyre’s sarcastic account of his explanation that women
do not deserve equality because their bones are inferior provides an
amusing moment in her histery of the group. A note in the Pennsylvania
Nationalist tor December 29, 1893, reveals that de Cleyre probably gave
him a run for his money in person as well: “Don’t miss hearing Miss de
Cleyre next Tuesday evening at ‘L.I..[.." Ridge Ave. and Green St. She
will undoubtedly ‘go’ in a lively manner ter Prot. Cope’s ‘scalp.” We
hope P’rof’s adherents will be there in force, it will make alively time, for
the lady is a logician with oratorical ability.” The freethinking editor who
published Cope’s article in the Monist, Paul Carus, also published de
Cleyre’s “Ut Sementem Feceris” and “The Philosophy of Selfishness” in
his periodical Open Ceurt—a good indicator of the diversity of opinions
on “the woman question” to be tfound even in the most advanced circles.
Although freethought and anarchist periodicals were important venues
for feminism, they were also replete with sexist articles such as Cope’s, an
indication of the challenge anarchist feminists faced in dialogue even
with supposedly freethinking men.

Itis this challenge de Cleyre takes on as she opens her lecture, which,
like “The Economic Tendency of Freethought” the year before, is
designed te ferce a complacent liberal audience to see thatin some ways
they are unwittingly locked in the past. As in that lecture, she begins with
a famous “text”—this time from Lowell’s “The Present Crisis.” For an
audience steeped in the legacy of anuslavery, there was no need to cite
the eminent New England author of the tamous line “They have rights
who dare maintain them.” Indeed the brief quotation would have
evoked the whole context: Lowell’s jeremiad against those who fetishize
the creeds of past iconoclasts—the Maytlower Pilgrims, fer example—
but are ready to burn their present-day counterparts at the stake.

Worshippers of light ancestral make the present light a crime;—

Was the Mayllower launched by cowards, steered by men behind
their time?

Turn those tracks toward P’ast or Future, that make Plymouth Rock
sublime?
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They were men of present valor, stalwart old iconoclasts,

Unconvinced by axe or gibbet that all virtue was the Past’s;

But we make their truth our falsehood, thinking that hath made us
free,

Hoarding it in mouldy parchments, while our tender spirits flee

The rude grasp of that great Impulse which drove them across the
sea.

They have rights who dare maintain them; we are traitors to our
sires,

Smothering in their holy ashes Freedom’s new-lit altar-fires;

Shall we make their creed our jailer? Shall we, in our haste to slay,

From the tombs of the old prophets steal the funeral lamps away

To light up the martyr-tagots round the prophets of to-day?

New occasions teach new duties; Time makes ancient good uncouth;

They must upward still, and onward, who would keep abreast of
Truth;

Lo, before us gleam her camp-fires! we ourselves must Pilgrims be,

Launch our Maytlower, and steer boldly through the desperate
winter sea,

Nor attempt the Future’s portal with the I’ast’s blood-rusted key.
(68)

Although Lowell was not a freethinker, his insistence that the new-lit
altar-fires of freedom are being smothered by appeals to what counted
tor freedom in the past articulated well the treethinkers’ insistence on
finding truth for themselves. De Cleyre appropriates Lowell’s lines even
more specifically for anarchist feminism, as a warning to those who want
to create a new world without new views on women. The allusion to Low-
ell’s vision of Truth-seekers’ progress “upward still, and onw-ard” sounds
the first note of de Cleyre’s eventual appeal, by way of evolutionary the-
ory and the new science of “sociology,” to the idea that “justice is pro-
gressive!”

De Cleyre associates the drive toward justice with what another poet,
Gerald Massey, had called “the might of the inward ‘must,”” in a poem
that begins with an allusion to Shakespeare’s Henry VI: “The smallest
worm will turn, being trodden on.” De Cleyre alluded to this line in the
title of her poetry collection The Worm Turns (19oo) and in her great
speech “On Liberty,” only one indication of her poetic kinship with
Massey. His poem opens, “Smitten stenes will talk with fiery tongues, /
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And the wormm, when trodden, will turn,” and moves toward a call for
action that ends with a reference to sex slavery:

When the heart of one-half the world doth beat
Akin to the brave and the true,

And a tramp of Democracy’s earthquake teet
Goes thrilling the wide world through,—

We should not be living in darkness and dust,
And dying like slaves in the night;

But, big with the might of the inward “must,”
We should battle for freecdom and right!

For our Fathers are praying for Pauper pay,
Our Mothers with Death’s kiss are white;
Our sons are the rich man’s Serfs by day,
And our Daughters his Slaves by night.

(148-49)

Sex slavery is of course at the heart of de Cleyre’s own cry for justice,
which centers on the sex-radical argument for woman'’s “freedom to con-
trol her own person.” Here the other allusion that frames the essay
appears: South African feminist Olive Schreiner’s powerful allegory of
woman’s physical subjection, from “Three Dreams in a Desert” (1882).
As the first dream opens, the first-person narrator looks across a vast
desert at two distant figures. One stands; another lies with a huge burden
on its back, “and the sand was thick about it, so that it seemed te have
piled over it for centuries.” A dream-guide beside the narrator explains
that this creature lying on the sand “is woman; she that bears men in her
body.” No one since the time of “the oldest recorded memory” has ever
seen her move, but her footprints in the ancient clay nearby reveal that
once she “wandered free over the rocks” with her companion, the man
beside her. The interpreter explains that “ages ago the Age-of-dominion-
of-muscular-force found her, and when she stooped low to give suck to
her young, and her back was broad, he put his burden of subjection on
to it, and tied it on with the broad band of Inevitable Necessity.” Since
then she has lain there: “And I looked and saw in her eyes the terrible
patience of the centuries; the ground was wet with her tears, and her nos-
trils blew up the sand.”

Why doesn’t the man beside her simply leave and go on without her?
the dreamer asks, and the interpreter points: the man cannot move
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either, but does not know the reason—another band, which binds him
to the woman on the ground. As the narrater watches, the cord tying the
burden to the woman is broken asunder, the burden rolls from the
woman’s back, and the interpreter explains that the use of the brain
instead of muscles for survival in the new age of machines is responsible:
“The Age-of-muscular-force is dead. The Age-of-nervous-tforce has killed
him with the knife he holds in his hand, and with that knife of Mechani-
cal Invention he has cut the band that bound the burden to her back.” A
light comes into the woman’s eyes and she raises her head. The dreamer
watches:

And [ saw the creature struggle: and the drops steod out on her.

And I said, “Surely he who stands beside her will help her?”

And he beside me answered, “He cannot help her: she must help
herself. Let her struggle till she is strong.”

And I cried, “Atleast he will not hinder her! See, he moves farther
from her, and tightens the cord between them, and he drags her down.”

And he answered, “He does not understand. When she moves she
draws the band that binds them, and hurts him, and he moves farther
trom her. The day will come when he will understand, and will know
what she is doing. Let her once stagger on to her knees. In that day he
will stand close to her, and look into her eyes with sympathy.”

And she stretched her neck, and the drops tell from her. And the
creature rose an inch from the earth and sank back.

And I cried, “Oh, she is too weak! she cannot walk! The long years
have taken all her strength trom her. Can she never move?”

And he answered me, “See the light in her eyes!”

And slowly the creature staggered on to its knees.

And I awoke ... (68-75)

The first dream thus allegorizes woman’s bodily oppression, man’s
inevitable bond to her, her liberation through the end of the evolution-
ary necessity for the dominance of sheer muscle-power and, hence, the
end ofman’s domination over woman. It is followed by a secend allegory
of'a woman seeking the way to the L.and of Freedom beyond a river she
may never get te cross, and then by a third vision:

I dreamed I saw a land. And on the hills walked brave women and

brave men, hand in hand. And theylooked into each other’s eyes, and
they were not afraid.
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And I saw the women also hold each other’s hands.
And | said to him beside me, “What place is this?”
And he said, “This is heaven.”

And I said, “Where isit?”

And he answered, “On earth.”

And [ said, “When shall these things be?”

And he answered, “IN THE FUTURE.” (89)

The word “Freedom” in de Cleyre’s title suggests both the context of
the Lowell poem—abolition and, hence, what she calls here “the aboli-
tion of woman’s slavery”—and also the context of Schreiner’s visionary
search for gender equality. De Cleyre concludes with what her audience
would have recognized as a reworking of Schreiner’s allegory, creating a
fourth vision to go between the end of the first dream—the moment
when Schreiner’s figure struggles to her knees after her long wait for
freedom—and the beginning of the next, when we find her, or another
similar woman, arriving at a river, the last barrier between her and the
Land of Freedom. In the interstice between the two dreams, de Cleyre
imagines, this time in an American landscape, “the figure of a giantess, a
lonely figure out in the desolate prairie with nothing over her but the
gray sky, and no light upon her face but the chill pallor of the morning.”

The image recalls one of her favorites from another Schreiner work:
the “gray dawn” that presides over the feminist heroine’s death at the
end of The Story of an African Farm (1889) . Early in the book this heroine,
Lyndall, articulates a social-constructionist version of feminism very close
to de Cleyre’s and similarly inflected with the ideas of Wollstenecraft,
arguing that the world says to men, “Work!” and to women, “Seem!” Lyn-
dall sees women’s supposed biological nature as a social effect, produced
by the gendered aspects of childrearing: “We fit our sphere as a Chinese
woman’s foot fits her shoe, exactly, as though God had made both—and
yet he knows nothing of either” (pt. 2, chap. 4). Lyndall’s struggles to
define herself outside of gender norms, including norms for sexual
morality, end in mortal illness after childbirth. In her delirium near the
end, she begs her lover te keep the shutter closed against the “Grey
Dawn,” the only thing she has ever feared—and which does indeed
finally signal her death (pt. 2, chap. 12). De Cleyre would probably have
read this ending in the light of a favorite passage trom the “Three
Dreams,” in the dream of the woman on the riverbank, looking toward
the Land of Freedom on the other side. An allegorical figure of Reason
explains that those who create a path to the edge of the river, even
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though they die without achieving their goal, in time create a bridge of
bodies. She asks, “Over that bridge which shall be built with our bodies,
who will pass?” and he answers, “The entire human race” (82—83).

De Cleyre’s image of the giantess alone on the prairie with the gray
sky above her and “the chill pallor of the morning on her face” signifies
a new beginning rather than an end, but the evocation of Schreiner also
evokes some ominous undertones. In 7he Story of an African Farm Lyndall
may triumph psychologically but she also dies, and the gray dawn she
dreaded creeps in over her dead face at the end; likewise, in “Three
Dreams” the woman seeking the [.and of Freedom will die at the river’s
edge without attaining her goal. Even so, in the bittersweet metaphor de
Cleyre admired, the seeker at the river will not die in vain; she will be
part of the “bridge of bodies” across which all humanity will finally pass
to the new heaven on earth.

If “The Gates of Freedom” sets forth de Cleyre’s cautiously optimistic
feminism, another long manifesto, “The Case of Woman vs. Orthodoxy,”
reflects the deep basis of that optimism in a material analysis of women’s
lives. This lecture appears on the front page of the Boston Investigater for
September 19, 1896, just below the masthead: a picture of the Thomas
Paine Memorial Building, beneath which are the motto “Devoted to the
Development and Promotion of Universal Mental Liberty” and a selec-
tion of books identificd by authors’ names, including Jefterson, Hobbes,
Ingersoll (a prominent author of witty “Infidel” commentaries on the
Bible), and—the one book that is open—Paine. In keeping with this dis-
play of freethought scriptures, de Cleyre opens her lecture “The Case of
Woman vs. Orthodoxy” with a disapproving quotation from Gen. g:16—
God’s announcement of Eve’s penalty for eating the fruit of the forbid-
den tree in the Garden of Eden.

De Cleyre would have been interested in the contemporary debate
over this passage, traditionally a cornerstone of Chiistian arguments that
God decreed woman’s subjection to man. Among those who had
recently weighed in on the feminist freethought side were the authors of
The Woman’s Bible, published in 1892 and 18gy by Elizabeth Cady Stan-
ton and a committee including Lillie Devereux Blake, a radical feminist
de Cleyre cited in a letter to her sister (Jan. 16, 1888). Stanton pointed
to “the courage, the dignity, and the lotty ambition™ of Eve in the scene
with the tempter, who “roused in the woman that intense thirst for
knowledge, that the simple pleasures of picking flewers and talking with
Adam did not satisfy.” After this noble portrait, “The curse pronounced
on woman is inserted in an unfriendly spirit to justity her degradation
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and subjection to man.” Stanton continues with some matter-of-fact
practical advice for avoiding the “sorrow” referred to in the curse: “With
obedience to the laws of health, diet, dress, and exercise, the period of
maternity should be one of added vigor in both body and mind, a per-
fectly natural operation should not be attended with suffering.” She con-
cludes briskly, “We hear the opinion often expressed, that weman always
has, and always will be in subjection. Neither assertion is true. She
enjoyed unlimited individual freedom for many centuries, and the
events of the present day all point to her speedy emancipation.” Blake
tollows with a commentary comparing Eve’s conduct and the “dastardly”
conduct of Adam: “Had he been the representative of the divinely
appointed head in married life, he assuredly would have taken upon
himself the burden of the discussion with the serpent, but no, he is silent
in this crisis of their fate. Having had the command from God himself he
interposes no word of warning or remonstrance, but takes the fruit from
the hand of his wife without a protest.” Of the supposed “curse” that Eve
shall be subject to Adam’s rule, Blake asks, “Is it not rather a predic-
tion?”—one, she says, that has indeed been accurate (24-27).

De Cleyre begins “The Case of Woman” with the question as to why
this prediction has been accurate: why have women accepted this “doom
of the gods” without rebelling? Both her answer and her oppositional
prediction of sweeping, imminent change are grounded in an analysis of
historical changes in women’s material conditions. She considers the
story told in Genesis 88, for example, in which the patriarch Judah has
sex with a woman he assumes is a harlot, not realizing it is his widowed
daughter-in-law Tamar, who is tricking him into giving her a child—and
some tokens that will identify him—after he failed to follow through on
his promise to marry her to his son Shuah. Informed later that his
daughter-in-law is “with child by whoredom,” he orders her to be
“burnt,” but she produces the tokens and is saved. De Cleyre’s point is
that Judah is ready to burn his daughter-in-law for being a harlot, but
sees his visit to a harlot (as it turns out, the very sarue “harlot”) as of no
moral consequence. She concludes that the pressure to reproduce, cre-
ated by the dire material conditions of the time and place, forced Tamar
and others like herin the Bible to defy even the seventh commandment
in order to fulfill the command to “be fruitful and multiply.”

In the course of emphasizing the importance of material forces in the
social evolution of gender roles and relations, de Cleyre aims some
attacks at the “orthodox” whose focus is on the spiritual instead. Her
assault on orthodoxy climaxes in a critique of Proverbs g1—a chapter no
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one with a sense of humor will want to miss, she says. The irreverent
Bible commentary that follows was a sort of blasphemous freethought
genre, practiced by the “infidel” Robert Ingersoll (whose book graces
the Investigator masthead above de Cleyre’s article), the authors of The
Woman’s Bible (as in the passage above), and sometimes, in milder form,
by Mark Twain. A typical example is Ingersoll’s account of the Creation:
“After the sleep fell upon this man, the Supreme Being took a rib, or as
the French would call it, a cutlet, and from that he made a woman”
(“Liberty”). Rereading the tamous praise of the woman whose price is
above rubies in a similar {ashion, de Cleyre looks for the material reality
masked by the scripture writer’s praise, beginning with the word “price”
and proceeding with a detection, between the lines, of the slavish role
thiswoman really plays in her family. Her scorn tor the scripture writer’s
spiritualizing of the perfect wife’s so evidently material value reveals the
tight connection between her theorizing of religion and her theorizing
of women’s condition, which is clearly a version of materialist (although
not Marxist) feminism.

This focus on materiality, inevitably tied to an interest in evolutionary
theory for de Cleyre’s generation of freethinkers and anarchists, also
characterizes her last great feminist manitesto, “They Who Marry Do IlI”
(1907). Together with “Sex Slavery,” “The Case of Woman vs. Ortho-
doxy,” and “The Gates of Freedom,” this essay lays out the fundamentals
of her anarchist feminism; it also exemplifies her skill at analyzing con-
nections among the psychological, material, and sexual oppressions of
women. In the course of the argument she advocates free love, birth con-
trol, healthy recognition and fulfillment of women’s sexual desire, and a
view of evolution based on a role for “consciousness” in determining
which gender relations will be adaptive for social progress toward indi-
vidual liberty. All of these positions locate her very precisely in the con-
text of current debates not only between progressive and conservative
thinkers, but among freethinkers themselves.

First, the argument is infonned both by de Cleyre’s particular views
on evolution and by disagreement with those who hold other views, espe-
cially on the relation of evolution to gender norms. Her starting point
defines her ethical position as part of her belief in evolutionary theory:
“there is no absolute right or wrong; there is only a relativity, depending
upon the continuously though very slowly altering condition ot a social
race in respect to the rest of the world.” The definition of “right”—as
identified by “the successful conduct of social beings”—depends on what
serves a society’s changing need, which “for the most part” results from
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“unconscious response” to environmental pressures. At this point, how-
ever, she diverges from Thomas Henry Huxley, Karl Robert Eduard von
Hartmann, and her old mentor/lover Dyer D. Lum (writers on evolution
with whom she formerly agreed) by claiming a role for “consciousness”
in the evolutionary direction of human society (500). This claim is criti-
cal to her teminism; without asserting a role for conscious choice in “the
course of social development” (500) it would be difficult to counter her
opponents’ arguments—also based on evolutionary theory—that cur-
rent gender arrangements are by definition the best adaptations to cur-
rent environmental conditions. Having asserted the role of conscious-
ness “in the decision of social problems” (501) de Cleyre acknowledges
that marriage did serve to maintain a previous social order based on the
class system, but she dismantles the argument that current gender
arrangements serve society well in its present progressive tendency, which is
toward the creation of a truly free individual as a basis for social order.

But what if a marriage is happy? Marriage does not promote individ-
ual growth and development; thus, from “the viewpoint that the object
of life should be the development of individuality,” those happy in mar-
riage “have lived less successtully than many who may not have lived so
happily.” In this insistence on liberty rather than happiness as the crucial
determinant of a successful life de Cleyre anticipates in some ways the
position of Simone de Beauvoir some forty years later, when she
declared her interest “in the fortunes of the individual as defined, not in
terms of happiness but in terms of freedom” (xxxiv).

In addition to locating de Cleyre in terms of a debate about gender
and evolution, “They Who Marry” also contributes to a sex-radical
debate on marriage, a hot topic in freethought and anarchist circles.
Some sex radicals chose to marry; Moses Harman’s daughter Lillian, for
example, mariied Edwin Walker (the E. C. Walker referred to above)—
butin a ceremony so iconoclastic that they were both imprisoned imme-
diately for “unlawfully and feloniously” cohabiting without being legally
married. Part of the marnage ceremony involved this declaration by
Walker: “Lillian is and will continue to be as free to repulse any and all
advances of mine as she has been heretofore. In joining with me in this
love and labor union, she has not alienated a single natural right. She
remains sovereign of herself, as I ot myselt and we . . . repudiate all pow-
ers legally conferred upon husbands and wives” (qtd. Sears 8p5).
Although this position was radical enough for the freethought paper
Truth Seeker, which commended the couple, from an anarchist point of
view marriage raised the question of the dangers of participation in insti-
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tutions established by the church and state—by definition sources of vio-
lence and oppression. Benjamin Tucker’s Liberty theretore attacked the
couple for betraying anarchism by calling their union a “marriage” and
attempting in courtto establish its legality (Sears 85-86, 102). Although
de Cleyre does not refer directly to this incident, “They Who Marry Do
III" is her contribution to the anarchist/sex-radical debate on marriage,
played out in this speech as part of an actual debate with an opponent
who argued that “They Who Marry Do Well.” De Cleyre, characteristi-
cally, extends the term marriage to include all de tacto marriages entered
into by such couples as Harman and Walker—or, more tragically, David
and Effie in “The Heart of Angiolillo,” a story about the connections of
sex slavery and wage slavery in an anarchist couple’s failed attempt at
tree love.

Sex Slavery and Wage Slavery

From de Cleyre’s perspective, achieving Kropotkin’s “plenitude of exis-
tence” or Schreiner’s “Land of Freedom” depended integrally on the
elimination of “sex slavery” as one of the underpinnings of the current
social order. In her anarchist-sex-radical view, sex slavery was inextricably
intertwined with “wage slavery,” a term that dated, in the American con-
text, to the 18g0s and was widespread beginning in the 1870s in the
aftermath of the Civil War (Avrich, HT 19). De Cleyre analyzed their
connection with particular subtlety. In the first place, she saw the repres-
sion of a healthy enjoyment of the body as one aspect of the physical sub-
jection of workers that was necessary to the continued exploitation of
their labor. Her sketch “The Sorrows of the Body” portrays the physical
and psychological consequences of internalizing the church and state
ideology that makes a hierarchical division of soul and body, which, she
said elsewhere, are not even separate: in freethought,

souls are no longer perceived as monarchs of bodies laying down all
manner of laws for the bringing into subjection of the physical mem-
bers, but rather soul, or mind, or whatever name may be given to the
psychological aspectof the bundle called an ego, is one with the body,
subject to growth, to expansion and to decay, adapting itself season-
ably to time and to circumstances, modified always by material condi-
tions, intimately connected with the stomach, indissolubly related to
the weather, to the crops, and to all other baldly commonplace
things. (“Case of Woman” 1)
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In “The Sorrows of the Body,” a first-person narrator recounts in inte-
rior monologue the relentless enslavement of her (or his) body to its
obvious monarch, the soul, which hounds the body relentlessly to
renounce its own pleasures and work for some higher good. The speaker
first suffers desperately under the relentless suppression of her desires,
then gradually loses the capacity even to distinguish them. When she is
finally granted the touch of another body, which she had longed for, she
cannot feel it. At the end the soul finally grants a reprieve, but the body
can summon up from the graveyard of its desires only a death wish: a
shadow of its old desire te roll naked on the sand or float “along the salt
crests” of the sea (451), toward which the speaker looks in nerveless,
exhausted longing as the sketch ends. Here the work ethic is equated
with the suppression of sexuality, and both are equated with the kind of
hierarchical privilege on which wage slaveryis based: the soul commands
the body; those who profit from labor command those who labor. Fur-
ther, since in fact the soul is itself “modified always by material condi-
tions” (“Case of Woman” 1), the collapse of the body is the same as a
kind of spiritual collapse; whatever vision animated the soul’s tyranny
will go unrealized.

In de Cleyre’s terms the major demand of anarchism was “no com-
pulsion”—“the total disintegration and dissolution of the principle and
practice of authority” (“Anarchism” 112; “Our Present Attitude” 79-80).
“The Sorrows of the Body” explores a psychological form of compulsion
based on an internal practice of authority. Its source is the ideology of
hierarchy in general, as well as a particular religious ideology that sepa-
rates a “body” from a “soul” and gives the “spiritual” precedence over the
sensual. In the course of examining this intemalized ideology and its
utter destruction of “the power to want,” this terse sketch encapsulates
the tight connections among de Cleyre’s views on religion, sex slavery,
labor, class hierarchy, and the body—views that are in turn bound up
with the intense love of nature she expresses in so many of her letters
and poems, and here in a sensuous opening paragraph describing desire
for bodily contact with blades of grass, sea toam, “a clean long stretch of
sunshiny sand,” the taste ot food “straight frem the cool ground” (451).
Related to that love was a hatred of urban life and a conviction that a free
society would be one in which the free individual would be profoundly in
touch with the natural world—a unity she herself experienced hiking in
Norway or watching the sun rise on vacation; one that she missed on
learning of a comet she could have seen if she had not been living in a
city (letters to mother, Sept. 2, 1903; to Addie, Sept. 14, 1900; to
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mother, summer 1894). In this sketch, sexual freedom is dependent on
a free relationship te work; a full and free connection to nature depends
on free enjoyment of the body—and all of these freedoms are aspects of
each other.

The connections among sex slavery, wage slavery, and ideologies that
divide the soul tfrom the body are made even clearer in “To Strive and
Fail,” a sketch of a young woman’s exhausted efforts to play the zither
late at might, after her grueling work is over for the day. She fails and
quits, realizing that her life, like that of her tather and grandmother and
all the conquered, “silent generations” (450) beyond them has no room
for her deepest passions. In a sense her wage slavery is a form of sex slav-
ery because her passion has been bought, at a pititul wage; the central
image of the story is her lack of control over her own body, the fingers
she simply cannot move to express her desire. In this sketch the passions
of the “soul”—here de Cleyre appropriates the tenm in a positive sense,
for her own uses—must be expressed through the body; if the body is
oppressed, the soul sickens, just as in “Sorrows of the Body” the tyranny
of the “soul” sickens the body.

In the second place, de Cleyre saw sex slavery and wage slavery as
linked because of the simple fact that the subordination of women in
marriage was itself a kind of wage slavery. She demanded that every
woman ask, “Why must my body be controlled by my husband? Why may
he take my labor in the household, giving me in exchange what he
deems fit?” (“Sex Slavery” 348—49). The first question cannot but evoke
an image of sexual control; the second refocuses our gaze, or rather dou-
ble-focuses it, so that we must see male control of women’s sexuality and
male control of women’s labor as two dimensions of the same problem:
women’s lack of control of their own bodies.

De Cleyre’s story “The Heart of Angiolillo” explores the interlocking
physical, psychological, and social dynamics of this problem in an
account of an anarchist couple who set out idealistically to pursue the
path offreedom but, despite their supposedly liberating decision to “live
their love lives without the consent of Church and State” (422), become
trapped in a relationship of subordination and dependency that literally
threatens to kill the wite. De Cleyre brilliantly identifies the subordina-
tion as the wife’s, but the dependency as the husband’s. Not a physical
abuser, he unthinkingly wears down his wife’s body by exploiting her
labor; she must carry the baby, find work, buy food if she has any money
to do so, and in general see that his bodily needs are met at the expense
of her own, while he gads about discussing social retorm with his friends.
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The irony is implicit but unmistakable: the husband’s parasitic depen-
dency on the wife’s labor both inside and outside the home duplicates
the class inequality his reformist ideas presumably reject. The woman is
clearly, in anarchist terms, the “slave” of the man to whomshe has bound
herself for ever, who sadly explains to his friends, behind her back, that
she has been unable to share tully in his grand ideas and the relationship
has not turned out as he had hoped. He then invites these friends for
tea—as he informs her casually at the last minute, although she has lit-
erally been starving to support him and cannot. imagine what she will
serve.

When such men as this “creeper” intlict their dependency on another
man, such as a father or brother, the narrator says, it eventually leads to
a break-ott, and everyone comments on how the other man should have
cuthimloose to fend for himself even sooner. But when the dependency
18 on a woman,

a mother or a sister or a wife or a sweetheart, she encourages him to
think he is a wonderful person, that all she does is really his own
merit, and she is proud and glad to serve him. Ifafter a while she does-
n’t exactly believe it any more, she says and does the same; and the
world says she is a fool,—which she is. But if, in some sudden spurt of
masculine self-assertiveness, she decides to fling him off, the world
says she is an unwomanly woman,—which again she is; s® much the
better. (“Heart” 423)

This analysis of men’s tyranny over women as a form of male depen-
dency is an extension of Wollstonecraft’s insights into the relations
between gender and class inequality in A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman, expressed through her many analogies between the rule of a
parasitic aristocracy and the rule of men—both of whom, by implication,
dominate their subjects by mere “right” of birth. The remedy is to refuse
completely a gender paradigm in which being a womanly woman is com-
placently equated with being a fool. But this woman, Ettie, does not con-
ceptualize her situation in terms that would allow her to be “unwom-
anly”; committed to social justice for other oppressed people, she is
nonetheless powerless to free herselt.

De Cleyre’s representation of Effie’s gender oppression as aversion of
class oppression—sex slavery as wage slavery—is enhanced by the struc-
ture of the story, which alternates metonymically, in increasingly rapid
juxtapositions that culminate in a surreal fusion, between descriptions of
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Effie’s private domestic dilemma and descriptions of the London anar-
chist community’s concern {er the prisoners in Montjuich. Etfie, her
husband David, and David’s new friend Angiolillo are all at a meeting
where letters from the tortured are read (de Cleyre reprints one); thus
the accounts of the imprisonment and tortures in Montjuich, including
the letter in which Nogués explains how torture wore him to the break-
ing point of betraying his friends, are juxtaposed with the accounts of
Effie’s metaphorical imprisonment in a domestic relationship with a
man whose exploitive dependency is wearing down her physical and
emotional resistance. Her despair at the suftering of the Spaniards
begins to merge with her despair at her own situation; hearing Sebastian
Sunyer’s letter from prison she thinks, “Why does he want to live at all,
why does anyone want to live, why do I want to live myselt?” (427). Angi-
olillo has watched Effie and Bavid’s relationship with an increasing con-
cern colored by the somber atmosphere of their mutual concern for
Cénovas’s victims in Spain. The pace of the juxtapositions of the two sit-
uations quickens as Angiolillo takes Effie home from the meeting and
they discuss both problems almost simultaneously.

This simultaneity renders with striking complexity the imbrication of
gender oppression with other torms of oppression in de Cleyre’s temi-
nist theory. Angiolillo offers to support Effie until her health improves,
love her with no expected return, and thereby help her break off a rela-
tionship he believes is literally draining her life away. On one level, their
encounter plays out like a scene from a traditional romance, except that
the value judgments attached to the roles and speeches are inflected
with de Cleyre’s anarchist feminism, which makes the whole representa-
tion a critique of every gender paradigm that underlies traditional
romance. This critique destabilizes all the romance conventions, which
slip in and out of focus as the traditional romance gaze thatshould make
sense of them is made to shift back and forth among unsatistactory con-
ventional readings. Thus, for example the heroine comes clearly into
focus as a virtuous woman, but she is also what traditional romances
would stigmatize as fallen. Traditionally her problems—even her
impending death—would be attributed to her sexual immorality, but the
narrator invites the reader into a confidential admission that Effie’s
problems are exactly the same as those of many women who married
conventionally. De Cleyre makes it clear early in the story that while
some people would blame Effie’s problems on the fact that she chose to
live with a man without the blessing of the church, her disregard for con-
ventional sexual morality is not the source of her problems. Similarly,
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Angiolillo looks like the dark, sympathetic, charismatic hero who offers
rescue, as the dark sympathetic Italian romance hero traditionally does,
but the impetus for the rescue is his feminist insight into a woman’s
oppression, and he is careful to offer some form of aid that will not, asin
traditional romance, ascribe all the agency to himself. Furthermore, the
woman he is uying to rescue belongs, by traditional standards, to
another man, to whom she has made a lifetime commitment—a fact that
should, by romance standards, make Angiolillo the dark, charismatic
Italian villain instead ofthe dark charismatic Italian hero. It is, of course,
precisely this property relation, this “owning and being owned” as de
Cleyre called it in her letter to Gordon, from which he wants to rescue
Lttie; the happy ending of the marriage plot has been the unhappy
beginning of this one. And then on the other hand again, by conven-
tional standards this is no marriage, although de Cleyre makes us see it
as so clearly a marriage that it suffices to damn a// marriages. So Angio-
lillo is not the villain either; he is the hero—not of a romance plot, how-
ever, but of another one, the interwoven story of his revenge on Canovas
for the horrors of Montjuich. As the hero of the Effie/Bavid plot, he fails
because Eftie is locked emotionally into a romance plotin which he can-
not unambiguously play the role of rescuer.

The disruptions of the romance-reader’s ability to keep the tradi-
tional narrative pattern of romance in focus are thus intensitied by
Ettie’s eftort, like that of the tortured prisoner, not to betray her
friend—to be faithful to her supposedly sex-radical commitment by
remaining faithful to the romance script that she has misread, or tried to
rewrite, as a sex-radical script. To Angiolillo’s proposal, she says
staunchly that she did not take Bavid one day to leave him the next,
which sounds and is noble, except that, as Angiolillo has pointed out,
her long-suffering heroine-ism is destroying not only her but David,
whom it debilitates morally even as it debilitates her physically. The tra-
ditional womanly romance virtue of patient forbearance is rendered
here not only as illusion and foolishness, but as dangerous even for the
men it might be thought to benetit. Finally Angiolillo asks Effie for a kiss,
which she refuses out ofa sense of sexual honor that, by this point, looks
simply irrelevant to the issues at hand, as it it were the answer to some
other question than the real one: what act is necessary to make all three
of these lives free instead of miserable?

At another level and at the same time, the climactic scene between
Effie and Angiolillo is a discussion about what act is necessary to free the
prisoners of Montjuich, and all the oppressed people they represent,
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and about whether personal problems have any meaning in this larger
context. Etfie asks Angiolillo how he can even think of engaging in this
scene with her when other people are being tortured. In de Cleyre’s ver-
sion of Angiolillo’s act, his resolve to kill Cinovas seems to spring from
this moment, as he asks how Effie would feel were she to hear that the
man responsible for the anarchists’ sutfering in Spain was dead. Angio-
lillo leaves and honorably tells David what happened; Bavid in response
does the only thing he ever does, talk: “the creeper . . . talked a great deal
about being better in future to the girl” (430). Angiolillo then, as every
turn-of-the-century reader of de Cleyre’s story knows and has been antic-
ipating, goes off to Santa Agueda, assassinates Antonio Canovas del
Castillo, and cries out “Germinal” just betore he is garroted. Be Cleyre’s
juxtapositions of Effie’s suffering and the sutfering of Cadnovas’s vic-
tims—a juxtaposition that her fictional Angiolillo obviously understands
not as two oppressions but as two faces of the same oppression---culmi-
nate in a fused image of the two as Effie dreams she is in the torture
chamber of Montjuich, hears the agony of the prisoners, tries to beg for
mercy, sees the garrote, hears Angiolillo cry “loud and clear. . . like the
sharp ringing of'a storm-bringing wind, ‘Germinal,”” wakes to hear a bell
tolling his last word, throws out her arims to give him the kiss he asked
for, and wonders whether this is all her fault (431).

The style of this story, particularly the strained sentimentalism of its
opening, is hardly to modern literary tastes, but it has some remarkable
subtleties. Effie’s suffering and the suffering of those tortured in
Barcelona, for example, are not presented as simple analogies. We hear
of a prisoner’s resistance worn down by torture until he implicates his
friends; we see Effie’s resistance worn down; we see that the two plots
express a connection between state and domestic versions of supreme
authority. Even so, Effie’s sense that her problems are nothing com-
pared to the sutfering in Montjuich is obviously correct. But then on the
other hand, Angiolillo’s presence as the hero of both stories draws the
two kinds of oppression into the same line of vision; we see them as two
facets of the same oppressive system. Angiolillo is a liberator who urges
EAfie to take her freedom from a man who makes her life a torture; he is
also a hero who avenges those whom a tyrant made to suffer and die. But
Bavid is not a tyrant in any conventional sense; he is only a “creeper” and
moocher, who takes unthinkingly what he did not earn without recog-
nizing the killing labor that sustains his life. The contrast itself, however,
illuminates both men’s role as oppressors. The analogy between the piti-
ful “creeper” and the aristocratic prime minister suggests the economic
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basis for Canovas’s tyranny; he belongs to the ruling class that takes, as by
right of birth, the products of others’ labor, just as David takes the prod-
ucts of Effie’s labor because he is the man and she is the woman. From
the other direction, the analogy suggests that the creeper’s unthinking
exploitation of Effie is a form of tyranny, although it looks like some-
thing more benign.

More subtleties unfold from the initial transition between the
Effie/Bavid plot and the Montjuich/Angiolillo plot, a paragraph that
draws together issues of gender, class, and religion. The narrator has just
recounted how Angiolillo came te Etfie and David’s flat one day to carry
the baby out for awhile so Effie could rest, after which “The creeper sud-
denly discovered that he could carry the baby.” Immediately, in the next
sentence, the subject tums:

All this happened in the days when a pious queen sat on the throne
of Spain. With eyes turned upward in much holiness, she failed to see
the things done in her prisons. . . . While she told her beads her min-
ister gave the order to “torture the Anarchists”; and scarred with red-
hot rons, maimed and deformed and maddened with the nameless
horrors that the good devise to correct the bad, even unto this day the
evidences of that infamous order live. But two men do not live,—the
one who gave the order, and the one who revenged it. (425-26)

The juxtaposition links the obliviousness of Bavid, the high-minded and
presumably atheist reformer whose mind is on loftier social questions,
with the religious obliviousness of the queen. l.ooking to their own souls,
both can ignore their responsibility for the bodily sutfering of others.
The message is clear: theoretical anarchism uninformed by the practice
of gender equality merely reinscribes the bodily subordination of one
class to another, making Etfie’s ostensible sexual freedom a reinscribed
sex slavery.

Further, the queen’s status as a woman of (literally) the ruling class
makes the analogy between her and Dawvid especially interesting. This is
a woman, but a woman with privilege; her class gives her a power analo-
gous to the power of male supremacy. Bavid’s power in his family is anal-
ogous to a queen’s power over her subjects. Then again, the queen
abuses her power by eftectively abdicating te a man the nitty-gritty, phys-
ical details of her responsibilities; David becomes doubly a tyrant by
abdicating to a woman the responsibility for the nitty-gritty, physical
details of his family life. Wollstonecratt not only compared the rule of
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men over women to the rule of tyrants and aristocrats over those of other
classes; she also compared women to queens who, to be equal to men
and gain true “power over themselves” rather than a warped, manipula-
tive power over men, must give up their pedestals, which are only a dis-
guised form of powerlessness anyway. In the juxtapositions of the queen
and Canovas with David (the biblical little guy who setout to fight a giant
but somehow became a king and destroyed his family by abusing his
power), and in the conflations of Effie’s private domestic story with the
story of Angiolillo’s public revenge, de Cleyre presents one of the most
complex analyses to be found anywhere in American literature of the
intersections of “wage slavery” and “sex slavery,” and of their intersec-
tions, in turn, with the tortured and torturing relations among state vio-
lence, domestic violence, capitalist violence, and psychological self-vio-
lence.

“The White Room”

The imbrication of feminist analysis with broader anarchist analysis in
“The Heart of Angiolillo” is a key to their fusion more generally in de
Cleyre’'swork. As Catherine Palczewski says, while de Cleyre “rarely com-
bined her views of women and anarchism in the same discourse,” they
“were always closely linked in her thought” (1994, 146). Although de
Cleyre said over and over that the immediate incident that propelled her
toward anarchism was the Haymarket executions, when she described
the underlying reasons for her turn to anarchism she cited, “Above all,”
her outrage at the subordination of women, including “a bitter, passion-
ate sense of personal injustice” at “the subordinated cramped circle pre-
scribed for women in daily life, whether in the field of material produc-
tion, or in domestic arrangement, or in educational work; or in the
ideals held up to her on all these various screens whereon the ideal
reflects itself” (“Why” 20). De Cleyre’s analysis of power relations in gen-
eral was thus deeply intertwined with a more specific analysis of women’s
subordination, through the coercive authority of church and state, to
sexual control by men.® Just as she identitied government with coercive
violence, she identified male supremacy with the violence of “sex slav-
ery,” a term that itself implied the profound identity of women’s eco-
nomic and sexual subordination. It was around her sense of this identity
that de Cleyre elaborated her feminist theory, in such works as “Sex Slav-
ery” (1890), “The Gates of Freedom” (1891), “The Case of Woman vs.
Orthodoxy” (18g6), “Why I Am an Anarchist” (1897), “The Woman
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Question” (1897), “They Who Marry Do IlI” (19e7), and a number of
essays, poems, and lectures on Mary Wollstonecraft.

An emphasis on individual liberty was the crux of her anarchist femi-
nism, as it was of her anarchism more generally. She saw women as
deprived of liberty “by socialization, by the institution of marnage, and
by the social pressure to reproduce” (Palczewski 1993, 146); the remedy
lay in economic, emotional, and sexual independence. Her anarchist
emphasis on direct action as the choice of method meant that her rejec-
tion of sexist insritutions, both in theory and in personal practice, was
absolute: women must simply “take” their liberty as a right, not ask men
for it as if it were a privilege to be dispensed by a higher authority. She
called on women to see their oppression clearly, and to act directly and
unequivocally in response. Arguing fer recognition that women are
property, she attacked the evolutionist Cope for his cheerful description
of woman as the half of the species that willingly enters the “contract” of
marriage to receive “support and protection” in return for “the services
she renders him in the capacity of a wife.” De Cleyre reads these obvi-
ously sexual and reproductive “services” as a theft of women’s property
in their own bodies: “Young girls! ifany one of you is contemplating mar-
riage remember that is what the contract means. The sale of the control
of your person in return for ‘protection and support’™ (“Gates,” Lucifer
8.46). Throughout her adult life she rejected, and called on others to
rcject, any such transaction. No biography or biographical sketch of de
Cleyre, from her day to ours, fails to mention the harmony between the-
ory and practice in her life. This focus is even more appropriate in the
light of de Cleyre’s rhetorical practices, which are grounded in a very
specific understanding of the relationship between oppositional theory
and oppositional action. Be Cleyre said, “I believe the hardest question
in the whole solution of the problem of human justice, is how to make
people think equality is possible. . . . The problem, ‘how to get rid of
institutions’ always means the problem of getting the institutions out of
men’s minds first” (“Ye Have the Poor” 5).

The problem of getting the institutions specitically out of men’s minds
was one of de Cleyre’s great interests in her fictional representations of
sex slavery, as “The Heart of Angiolillo” reveals. Perhaps her most com-
plex and intriguing consideration of'this issue is to be found in a much
shorter story (until now apparently unnoticed), “The White Room,”
which takes up just a little over a column and a halfin the London anar-
chist publication Herald of Revolt. The first half of the story is devoted
entirely to an elaborate metaphor of a man’s conception of his wife, ren-
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dered in the form of “an artist’s masterpiece,” the “White Room” of the
title. The artist-husband has created this unique room with his own
hands, out of a material he invented:

It was not square nor long nor round, nor any regular shape, such
as we are used to thinking of rooms; it was wider here and narrower
there, and had strange turns and niches, and carvings, and arches;
and mn all these there were bits of statuary, or tiny fountains, or
tlowers, or curious sea-things, gathered from many shores, shells and
corals and ocean feathers, picked up years apart.

The rhythms of this long sentence are typical of the whole hypnotic
description of the White Room, with itsskylight, its “white and gleaming”
ceiling, its walls covered by “the wild, fantastic tracery of the frost forests
on our winter windows,” its white statues and snowy silken curtains
around the “small bed,” its silver fish and white birds, its white divans and
white velvet rugs “wrought in strange patterns by his own deft fingers.”
There is a silver-stringed harp and an impressionist picture of “the white
light of a day as it lies on sky and water—only a stretch of sky and water
.. .” In a vase are three white lilies. The artist has been working on the
room for fifteen years; the stoty begins on the day he finishes this sur-
prise gift for his wife, “the Soul of the White Room, herself the whitest
thing, his pure-taced Scandinavian girl, with the chiselled face that
looked out with saint’s eyes from under its aureole of pale hair. . . .”

At this point, the rhythmic, wavelike evocation of beauty, reminiscent
of the unity ot eftect de Cleyre admired in Poe’s poetry, crashes suddenly
against a description of the wife’s real life “in the dirty, narrow city alley.”
The couple at first had to live there because of the artist’s poverty; more
solvent later, he nonetheless kept the alley apartment as their mutual
home, depriving his wife of his company while he was away working on
his secret project and denying her the few tritles she asked for—all as a
buildup to the great surprise of the White Room, which he is now ready
to show her as soon as the third white lily reaches a pertect state of open-
ness. Thinking happily of the unveiling he has planned for the next day,
when “she would see his white dream, of which she was the angel—had
been for so many years,” he arrives home in the alley to discover a note
telling of her weariness ot staying in this room which he perhaps experi-
enced differently because “his life had lain outside,” and saying she will
not return. The artist takes it philosophically. He continues to live in the
alley, “But still he went alone to the house under the trees by the water-
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side, and saw that the White Room was kept very white, long after the lilies
had withered.” One night he finds his wite drunk and dying in the gutter
and carries herto the house by the river where he lays her, “all soiled,” on
the white bed in the White Room. Just before she dies she comments on
his masterpiece, which she interprets as some alcoholic nightmare: “Ugh!
The horrid tancies in the liquor! It looks all white, wHrrr, like a dead-
house! Powdered gravestones! Ugh! If there were only a bit of blue or
red.” The artist, having learned his lesson too late, buries her “under vio-
lets and carnations, with no white stone at foot or head.”

De Cleyre’s critique of dominant gender ideology in this story con-
cerns the husband’s paradoxical exclusion of his wife from what he imag-
ines as her true home. His wife is the “angel” of the special home he envi-
sions just for her, but his Angel in the House is, ironically, not there; only
he has been there for the whole fifteen years of their marriage, happily
constructing the perfect image of her, and a perfect image of their
home. The place where the real woman lives—her real home, as
opposed to this fantasy home—could not be more ditferent from the
wonderful place in which her husband imagines her during all the years
he devotes to the project. The fact that she is trapped in the sordid tene-
ment apartment while her husband, who thinks he is living with her,
actually lives elsewhere, is the logical consequence of his fantasy.

In all this the White Room is a figure tor the displacement of a real
woman by the “True Woman” of nineteenth-century gender ideology: it
reveals that the supposed definition of women’s true nature, and the
true nature of the homes of which they are supposedly the presiding
angels, is so remote from their reality as to exclude them entirely.
Throughout this marriage, the husband happily inhabits a fantasy of
what his wife’s desire must be; meanwhile the small efforts she makes to
express her will are ignored in order to keep alive the man’s fantasy of
her will. The life of the husband’s tantasy, then, is identical with the
death of the wife, which is the logic behind the last scene: what he sees
as the ideal home is for her a “dead-house.”

It is useful here to draw on Judith Butler’s discussion in Bodies That
Mailer, indebted to Irigaray and Kristeva, of the process whereby “a
domain of unthinkable, abject, unlivable bodies” is constructed, not as
the opposite of “the domain of intelligible bodies” but as “its constitutive
outside”—"“the unspeakable, the unviable, the nonnarrativizable that
secures and, hence, fails to secure the very borders of materiality” (xi,
188), “an abjected outside, which is, after all, ‘inside’ the subject as its
own founding repudiation” (g). In the construction of the white room,
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made of some special new material the artist invented, the materializing
of the wite as an empty white space is paradoxically identical to her radi-
cal exclusion from it.Itis this exclusion that constitutes the White Room,
constructs it; it exists only because she is not there. Or in the words of
Coleridge’s poem “Constancy to an Ideal Object,” “She is not thou, and
only thou art she.” The artist’s creation of this room thus tropes the
process by which the ideological construction of the perfect virtuous wife
18 identical both to the construction of the husband’s subjectivity and to
the abjection, here the literal casting-out, of the real woman. But there is
no such casting out; as Butler says, the “abjected outside . . . is, after all,
‘inside’ the subject as its own founding repudiation” (3).

The tinal, filthily material presence of the abjected woman on the
snow-white bed expresses this logic; the abjection of her real body was
the “founding repudiation” around which the room was constructed.
The meaning of this repudiation is evident in the fact that, after the
wife’s death, the philosopher-artist sits on his tenement stoop in the
evenings and watches “other women’s children” at play. In late-nine-
teenth-century terms, this fact probably means not only that he and his
wife had no children but also that they had no sex, as the symbolism of
the white lily for whose opening he waits just one day too long also sug-
gests. In the gender ideology de Cleyre was attacking, the moral “white-
ness” of (white) women was specifically asexual, as indicated by the
imagery of frost and snow and the smallness of the white bed. The wite
was to sleep in this small bed alone, we can assume, as if, indeed, she
were to be the last of the room’s white statues, herself the final and per-
fect artitact of her husband’s imagination.

Another way of saying all this is to say that the two homes of the
story—the White Room and the room in the alley—are, from an ideo-
logical standpoint, two pictures of the same place. The dark urban tene-
ment, which is an incidental part ot the husband’s life and the whole of
his wife’s, and the house by the river where he works to perfect what he
regards as his wife’s true dwelling, are not separate as he imagines, but
identical; what appears to be the line between them is actually the schiz-
ophrenic division between a wite’s real position in the “prison cell” of
home, as de Cleyre calls it in “Sex Slavery,” and the very different posi-
tion she occupies in her husband’s imagination. In the artist’s imagina-
tion tor these fifteen years, his wife is pertectly happy living in the dream
home he is creating for her; meanwhile he will not even buy frames for
the few pictures she has collected to add some color to the drab walls of
her real home. She has her own idea of art, but that signifies nothing to
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the artist, whose idea of art is bound up with his false idea of #er. Her aes-
thetic subjectivity, her ability to appreciate beauty on her own terms, is
swallowed up in her status as an aesthetic object. The artist’s idea of
beauty comes to life in the fantasy home he creates for his wife, which
coexists separately, and ironically, with her actual experience of home
throughout what are tor her the sad and empty years, and for him the
happy and fulfilled years, of their marriage. Put this way, the story of the
two homes expresses exactly de Cleyre’s view of marriage not only as
“property and the worst of all properties,” in GGodwin’s terms, but: as
mystification and the worst ot all mystifications.

Whether de Cleyre intends the whiteness of her female protagonist to
signify racially, it undoubtedly does; the artist reads his Nordic wife’s
color as especially pure, the quintessence of what one would expectin a
woman who is an “angel.” (We can assume, for all sorts of reasons, that
he would not have created a black room for a woman who was similarly
black.) As Paula Giddings pointed out in When and Where I Enler, the ide-
ology of “true womanhood” applied in dominant ideology only to white
women; true women were white by definition and, as this story makes
clear, the whiter the better. Focusing on the psychological and materval
ramiticarions of such ideology for a “white” white woman, de Cleyre rep-
resents the extreme limit of this kind of moral and emotional whiteness
as the blankness of death. Related to this racialized/gendered idealiza-
tion of the wite is—as always in de Clcyre’s analyses of sex slavery—the
question of economics, ownership, property. In “The White Room,” the
artist-husband’s idealizing of his wife has the effect of depriving her
materially of property, a deprivation ironically based on his reverence
for what Cheryl I. Harris has analyzed, with relation to chattel slavery in
the United States, as “the merger of white identity and property.” Under
slavery, as she points out, “it became crucial to be ‘white,” to be identified
as white, to have the property of being white.”?

In the case of “The White Room,” the wife’s property of whiteness
becomes the husband’s property, reified in the property of the White
Room itselt—ostensibly the wite’s special room, but in facta space from
which she is materially excluded. The husband denies her the trifles she
would like to own, planning this one grand gitt. Never asking what she
wants, he instead creates the white room to express his idea ot what she
is. Thus, paradoxically, his depriving her of material things imprisons
her not only in ideality but also in materiality. Idealized out of and into
the white room, she is figuratively imprisoned in the room from which
she is excluded. This exclusion/entrapment is one of the paradoxes of
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the woman’s discursive materialization through the workings of ideol-
ogy. The wite of de Cleyre’s story is imprisoned in this white room she
has never seen, because it objectifies her husband’s conception of her; it
is here, in a sense, that he “keeps” her, which is the same as keeping her
in the dirty home in the alley.

The only detiance in “The White Room” is a self-defeating one; the
wife’s decision to leave the prison of her marriage amounts to a death
sentence. The angniest passage in “Sex Slavery” is de Cleyre’s description
of this impossihility of escape:

It has often been said to me, by women with decent masters, who had
no idea of the outrages practiced on their less fortunate sisters, “Why
don’t the wives leave?” Why don’t you run, when your feet are chained
together? Why don’t you cryout when a gagis on your lips? Why don't
you raise your hands above your head when they are pinned fast to
your sides? Why don’t you spend thousands of dollars when you
haven’t a cent in your pocket? Why don’t you go to the seashore or
the mountains, you fools scorching with city heat? . .. “Why don’t the
women leave!” Will you tell me where they will go and what they shall
do? . . . there is no refuge upon earth for the enslaved sex. Right
where we are, there we must dig our trenches, and win or die.

(351-52)

As bell hooks says, “Opposition is not enough. In that vacant space after
one has resisted there is still the necessity to become—to make oneself
anew” (Yearning 15). For de Cleyre’s heroine resistance creates no space
at all; the male artist creates his own space, but she has none of his
resources.

The problem of material resources as it intersects with gender issues
is foregrounded as well in de Cleyre’s story “At the End of the Alley,” a
grim account of the narrator’s visits to an increasingly impoverished
laundress, who at first works hard but eventually succumbs to alcoholism
and despair in the wake of her husband’s death from consumption. He
had thought of suicide, but stopped talking of it when visitors from his
church told him it would prevent his wife from collecting the life insur-
ance. Although the story could well be fiction, one of de Cleyre’s letters
reveals that it is a taithful account of her visits te the woman who washed
her shirts (letters to Yanovsky, Mar. 29, Apr. 27, 1911). “As to the insur-
ance,” she writes Yanovsky after he has read the sketch, “you are alto-
gether wrong. The thing occurred precisely as 1 have written it; the
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woman’s name was just what I wrote it, and her words too. The church
people told him %e ought not to deprive his wife of the insurance money. . . .
The woman has gone clean to hell now.” The laundress embodies the
hopelessness of even the smallest ambition within the present system,
which must therefore, in the words of one of her lectures, be destroyed
“to the last vestige® (“Economic Tendency” 7).

In “The White Room,” as in “The Heart of Angiolillo,” de Cleyre is an
antiromancer. The White Room in which de Cleyre’s heroine dies is one
of the classic places of romance, as its relations to the mise-en-scéne of
“Ligeia” suggests. There are unmistakable shades of Poe’s story in de
Cleyre’s picture of the fantastic room to which an artistic protagonist of
obsessive sensibility brings his beautiful blonde and fair-skinned victim-
wife (“the fair-haired and blue-eyed Lady Rowena Trevanion, of
Tremaine” in Poe; the nameless “Scandinavian” wife in de Cleyre). De
Cleyre’s innovations are vehicles for much of her critique of the sexism
with which Poe’s places of romance are typically imbued. Here we have
the fantastic traceries, the minute, perhaps pathological attention to
detail in the decor, the draperies and rich, strangely wrought carpets.
But unlike the lurid gold and black of the orientalized interior created
by Poe’s crazed artist-ligure (a “bridal chamber” centered on the “bridal
couch™), everything here is white—a traditional symbol of sexual purity
that de Cleyre makes into a symbol of horror and of death. In “Ligeia,”
the beautiful l.ady Rowena is the innocent foil for the dark, dramatic,
more racially and sexually ambiguous Ligeia; the narrator-artist’s sin is to
violate that purity in the “unhallowed hours” of what is implied to be his,
but not her, sexual pleasure. In de Cleyre’s story the artist’s sin is to imag-
ine such purity: to impute an imaginary moral nature of unspeakable
whiteness to a real woman. The horror in this antiromance 1s marriage;
the white room represents the wife’s entrapment in a marriage that can-
not be fultilling, and her one effort to be free ot that horror, by leaving
her husband, ends only in the worse poverty of homelessness. The
romantic, sexist imagination of de Cleyre’s artist-villain creates a class
division betwwveen himself and his wife, as he lives much of the time in a
house by the water and she lives in the dirty urban tenement.

In bell hooks’s words, “one can only say no, speak the voice of resis-
tance, because there exists a counter-language. While it may resemble
the colonizer’s tongue, it has undergone a transiermation, it has been
irrevocably changed” (Yearning 150). For de Cleyre, places of romance
are places of will-lessness, enervation, sex slavery. The White Room func-
tions as a critique of its very existence as a setting tor romance—the
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artist’s romance with his ideal fantasy-wife. The real wife’s ironic exclu-
sion from the room means that her husband has no room for her in his
imagination, and her final presence in his ideal room merely seals that
irony. In de Cleyre’s fiction about women, romance is by nature inimical
to the resistant, oppositional will—most specifically, women’s will to
resist oppression.

In short, “The White Room” is a fierce antiromance, a story about the
mortal dangers of romance, and the tragic catharsis emanates from a
sense of those dangers coupled with a social vision that would seem, at
least on the surface, to be deeply pessimistic. In fact, however, a tunda-
mental optimism underlies it: the husband’s final recognition of his wife
as an independent consciousness is no less revolutionary ter being too
late; even the irony here thus makes a space for the possibility of a radi-
cally transformed imagination. Such optimism is the basis of de Cleyre’s
project of analyzing the social, psychological, and cultural dynamics of
oppressive ideology as a shaping force in the lives of the characters on
whom her stories focus. If she regards ideology both as a social force and
as a force that configures the inner life, she also looks equally, in the
same glance, at the possibility of liberating the imagination to conceive a
new social order. As she said in “Anarchism,” whatis needed is to let one-
self “go free, go free beyond the bounds of what fear and custom call the
‘possible’” (114). In “The White Room,” these are the bounds that the
artist only tragically thinks he is transcending by creating his unique mas-
terpiece. Attempting to give his revolutionary ideas material form, he
ends, like the husband in “The Heart of Angiolillo,” by reinventing one
of the oldest oppressions. On the other hand, his mind is capable of
being changed, even if too late, and de Cleyre presumably writes this lit-
tle parable in an effort to change other minds before the more mun-
dane, real-life stories for which this romantic story stands come, in real
lite, to their inevitable tragic end.
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Feur

REFASHIONING THE MIND

It is the radical who always wins al last.
—Voltairine de Cleyre,

Crime ard Purdshment

Freeing Words, Freeing Thoueght

To go free, “beyond the bounds of what fear and custom call the ‘possi-
ble,”” was de Cleyre’s lifelong project, and the project of inspiring such
freedom in her readers animates all of her narrative and rhetorical strate-
gies. Central to this project was the challenge of getting rid of institutions
in the mind, which detined de Cleyre’s analytical and rhetorical practice
in general, and indeed her life work: a brilliant, relentless engagement in
the process Gerda Lerner has called “a struggle for the control of the
symbol systems of a given society” (222). De Cleyre’s interest in history
was in great measure an interest in such struggles, which were at the core
of her definition of the term revolution. A revolution, she said, 1s “some
great and subversive change in the social institutions of a people,
whether sexual, religious, political, or economic. The movement of the
Reformation was a great religious revolution; a profound alteration in
human thought,—a refashioning of the human mind” (“Mexican Revo-
lution” go4). All of de Cleyre’s work was rooted in the taith that “a retash-



ioning of the human mind” can lead to the revolutionary transformation
of material relations. Underlying all her projects as a speaker, writer, and
political activist was the idea set forth in Thomas Paine’s description of
France in 1794, in the passage she took as her opening “text” in “The
Economic Tendency of Freethought™ “The mind of the nation had
changed betorehand, and a new order of things had naturally followed a
new order of thoughts” (4). For this reason, in some form or other her
subject is always the material and psychological workings of the domi-
nant ideologies of her day, which she attacks from two interestingly
related directions. On the one hand she exposes a dominant ferm of
mystification that misrepresents material relations as spiritual or psycho-
logical essences; at the same time, she works to insert psychology into an
understanding of how material relations work, appealing to the logic of
feelings to circuamvent the mystifying illogic of ideology.

In the service of that transformation, she crafted a rhetoric that would
dismantle a hegemonic discourse and construct an oppositional set of
metaphors capable of reconfiguring (to invoke Althusser’s description
of ideology) her audiences’ “‘imaginary’, ‘lived’ relation” to “their condi-
tions of existence”; then “imaginary relation . . . to the real relations in
which they live” (“Marxism” 243; “Ideology” 155). The quintessential
device of this rhetoric is a spiraling art of repetition that returns again
and again to key images and metaphors of whatever discourse she is
working to discredit, restating them with a diff erence—sometimes subtly
disorienting; often shocking or blasphemous. Forcing her auditors to
hear and visualize those terms in a new way each time, she destabilizes
their conventional meanings, prying them loose from their predomi-
nant ideological contexts to reveal, through a system of ironic reversals,
that the dominant symbol systems of her society are themselves riddled
with ironic reversals in which such terms as rights or legitimate or revolution
or American history denote the opposite of what they should mean. In the
course of her arguments, this art of repetition, through its turnings and
re-turnings, becomes not only a call for revolution but a rhetorical enact-
ment of revolution: a liberation of words to revolutionize the mind.

De Cleyre’s lecture “Sex Slavery,” delivered in 18qo, is a powerful
example of this rhetoric. It begins with an image of the aging Moses Har-
man pacing up and down in his prison cell, condemned on a charge of
“obscenity.” Harman had been sentenced to five years hard labor fer
publishing a letter on the subject of marital rape in Lucifer—probably the
first printed discussion of that issue in U.S. journalism (McElroy, Freedom
135)." As Sears argues convincingly, Harman’s printing ot a group of
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“obscene” letters was intended as a provocation, a “comprehensive test
case” of laws, created by Anthony Comstock, under which the post otfice
had broad powers of censorship over the transmission of birth-control
information and the discussion of sexuality in print (76). In 1886 Har-
man issued a statement that, despite laws prohibiting the use of certain
words, Luctfer would not censor the language ot any letter submitted to
the editor. Soon thereafter he received, and promptly published, a letter
trom W. G. Markland containing the word penis. As de Cleyre described
it, this letter told of a young woman who, “lacerated by unskiltul surgery
in the birth of her babe, but recovering from a subsequent successful
operation, had been stabbed, remorselessly, cruelly, brutally stabbed,
not with a knife, but with the procreative organ ot her husband, stabbed
to the doors of death, and yet there was no redress!” Because the letter
“named that organ by its own name, so given in Webster’s dictionary and
in every medical journal in the country,” Harman was convicted: “He
gave a concrete example of the effect of sex slavery, and for it he is
imprisoned” (348). De Cleyre’s ostentatious avoidance of the “obscene”
word used in the Markland letter renders in starkly ironic terms the real
obscenity here: it is the “procreative organ”—that is, the organ of htfe—
with which the husband stabbed his wite “to the doors of death.”

This irony is linked to de Cleyre’s most characteristic rhetorncal
devices, which emerge early in the lecture in her impassioned attack on
the laws that would place a gentle old man like Harman in jail, leaving
his wife to anxious, lonely waiting for five long years:

Why? Why, when murder now is stalking in your streets, when dens of
infamy are so thick within your city that competition has ferced down
the price of prostitution to the level of the wages of your starving shirt-
makers; when robbers sit in State and national Senate and House,
when the boasted “bulwark of our liberties,” the elective franchise, has
become a U.S. dice-box, wherewith great gamblers play away your lib-
erties; when debauchees of the worst type hold all your public offices
and dine oft the food ot fools who support them, why, then, sits Moses
Harman there within his prison cell? If he is so great a criminal, why is
he not with the rest ot the spawn of crime, dining at Belmonico’s or
enjoying a trip to Europe? It he is so bad a man, why in the name of
wonder did he ever get in the penitentiary? (343)

The assumption rendered here in the dense interweaving of cate-
gories that dominant ideology mystifies as mutually exclusive—the
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assumplion that political, economic, ideological, judicial, and gender
injustice are all one—is the analytical basis for de Cleyre’s art of repeti-
tion, which relies on shitts back and forth from one artificially segre-
gated register of language, thought, and social reality to another, in
order to expose the conventionally accepted boundaries between them
as illusory. The linked ironic couplings ot dinner at Delmonico’s with
crime, of prostitution with wages, and of shirtmakers with prostitutes is
the prelude to de Cleyre’s argument thal women'’s oppression, institu-
tionalized in marriage (and prostinition, low-paid wage labor, etc.), is
based on the collusion of church and state in an inversion of values
derived from a degrading view of women that acts as a “stupefying nar-
cotic to true morality” and leads to the detense of “virtue” as a mask tor
detense of crime. In the course of the argument, the nature of this inver-
sion becomes more and more clear as “virtue” exchanges meanings with
Moses Harman’s “obscenity” through the shifts in de Cleyre’s use of cer-
tain key repeated words, most notably the word prison:

He looked, this obscenist, looked with clear eyes into this ill-got
thing you call morality, sealed with the seal of marriage, and saw in it
the consummation ot immorality, impurity, and injustice. He beheld
every married woman what she is, a bonded slave, who takes her mas-
ter's name, her master’'s bread, her master’s commands, and serves
her master’s passion; who passes through the ordeal of pregnancy and
the throes of travail at Zzs dictation,—not at her desire; who can con-
trol no property, not even her own body, without his consent, and
trom whose straining arms the children she bears may be torn at his
pleasure, or willed away while they are yet unborn. Itis said the Eng-
lish language has a sweeter word than any other,—#ome. But Moses
Harman looked beneath the word and saw the fact,—a prison more
horible than that where he is sitting now, whose corridors radiate
over all the earth, and with so many cells, that none may count them.

Yes, our Masters! the earth is a prison, the marriage-bed is a cell,
women are the prisoners, and you are the keepers. . . . and sanctified
by the angelic benediction of a piece of paper, within the silence-
shade of a marriage certificate, Adultery and Rape stalk freely and at

ease. (344—45)

The bitter distillation of ironies in this passage reduces to absurdity a
whole symbol-system centered on the concept of “home”—that “shelter
.. .from all terror, doubt, and division,” as John Ruskin had called it, “a
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sacred place, a vestal temple, a temple of the hearth. . .. And wherever a
true wife comes, this home is always round her” (100). One need only
recall such reverent effusions to realize the mystical associations the
word homehad accrued in conventional gender ideology by the late nine-
teenth century and, in contrast, de Cleyre’s blasphemy in insisting that
home means the reverse of everything itis used to denote. Similarly, one
need only think of the many late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
teminist appeals based on explicit or implicit images of homemaking as
woman'’s trie vocation, with the world as woman’s home and thus her
righttul place,* to realize the distance between de Cleyre and many of
her feminist contemporaries. Whether or not all of them subscribed to
the whole ideology of home and domesticity that dominated middle-
class literature of the day (in ditterent ways depending especially on the
race of the writers and readers) a wide range of feminists were at least
willing to use it as a rhetorical means to their own ends. Be Cleyre was
not. Far from trying to insinuate her subversive ideas into the most
acceptable ideological contexts by turning the key terms of those con-
texts to her own uses, she calls the terms themselves explicitly into ques-
tion.

Much of this interrogation operates through shifts of the context she
provides for words that recur throughout her argument. Many of these
are key ideological terms; others are wedges on which she pounds again
and again to split those terms loose from their supposed reterents. Thus
the image of crime that can “stalk freely” under the protection of the
marriage certificate alludes back to the crime of murder “stalking” the
streets, but the return to the word now transposes the image to reveal the
ironic transpositions of which the social and legal system is constituted.
Itis legal for a man to murder his wife with a weapon itis illegal to name;
murderersstalk freely in the streets while Harman is imprisoned for con-
demning murder; the true criminals, far from being imprisoned, rise to
the top of society; the “morality” they enactinto law, in collusion with the
church, actually sanctifies crime, which “stalks” not most ominously in
the street butin the home. On the pivot of this sanctified word the argu-
ment makes its most dramatic turn: Moses Harman is in prison for see-
ing that “home” itselt is a worse prison, for women, than the prison in
which he is confined while their legal murderers go tree. The per-
sonification ot Adultery and Rape, stalking “freely and at ease,” cannot
but evoke an image of the actual person who commits them: the man
free and at ease in his home, “stalking” his wife—his “bonded slave.” At
the same time, the word “slave” repeats with a ditterence the opening
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description of Harman as “this chattel slave, whose hard toil is taken by
the State” (342), and the picture of home as the “shelter-shadow” of
“sanctified” crime resonates ironically with the opening picture of Har-
man’s wife, who for the five years of his imprisonment will suffer from a
“broken” and “desecrated” home (342-49).

In these opening images the state, by creating prisoners, is the home-
breaker and home-desecrator, and as the argument plays out, state and
church are exposed as promoting a version of “home” that is prison.
Wives are not free, Harman is not free; and around these two now com-
plementary images of the enslaved and imprisoned man and weman, as
the speech circles back to them from each new point of departure,
accrues layer on layer of irony. The ironies coalesce in de Cleyre’s
demystification ot the concept of “virtue,” whose perverted function as a
justification of “sex slavery” she attacks in a trenchant discussion oflegit-
imacy, illegitimacy, and the double standard that requires wives to sub-
mit sexually to their husbands, without themselves desiring sex, in order
to keep the husbands at home, and therefore “virtuous.” “Virtue!” she
concludes: “What an ebscene thing ‘virtue’ is!” (347). By this point the spi-
ral of repetition has left the conventional meanings of obscene and virtue
tar behind, in a reversal that operates in part by unmasking the suppos-
edly spiritual as degradingly material, indeed “obscene.” At the heart of
this central irony is an attack on the ways women'’s oppression has been
mystified as an expression of spiritual and moral essences rather than
crassly material and economic relations: a control of, indeed a traffic in,
bodies. “The question of souls is old,” de Cleyre says bluntly—‘we
demand our bodies, now” (350).

In certain ways the irony on which these moves depend is a staple of
much late-nineteenth-century anarchist writing in the United States, one
of its most characteristic rhetorical devices. This is not to imply that all
anarchist orators and writers were ironists, by any means; as Paul Avrich
has pointed out, for example, Kropotkin (whom de Cleyre much
admired), was not at all an ironist in his speeches, unlike Johann Most,
for example, whose speeches were full of irony (AP 86), and whom de
Cleyre admired much less. But in the United States, the major anarchist
publications during de Cleyre’s adulthood, tfrom Harman’s Lucifer to
Tucker’s Liberty to (Goldman’s Mother Earth, were imbued with irony ot all
kinds and degrees, on subjects ranging tfrom internal anarchist disputes
to Anthony Comstock and his “obscenity” laws (a popular butt of sex-rad-
ical jokes), to Christianity (as in “Christmas Adventures of Jesus” in
Mother Earth).
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The anarchist affinity for irony is explained by the fact that irony so
often derives from an unstated but highly salient disjunction between an
absurdity on the one hand and, on the other, the terms and tone in
which the representation of that absurdity imply that it is natural and nor-
mal, a banal given of daily life. Irony, in other words, is always engaged at
some level with the conventional sense of what is normal and natural
that constitutes ideology. Among late-nineteenth-century American writ-
ers, no one worked harder than anarchists to undermine that sense,
which belongs to the “common” sense on which ideology is based. If
one’s goal is to reveal that what most people think is a banal and unques-
tionable given of daily life is in fact the most bizarre, ridiculous, and
unnatural state of atfairs imaginable—to prove, for example, that the use
of money in economic transactions is absurd (*“Why I Am an Anarchist”),
or that government is “unreal” (“The Economic Tendency of
Freethought”), or that the quotidian routine of almost any school class-
room has nothing whatsoever to do with education (“Modern Educa-
tional Reform”)—then irony is a perfect method, because it works pre-
cisely by using words in a way that calls attention to their common usage
while turning that usage on its head. To understand irony as a hearer or
reader—to catch on to the understated dissembling ot the eiron3—is, in
the case of these writers, not only to recognize, through the reversals of
meaning in certain words, that one localized instance of absurdity is
being represented as a normal, unquestionable given; it is te recognize
as absurd a whole system of symbols that purport to identify what is sim-
ply natural and therefore immutable. To understand de Cleyre’s irony,
then, is te be educated out of the conventional meanings ot certain
words altogether.

It is in this sense that de Cleyre’s manipulation of irony differs most
fundamentally from that of other more conventional ironists of the
period. Mark Twain is an instructive contrast. In one sense, his political
essays and sketches attacking imperialism situate him so far outside the
pale of the conventional imperialist wisdom of the day that he was
unable to publish what is arguably the most ironic ot them, “The War
Prayer.” Twain’s admiration for Thomas Paine, as well as for Ingersoll—
whom, according to William Dean Howells, “he called an angelic orator,
and regarded as an evangel of a new gospel, the gospel of Freethought”
(S. Warren 4g)—suggests his affinity with “infidel” ideas far te the left of
those with which he tends to be associated in classrooms, anthologies,
and such standard reference works as the Encyclopedia Britannica. Even
so, in comparison with de Cleyre’s ironies, Twain’s are always at least
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capable of being construed as functioning (although they do not always
have to function in this way) squarely within a set ot conventional para-
digms that would have been acceptable to mainstream Americans—
assumptions about the “civilizing” nature of women, for example, or the
existence of God, or the fundamental rightness of the American democ-
ratic process.

BDe Cleyre, in contrast, never appeals to the authority of conventional
ideology to make her ironies work, although her methods for ensuring
that they work vary with her varying audiences. The Haymarket
speeches, for example, made each year to what would have been a pre-
dominantly anarchist audience, are scathingly, bitterly ironic, and they
rely on an appeal to her audience’s deep sense of the irony of the Hay-
market tragedy itselt—a sense the general American public did not
share. Speeches she made to mixed audiences are also likely to contain
ironic passages calculated to appeal to those who already agree with her,
but in those speeches she works simultaneously, through the use of the
spiral of repetition I have described, both to strip key ideological terms
of their conventional meanings and to guide her hearers through an
intellectual/attective process ot breaking down the conceptual dividing
lines, or walls, that mystify certain issues by defining them as belonging
to nonoverlapping categories. Such divisions separate the question of
criminal justice from the question of economic justice, for example, or
the issue of prostitution from the issue of women’s wages. These walls are
the support system for a whole ideological edifice of class and gender
oppression, because they obscure the connections that make this oppres-
sion a system rather than a set of discrete, coincidental episodes.

De Cleyre’s ability to reveal the illusory nature of such categorical divi-
sions goes far to account for her contemporaries’ memory of her
speeches as rigorously logical, speeches that made the hearers see things
clearly. She was also exceptionally eftective at calling into question the
fundamental meaning of words: rights or home or virtue or even goveri-
ment. The latter, she argues, refers to nothing atall. Like the existence of
(od, the existence of government cannot be anywhere demonstrated;
anywhere you go te find it, you will be told it is not there, but somewhere
else: not in the “legislative halls” but in the statutes; not there but in the
legislators who made them; not there but in the White House; not there
but in the “people”; and so on (“Economic Tendency” 7). Even the least
conventional of the more conventional ironists of the period were not
interested in calling conventional terms, definitions, and categories so
radically into question; on the contrary, ironists like Twain relied on a
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fundamental appeal to those definitions to recall readers to the common
sense those categories represent. And this common sense is, in the end,
simply the prevailing ideology.

Thus, although an extended comparison of de Cleyre to other ironists
of the period is not possible here, several points are worth neting in the
context of my argument for the revolutionary nature of her rhetorical
methods. First, de Cleyre differs from nonanarchist ironists in the radi-
cal operation of her spiral of repetition, which at the same time reveals
key ideological terms as profoundly divided from their ostensible mean-
ings and dissolves the false dividing lines between categories that domi-
nant ideologies mystify as separate. From nonanarchist ironists, then, de
Cleyre difters protoundly both in her assumptions as to what is normal
and natural—all the assumptions that constitute ideology—and in her
methods. From other anarchist ironists she ditfers, not in her funda-
mental assumptions, but simply in the unusual subtlety and success of
her methods.

Margaret Grant’s article “Modesty,” published in Mother Earth, where
de Cleyre published much of her mature work, provides an example.
Proposing to investigate the meaning of this important term, Grant
begins with a dictionary definition ot modesty as “natural delicacy or
shame regarding personal charms and the sexual relation,” searches

earnestly for this modesty among those presumably closest to nature—
children (“I was shocked, appalled”) and savages (“Alas!” some tribes
consider clothing itself shameful)}—moves on to non-Western civiliza-
tions (Turkish women wear veils but also trousers, “betraying the fact
that they had legs—or should I say limbs? Can a woman be modest who
does not hide her le—limbs, I mean?”), and resolutely concludes that
since the dictionary must have been wrong about “natural” delicacy,
modesty must be artificial and specific to our civilization “but no less nec-
essary tor that reason.” Studiously compiling (with some ditficulty, she
admits, due to certain complicated discrepancies) a list of what consti-
tutes modesty in our culture, she arrives at some clarity. A modest
woman in our civilization is one who does not expose her breasts to view
in the daytime or while nursing. In evening wear she may expose them
“very freely,” however, and on the street she may wear “a girdle, which
while it injures her internal organs,” allows the breasts to “move about”
provocatively. She hides her legs except at the seashore, where she may
show them “with perfect frankness” although to do so while seeking
health through exercise would be “shameful.” She declines ever to men-
tion “the excretory processes of the body” even if the result is illness:

GATES OF FREEDOM




“what right-minded female would not rather suffer any anguish of mind
and body than even hint te a male anysuch need on her part?” She may
refer to “actual maternity,” but references to “possible maternity” should
make her blush or, preferably, faint.

Having denaturalized the word modesty completely, Grant concludes
that, whatever “modesty” is, women should throw it “to the winds” tor the
sake of health, and behave “like some of those shameless creatures who
really seem to glory in then sex”—that is, like those “savages” who are
closer, in fact, to nature. “Shall we do so?” she demands. Then, in a con-
clusion characteristic of many such essays ot the period, she propels all
the accumulated ironies of the essay into one extreme, extravagant out-
burst that abandons the traditionally modest pose of the eiron by com-
pletely unmasking her anger: “Indeed, we shall not. Bo I not know your
answer? Let us go on in the good old modest way; sick and ailing all our
lives, but not sacrificing one shred of the precious conventions that we
have collected about us at such a terrible cost. Let us live maimed,
deformed, decrepit, ignorant, half-sexed caricatures of women—but let
us be modest!” (30-34).

Such outbursts are designed to move the audience into the speaker or
writer’s own ironic perspective by making any other position absurdly
untenable. Who would choose, freely, to live “maimed, deformed,
decrepit, ignorant, half-sexed”? Or, in the case of the extravagant ending
of de Cleyre’s “Sex Slavery,” who would choose, by claiming Moses Har-
man was indeed an obscenist who got what he deserved, to “Kill him! Kill
him!” (g357—58)—which is what, she implies, his prison sentence will do?
The strategies de Cleyre shares with many ot her anarchist contempo-
raries are evident in the similarities between Grant’s ironies and hers.
What distinguishes her uses of irony from those of which Gramt’s “Mod-
esty” is representative, however, is the particular form de Cleyre’s repeti-
tions take, and the linguistic subtlety she brings to bear on the process of
detaching signifiers from conventional signifieds in order to reveal the
discrepancies and incongruities inherent in what dominant ideology
accepts as normal. Grant succeeds in calling the fundamental meanings
of the word madesty into question, for example, but only hints at the
underlying causes—sexual repression, gender inequality, even imperial-
ism—ot the explosive contradictions latent in the word as it is conven-
tionally used. When de Cleyre, on the other hand, discusses “virtue” in
“Sex Slavery,” she weaves a structure of repetition in which, every time
the word appears, a new irony strips it of yet another of its conventional
connotations.
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De Cleyre enthusiastically recommended Poe’s “Philosophy of Com-
position” to those who would write good poetry (“Poetry of Reform™ 10).
The sustained irony produced by the spiral of repetitionin such works as
“Sex Slavery” reflects her own method of achieving Poe’s poetic goal,
“unity of effect,” in her prose. Her critiques of fellow anarchists’ rhetoric
are instructive. What she does not like in Emma Goldman’s Anarchism
and Other Essays is its disorganization (“a hastily compiled hodge-podge,”
she told Yanovsky in a letter, Mar. 6, 1g11). What she does not like in
“orators,” as opposed to “lecturers” like herself, is extemporaneity and,
especially, overreliance on repetition (Avrich, AA 41—42)—presumably
both the kind of repetition that results from extemporaneous organiza-
tion and the kind implicit in such devices as anaphora and epanalepsis.
These kinds of repetition de Cleyre uses only sparingly and to well-cal-
culated effect; they are more characteristic of her Haymarket speeches,
intended to heighten the ardor of those already converted to her cause,
than of the lectures she delivered before more mixed audiences whose
minds she was seeking to “refashion.” Be Cleyre’s auditors remembered
her for her brilliance, the amount of information she provided in sup-
port of her arguments, her compelling logic, and her intensity (Hart-
mann g2; Goldman, Voltairine de Cleyre 4).4 A speaker who wrote her lec-
tures beforehand and read them aloud (Avrich, AA 42), she planned
every move; many contemporaries commented on her meticulous habits
of revision, as did she herself. That these habits contributed much te at
least one anarchist classic, Berkman’s prison memoir, is well-docu-
mented (Avrich, AA 19Qq).5 Certainly they are evident in the unifying
ettect of her ironic repetitions in many lectures and essays.

To say that de Cleyre’s well-calculated use of irony and repetition
reveals a profound disjunction between signifiers and signifieds in the
ideology she analyzes is not, of course, to suggest that her analysis privi-
leges the realms of signifiers over that of signifieds, or that she reveals
the arbitrariness of the line between them, or that her rhetorical meth-
ods celebrate indeterminacy, despite the fact that linguistic “free play”
might seem in keeping with her overall philosophy of Liberty. On the
contrary, for de Cleyre the process of detaching signifiers from signifieds
is often an unmasking of the tact that a particular ideology has already
done so: that its whole discourse is founded on an appropriation of
terms for uses that profoundly betray what she sees as their real mean-
ings. “Over and over again, names, phrases, mottoes, watchwords, have
been turned inside out, and upside down, and hindside before, and side-
ways, by occurrences out of the control of those who used the expres-
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sions in their proper sense” (“Birect Action” 220). Outrage at such dis-
tortions informs all her attacks on state appropriations of such terms as
rights or revolution or rebellion or lLberly, which it is always her project to
reappropriate. At times she does so painstakingly and overtly, as in her
extended analysis of what the history books make Shays’ Rebellion mean
(“Anarchism and American Traditions” 124), or what “Mexican Revolu-
tion” means in the press, both mainstream and progressive (“Mexican
Revolution” 265-66). Elsewhere, often in another part of the same essay
or speech, she relies on quick disequilibrating maneuvers in which she
seems te snatch meanings from their {alsitying contexts, restoring them,
in passing, to their rightful places as she sweeps by on her way to some
other end. Thus, en route to the conclusion that the Mexican Revolution
is in tull swing and should be supported, she describes Zapata, in the first
quick third of a sentence, as “a fighter of the style of our revolutionary
Marion and Sumter” (“Mexican Revolution” 26g), in one move re-revo-
lutionizing the American “revolution” and asserting that the Mexican
Revolution expresses “our” (i.e., in its rightful meaning, American)
ideals.

The case of such words as home, virtue, marriage, prison, and creminalis
ditferent, in that for de Cleyre their very existence is a product of an
oppressive social structure that will vanish with the advent of “the rem-
edy. . .. LiserTY!” (“Sex Slavery” 356). In the case of the word mariage
in particular, this view indicates de Cleyre’s distance trom yet another
group of her contemporaries, for whom “home” or “marriage” properly
described something that was desirable, but in a form that current insti-
tutions, especially legal institutions, made it difficult to achieve. For de
Cleyre it was not that the word marriage should have a positive meaning
but has been used to cover up something unjust, something rightly
described by another term, “sex slavery.” In her view there can simply be
no such thing as what the word purportedly describes; marriage, and
every arrangement resembling it, will necessarily be, ipso facto, sex slav-
ery. As she stated unequivocally, “They Who Marry Do IlIL.” Hence her
insistence that those who eschew the marriage ceremony but nonethe-
less maintain a sexual and economic “permanent dependent relation-
ship” (like Effie and Bavid) are still participating in “marriage”—by
which term she means, she says, “the real thing,” whatever name it goes
by (“They Who Marry” ro2).

Thus de Cleyre’s demystifying of the words home or marriage is notan
unmasking of the fact that a particular ideology has misappropriated
their righttul positive meanings, but an unmasking of what she sees as
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their true referent: “the real”—and negative—“thing” that the words
represent. Similarly with the words prison and criminal. It is not that pris-
ons should exist but mean something else, or have different people—the
real “criminals”—in them. The existence of “the fundamental crimi-
nals,” as she elsewhere called them (“McNamara Storm”), is the reason
tor prisons, which house the victims of the real crimes—people in whom
the violence of the state has bred an answering violence (like the woman
in “Betrayed” who killed her “illegitimate” child), or people who steal
“because their rights are stolen from them before they are born”
(“Crime and Punishment” 192). Abolishing the “tundamental crime”—
“this scheme of property right for some in what belongs to us all”
(“McNamara Storm”)—would eliminate both prisons and the need tor
them.

Oppositional Metaphors and Dominant ldedas

But de Cleyre’s rhetoric is not merely a demystification of other people’s
rhetoric. She crafts her own discourse of liberation, anchored in an
oppositional set of metaphors to replace those she deconstructs. Her
essays and stories as well as her poetry are filled with images ot the nat-
ural and inevitable: of growth, unbounded spaces, vast cosmic motion,
violent upheavals and storms; the sublimity and self-sutficiency of the
individual “Will.” Many, perhaps all, of these images are asseciated with
her ideas of evolution and progress, which are part and parcel of her
faith in the free inquiry of science, as opposed to the servile subjections
of religion. What might appear a disjunction between this emphasis on
science and the high romantic tone evoked by her storms and hurricanes
and volcanoes and freewheeling stars is in fact an index to her rhetorical
power, which derived (as the comments of her contemporaries on her
lecture style make clear) from a fusion of analytical rigor with what
Franklin Rosemont calls her “hauntingly wild and violent lyricism” (12).

Jay Fox’s memorial essay in the Agitater for July 15, 1912, paid tribute to

this fusion of feeling and intellectin her work and life: “She has lett the
stage, but her memory will linger long, like the odor of a tragrant rose
crushed at full bloom; like the impress of a great thot flasht on the
mind.”® The smell of a rose and the lightning illumination of a great
thought—the imagery evokes de Cleyre’s prose and well as her poetry.
Her speeches and essays are full of carefully researched evidence: she
provides statistics, dates, sources; she compares histories of the same
event. At the same time, the emotional power that animates her analysis
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is overwhelmingly present in such images as the one that introduces
“The Dominant Idea™ the exultant description of a morning-glory vine
dead but nonetheless blooming in the “red lightning” of a midnight
storm (79-80).

It is typical of de Cleyre that this impassioned lyrical image should
function simultaneously as the firstlogical step in a carefully reasoned
argument and as an affective point of access to her ideas, an imaginative
experience for her audience to enter as a means of simultaneously con-
ceptualizing and feelingher mostimportant term, “liberty.” In de Cleyre’s
rhetoric such images are an invitation to an interior performance ot the
freedom that would characterize a new social order that has not yet been
created, but which that interior experience, by virtue of the material
torce of ideas, can help to create. Her readers experience breadth,
space, and nature, through an expansive rhetoric of waves, tloods, stars
wheeling, a seed bursting upward, a voice breaking up through the sod
of a woman’s grave, “a free / Wide sweep of love, broad as the ether-sea”
(Wiitten in Red; Worm Turns; “Bastard Born” 37; “Freethinker’s Plea” 26).
Such experiences operate as psychological direct expropriations of what
she again and again emphasizes that the beneficiaries of the current eco-
nomic system have stolen: “the sea and air!” (“Bastard Born” g7).
Through the ideal/material experience of the imaginary bodily sensa-
tions evoked by such images, her revolutionary rhetoric produces an
interior, psychological enactment of the new order of things that will
“naturally,” as Paine said, follow a new order of thoughts.

The word “naturally” is crucial; it is an nterior experience of an out-
ward life in nature that de Cleyre creates in her representations of the
enacting of liberty in a social, political, economic world whose institu-
tions are mystified as natural and normal. Concomitantly, her predomi-
nant imagery pictures the voicing and enactment of resistance asitself a
natural, inevitable force. When the sea finally crashes through the “shell-
crunched wall” in “The Hurricane,” the superhuman power it tropes is
suddenly revealed in all its human splendor:

Thou metest wage, O People.
Very swittly,

Now that thy hate is grown:

Thy time at last is come;
Thou heapest anguish,

Where thou thyself wert bare!

No longer te thy dumb
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God clasped and kneeling,

Thou answerest thine own frayer.

(35)

The line “Thou metest wage, O People” is dissonant with the clash of
ironies: archaic religious language alludes to modern industrial wage
slavery; the “People,” as the blasphemous delayed antecedent of “Thou,”
appropriate the place both of wage-payers and—as in the image of Bresci
in “Anarchism”—of God meting out justice. The words “thou” and
“thine” are an example ot de Cleyre’s ironic wrenchings ot words out of
their customary orbits; conventionally used in prayers to God, here they
apostrophize the oppressed who come to realize that they must simply
take what they have prayed for.

The image is one of de Cleyre’s most passionate representations of
self-decolonization, which for her always implies the rejection of any
supreme Authority—church, government, God—and the bursting free,
in the mind and in the world, of individual agency. Be Cleyre’s first
significant poem, “The Burial of My Past Self,” evokes eloquently her
personal experience of such liberation after long inner struggle:

The seed must burst before the germ unfolds,
The stars must fade betore the morning wakes;
Down in her depths the mine the diamond holds;
A new heart pulses when the old heart breaks.

And now, Humanity, I turn to you;
I consecrate my service to the world!
Perish the old love, welcome to the new—
Broad as the space-aisles where the stars are whirled!

(17)

Intriguingly, whether there is any biographical referent or not, the
“love” the narrator is burying with her past selt here seems to be a fused
double reterence to freedom from the hold of human love on her emo-
tions and the hold of religion on her conscience and sensibility. Like the
broad sweeping imagery of “The Freethinker’s Plea,” this bears an inter-
esting relation to the expansive imagery of de Cleyre’s peroration in
“The Death of Love,” with its call for sex radicals to replace mere per-
sonal and individual love with love for all humanity.

In this poem and everywhere in de Cleyre’s work, revolution is thus
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affective and intellectual as well as social, political, and economic.
Indeed, in “Why I Am an Anarchist,” a prose account of her personal rev-
olution, the structural primacy of feelings, to which Palczewski has called
attention,” implies a view of emotion as a kind of insight, a logic, that
bypasses the constraints ideology places on merely intellectual vision. In
this essay, de Cleyre’s representations of her early feelings of injustice
provide an oppositional counterpart to the way hegemonic ideologies
depend on a sense of the natural and normal and inevitable, on a sense
that the injustices of the status quo are, as her “thinking part” kept assur-
ing her, “nobody’s fault” (18). What holds tegether the web of any post-
Enlightenment Western ideology is the mechanism by which it con-
vinces subjects that perceptions of its illogic are merely teelings and
therefore illogical. Because ideology is one’s “lived,” “imaginary” rela-
tion to real conditions (Althusser)—and also one’s experienced and felt
relation—the intrusion into consciousness of feelings of a different rela-
tion has to be managed, accounted for in the logic of the web itself.

“Why I Am an Anarchist” traces de Cleyre’s anarchism to such intru-
sions, describing, in a catalog of her early emotional reactions to “repres-
sion i all forms” (18), the progressive rending of the net of ideology
that constrained her intellect to see that repression as “nobody’s fault.”
Through this catalog of emotional reactions, Cleyre exposes as intellec-
tualabsurdities the economic structure of society (“people with tive hun-
dred dollar brains getting five thousand dollar educations” while poor
children work); “conventional dress, speech, and custom” (“we must
conform to the anonymous everybody who wears a stock-collar in mid-
summer and goes décolleté at Christmas”) the education system (“every
child’s head measured by every other child’s head”), novels (“there
should be . . . people with some other motive in walking through a book
than to get married at the end”), conventional historiography (“the
count of elections, the numbering of administrations!”) and then,
“Above all . . . the subordinated cramped circle prescribed for women in
daily life” (18-20). Echoing through this account are phrases describing
her early impulses toward freedom: “an unending protest. . . . the
instinct ofliberty. . . . an instinctive decision . . . a wild craving . . . indig-
nation . .. consciousness. . . an ever-present feeling . . . an eager wash . ..
a constant seeking. . . . a general disgust . . . a desire. ... a desire ... a
desire . . . unrest . . . an overpowering sentiment . . . A never-ending
query. . . . a steady dissatisfaction . . . a disgust . . . a bitter, passionate
sense . .. an anger . . . sense of burning disgust. . . . intense sympathies
... cravings . . .longings. . . . clamors . . . bitternesses” (18-21).
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These phrases describing “sympathies,” as opposed to “conscious rea-
soning,” work rhetorically as those impulses worked in her lite, explod-
ing, with the directness of their insight, the ideology that renders as nor-
mal and natural what is unnecessary, unnatural, and absurd. It is the
knowledge provided by feelings—the preeminent legic of their refusal to
be “satisfied” with absurdlities that the “intellect” or “thinking part” (18)
sees, through the web of ideology, as necessary givens—that shows up
the idiocy of the conventional logic that can find no cause for injustice,
and therefore no solution. (As in the case of a modemn president who
said about inequities in abortion funding: “Sometimes life is unfair.”)

De Cleyre’s appeal to the clarity of emotional logic expresses an
assumption crucial to her ability to create a rhetoric capable of disrupt-
ing the workings of “institutions” in the mind. One of the most impor-
tant devices of dominant ideologies is their way of masking the internal
contradictions that would, if revealed, cause them to implode around
their own ironies. This is the mechanism de Cleyre works to undo by
exposing those ironies; it is also the mechanism she is working to undo
by providing alternative internal experiences of liberty. Taken as a
whole, her work builds up an oppositional landscape of the mind—a
world of breadth, motion, change, evolution; of wheeling stars, surging
waves, dead flowers blooming in the dead of night through sheer force
of will. This interior landscape is charged with a tremendous energy that
becomes itself an implicit call te action, as is also the case with the spi-
raling, revolutionary rhetoric of her essays and speeches, which explode
in such climaxes as this imagistic, metaphoric definition of anarchism:

Ah, once to stand unflinchingly on the brink of that dark gulf of
passions and desires, once at last to send a bold, straight-driven gaze
down into the volcanic Me. . .. Once and forever to realize that one is
not a bundle of well-regulated little reasons bound up in the front
room of the brain to be sermonized and held in order with copy-book
maxims or moved and stopped by a syllogism, but a bottomless, bot-
tomless depth of all strange sensations, a rocking sea of feeling. . . .
And then, te turn cloudward, starward . . . letting oneself go free, go
free beyond the bounds of what fear and custom call the ‘possible.’
(“Anarchism” 113-14)

All of these evocations of inner freedom, all of de Cleyre’s etforts to
shatter the interior hegemony of the dominant social, cultural, and eco-
nomic paradigms of hersociety, are predicated on her taith in the power
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of the refashioned mind to refashion the world by freeing itself from the
bounds of what dominant ideology dcfines as “possible.” This faith
underlies her critique of vulgar materialist conceptions of history in
“The Dominant Idea,” which is grounded in a perception that even some
supposedly oppositional ideologies sustain oppression, as do the domi-
nant ideologies she attacks in “Sex Slavery,” by mystifying the relations
between ideas and materiality. While regarding materialist historiogra-
phy as an important corrective to the view that ideas have a God-like
independent existence, she debunks the notion that ideas merely mirror
the material, insisting on the reality of the dead vine’s bloom—*“the force
of purposive action, of intent within holding its purpose against ebstacles
without” (84).

Our modern teaching is that ideas are but attendant phenomena,
impotent to determine the actions or relations of life, as the image in
the glass which should say to the body it reflects: “7shall shape thee.”
In truth we know that directly the body goes from before the mirror,
the transient image is nothingness; but the real body has its being to
live, and will live it, heedless of vanished phantoms of itselt, in
response to the evershitting pressure ot things withoutit. (80-81)

Be Cleyre’s placement of this metaphor of the live body and the illusory
image in the glass sitnates it in the context of the paradox of the life of
the “dead” vine, the opening metaphor that established, from the begin-
ning, that what seems inanimate may be alive. The image of the dead
vine is rcpeated with a difference in the image of the danger of seeing
our ideas (and therefore ourselves) as illusions, dead, unreal—and
therefore, she implies, incapable of blooming.

It 15 thus that the so-called Materialist Conception of History, the
modern Socialists, and a positive majority of Anarchists would have us
look upon the world ofideas,—shifting, unreal reflections . . . so many
mirror appearances of certain material relations, wholly powerless to
act upon the course of material things. Mind to them is itselt a blank
mirror, though in fact never wholly blank, because always facing the
reality ofthe material and bound to reflect some shadow. To-day I am
somebody, to-morrow somebody else, it the scenes have shifted; my
Ego is a gibbering phantom, pirouetting in the glass, gesticulating,
transforming, hourly or momentarily, gleaming with the phosphor
light of a deceptive unreality, melting like the mist upon the hills.
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Rocks, fields, woods, streams, houses, goods, flesh, blood, bone,
sinew,—these are realities, with definite parts to play, with essential
characters that abide under all changes; but my Ego does not abide; it
is manufactured afresh with every change of these. (80--81)

To this “lamentable error” de Cleyre responds that mind is no “powerless
retlection” but “an active modifying agent” and that the opposite idea is
morally debilitating, producing self excuses (“My conditions have made
me so0”) that brook no rebuttal: “poor mirror-ghosts! how could they
help it!” (81-83). To prove that ideas do shape material reality, de
Cleyre recounts the “dominant idea” of each historical age as expressed
in its material creations. Arriving finally at the modern age, with its
mindless production of “mountain ranges of things” and its shopping
districts “where the tilted edges of the strata of things are exposed to
gaze”—all of which simply expresses, self-reflectingly, the dominant idea
“the Much Making of Things”-—she suddenly returns shockingly to the
image of the mirror: “Such is the dominant idea of the western world, at
least in these our days. You may see it wherever you look, impressed
plainly on things and on men; very likely, it you look in the glass, you will
see it there” (87-89).

In terms of the spiral of repetition, this image of the mirror brings us
one step closer to the final irony de Cleyre will explore: “the so-called
Materialist Conception of History” (81) is itself, she subtly insinuates, a
reflection of the dominant emphasis on things, and those who adhere to
that conception, whatever their supposedly oppositional ideslogy, are in
practice powerless to express their ideas as a force in the world. Indeed,
de Cleyre finally implies that, in a kind of sclf-fulfilling prophecy, the
materialists’ “will” being “rotted by the intellectual reasoning of it out of
its existence” (92), the dominant materialism of the age comes only too
easily to reflect itselfin their lives, as they should admit:

Take a good look into yourself, and if you love Things and the
power and the plenitnde ot Things better than you love your own dig-
nity, human dignity . . . do not tool yourself by saying you would like
to help usher in a free society, but you cannot sacrifice an armchair
tor it. Say honestly, “I love armchairs better than free men, and pur-
sue them because I choose; not because circumstances make me. |
love hats, large, large hats, with many feathers and great bows; and I
would rather have those hats than trouble myself about social dreams
that will never be accomplished in my day. The world worships hats,
and I wish to worship with them.” (93-94).
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BDe Cleyre here portrays even the materialist-“anarchist’s” speech, with
its breathy repetitions ot “hats” (alliterated with “have”) and its sell-dra-
matizing alliteration of w’s, as mirroring the obsessive, mechanical pro-
duction of “things . .. Things . . . things . . . things . . . things . . . things”
(87) that constitutes the mindless “idea” of the age. Against such mirror-
talk, with its repetitive mass-production of'hats, hats, hats, hats, de Cleyre
asserts her own credo in a subtly different kind of repetition: “the domi-
nant idea of the age and land does not necessarily mean the dominant
idea of'anysingle life” (89). The mirror-image-with-a-ditference created
by the repetition of “dominant idea” with difterent moditying phrases
emphasizes that the individual mind need not reduplicate the world,
need not be a mirror-ghost. In keeping with this assertion, the last two
paragraphs of the essay suddenly turn the tenn “dominant idea” itself
upright, revolutionizing it. Until now the term has meant the idea by
which we will be dominated if we yield to mere circumstance; at the end
it means we can choose our “own allegiance,” a Bominant Idea that
“conquers and remoulds Circumstance” (94).

BDe Cleyre often, asin the passage about hats and armchairs, turns her
revolutionizing rhetoric on those who are supposedly in her own camp.
Beginning a speech against censorship with a humorous story about the
policeman who concluded that her book of revolutionary poems, 7The
Worm Turns, need not be contiscated (“Oh, that’s all right; that’s some-
thing about worms”),9 she ftirst speculates as te how this interpretation
could have been supported by the first poem in that volume, “Germinal,”
with its reference to “sowing” and the “field of Mars.” She then rings
changes on the word “worms” until it has turned, itselt, from a
metonymy for the foolishness of censors to a metaphor for the spineless-
ness of those who share her views on censorship but will not speak up
(“On Liberty” 142-43). The worm itself will turn when trodden, but

there are supposed revolutionaries who will not lifta finger in detense of

free speech. In her plea for the imprisoned Harman, likewise, although
her opening witticism about Delmonico’s implies an audience likely to
agree that capitalists are criminals, she does not assume that the men in
that audience are innocent of the crimes “Sex Slavery” toregrounds.
Thus the ironies she has been developing throughout the lecture circle
around eventually to settle on those auditors who may themselves have
boasted, as did one of her supposed comrades, “‘I will be boss in my own
house’—a ‘Communist-Anarchist,’ if you please, who doesn’t believe in
(349). Beginning with the tribute issue of Mother Earth after

"

‘my house
her death, almost everything written about de Cleyre records her fierce
etforts to eliminate such contradictions from her own life. Both her life
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and works were animated by the possibility of not only conceptualizing
but enacting what bell hooks calls “an oppositional world view” (Feminist
Theory 163; Yearning 1 5)—making it the intellectual, affective, social, and
political space one inhabits.

"Ave et Vale”

One of de Cleyre’s most intriguing meditations on such a possibility is
her essay on the Norwegian anarchist Kristofer Hansteen, which traces,
with moving subtlety, the complex fusions of interior and exterior, ideal
and material, in the life of a profoundly spiritual man dedicated to the
material realization of a new order of thought but unconscious ot the
gendered relations between ideas and materiality in his own home. In
keeping with the eulogistic tone of the essay, its spiral of repetition is not
ironic but lyrically paradoxical, beginning with the opening description
of Hansteen as “Of the earth, unearthly