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AN INTRODUCTORY WORD TO THE 
ANARCHIVE

 
Anarchy is Order!

  
I must Create a System or be enslav d by  

another Man s. 
I will not Reason & Compare: my business  

is to Create

 
(William Blake)  

During the 19th century, anarchism has develloped as a 
result of a social current which aims for freedom and 
happiness. A number of factors since World War I have 
made this movement, and its ideas, dissapear little by 
little under the dust of history. 
After the classical anarchism 

 

of which the Spanish 
Revolution was one of the last representatives a new 
kind of resistance was founded in the sixties which 
claimed to be based (at least partly) on this anarchism. 
However this resistance is often limited to a few (and 
even then partly misunderstood) slogans such as 
Anarchy is order , Property is theft ,...  

Information about anarchism is often hard to come by, 
monopolised and intellectual; and therefore visibly 
disapearing.The anarchive or anarchist archive 
Anarchy is Order ( in short A.O) is an attempt to make 
the principles, propositions and discussions of this 
tradition available again for anyone it concerns. We 
believe that these texts are part of our own heritage. 
They don t belong to publishers, institutes or specialists.  

These texts thus have to be available for all anarchists an 
other people interested. That is one of the conditions to 
give anarchism a new impulse, to let the new 
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anarchism outgrow the slogans. This is what makes this 
project relevant for us: we must find our roots to be able 
to renew ourselves. We have to learn from the mistakes 
of our socialist past. History has shown that a large 
number of the anarchist ideas remain standing, even 
during  the most recent social-economic developments.  

Anarchy Is Order does not make profits, 
everything is spread at the price of printing- and 
papercosts. This of course creates some limitations 
for these archives.   
Everyone is invited to spread along the information 
we give . This can be done by copying our leaflets, 
printing from the CD that is available or copying it, 
e-mailing the texts ,...Become your own anarchive!!!  
(Be aware though of copyright restrictions. We also 
want to make sure that the anarchist or non-commercial 
printers, publishers and autors are not being harmed. 
Our priority on the other hand remains to spread the 
ideas, not the ownership of them.)  

The anarchive offers these texts hoping that values like 
freedom, solidarity and direct action  get a new 
meaning and will be lived again; so that the struggle 
continues against the   

demons of flesh and blood, that sway scepters down 
here; 

and the dirty microbes that send us dark diseases and 
wish to 

squash us like horseflies; 
and the will- o-the-wisp of the saddest ignorance . 

(L-P. Boon)  
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The rest depends as much on you as it depends on us. 
Don t mourn, Organise!  

Comments, questions, criticism,cooperation can be send 
to 
A.O@advalvas.be

 
A complete list and updates are available on this 
address, new texts are always  

welcome!! 
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BIOGRAPHIES

  
Voltairine de Cleyre 
BY SHARON PRESLEY

  
Source: The Memory Hole

 
This is Paper 1 of the Libertarian Feminist Heritage 
Series published by the Association of Libertarian 
Feminists. It was originally published in Issue 8 of The 
Storm! (Winter 1979).   

Emma Goldman called her "the most gifted and brilliant 
anarchist woman America ever produced." Yet today 
Voltairine de Cleyre is virtually unknown even among 
libertarians. She is discussed only briefly in histories of 
American anarchism and is not even mentioned at all in 
the more general studies of James Joll, George 
Woodcock, and Daniel Guerin. Though her writing was 
both voluminous and powerful, she appears in only one 
modern anarchist anthology. Only two recent collections 
of American radical thought include her classic 
"Anarchism and American Traditions"; and, ironically, 
neither is primarily anarchist in content.  

Voltairine de Cleyre was, in the words of her biographer, 
Paul Avrich, "A brief comet in the anarchist firmament, 
blazing out quickly and soon forgotten by all but a small 
circle of comrades whose love and devotion persisted 
long after her death." But "her memory," continues 
Avrich, "possesses the glow of legend."  
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Born in a small village in Michigan in 1866, Voltairine, 
plagued all her life by poverty, pain, and ill health, died 
prematurely at the age of 45 in 1912. The short span of 
her life, ending before the great events of the 20th 
century, is, in Avrich's opinion, the major reason why 
Voltairine de Cleyre has been overlooked, unlike the 
longer-lived Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman.  

The strength of will and independence of mind that so 
strongly characterized this remarkable woman 
manifested themselves early in Voltairine's life. Forced 
into a Catholic convent school as a teenager, she chafed 
at the stifling, authoritarian atmosphere and was later to 
speak of the "the white scars on my soul" left by this 
painful experience. Bruised but unbroken, Voltairine 
emerged an atheist and soon gravitated toward the 
flourishing freethinker's movement. Influenced by 
Clarence Darrow, she flirted briefly with socialism, but 
her deep-running anti-authoritarian spirit soon rejected it 
in favor of anarchism.  

As with Emma Goldman, the hanging of the Haymarket 
martyrs made a profound impression on Voltairine and 
was the major impetus in her turn toward anarchism. In 
1888, she threw herself into the anarchist movement, 
dedicating herself passionately and unceasingly to the 
cause of liberty for the rest of her life.  

Though seldom in the public limelight--unlike Emma 
Goldman, she shrank from notoriety--Voltairine was a 
popular speaker and an untiring writer. In spite of 
financial circumstances that forced her to work long 
hours, and despite a profoundly unhappy life, which 
included several near-suicides, and almost fatal assassin's 
bullet, and a number of ill-fated love affairs, she 
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authored hundreds of poems, essays, stories, and 
sketches in her all-too-brief life. Highly praised by her 
colleagues for the elegance and stylistic beauty of her 
writing, Voltairine possessed, in Avrich's opinion, "a 
greater literary talent than any other American 
anarchist," surpassing even Berkman, Goldman, and 
Benjamin R. Tucker. Goldman herself believed 
Voltairine's prose to be distinguished by an "extreme 
clarity of thought and originality of expression." 
Unfortunately, only one collection of her writings,--The 
Selected Works of Voltairine de Cleyre, edited by 
Berkman and published by Mother Earth in 1914--was 
ever put together, leaving much fine material buried in 
obscure journals.  

Both Voltairine's life and her writings reflect, in Avrich's 
words, "an extremely complicated individual." Though 
an atheist, Voltairine had, according to Goldman, a 
"religious zeal which stamped everything she did...Her 
whole nature was that of an ascetic." "By living a life of 
religious-like austerity," says Avrich, "she became a 
secular nun in the Order of Anarchy." In describing that 
persistence ofwill that inspired her, the anarchist poet 
Sadikichi Hartmann declared, "her whole life seemed to 
center upon the exaltation over, what she so aptly called, 
the Dominant Idea. Like an anchorite, she flayed her 
body to utter more and more lucid and convincing 
arguments in favor of direct action."  

"The Dominant Idea," wrote Emma Goldman in her 
commemorative essay, Voltairine de Cleyre, "was the 
Lietmotif through Voltairine de Cleyre's remarkable life. 
Though she was constantly harassed by ill-health, which 
held her body captive and killed her at the end, the 
Dominant Idea energized Voltairine to ever greater 
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intellectual efforts, raised her to the supreme heights of 
an exalted ideal, and steeled her Will to conquer every 
handicap in her tortured life."  

Yet the ascetic also had the soul of a poet. In her poetry 
and even in her prose, Voltairine eloquently expressed a 
passionate love of music, of nature, and of Beauty. "With 
all her devotion to her social ideals," says Emma, "she 
had another god--the god of Beauty. Her life was a 
ceaseless struggle between the two; the ascetic 
determinedly stifling her longing for beauty, but the poet 
in her determinedly yearning for it, worshipping it in 
utter abandonment..."  

Another manifestation of Voltairine's complex nature 
was her ability to be both rational and compassionate, a 
combination that Benjamin Tucker, like some modern-
day individualist anarchists, thought led to inconsistency 
and ambivalence. Voltairine didn't see it that way. "I 
think it has been the great mistake of our people, 
especially our American Anarchists represented by 
Benjamin R. Tucker, to disclaim sentiment," she 
declared. In her essay "Why I am an Anarchist," she 
wrote, "It is to men and women of feeling that I 
speak...Not to the shallow egotist who holds himself 
apart and with the phariseeism of intellectuality, 
exclaims, 'I am more just than thou'; but to those whose 
every fiber of being is vibrating with emotion as aspen 
leaves quiver in the breath of Storm! To those whose 
hearts swell with a great pity at the pitiful toil of women, 
the weariness of young children, the handcuffed 
helplessness of strong men!"  

But Voltairine was no emotional sentimentalist, wanting 
in serious arguments. Though Tucker became 



 

10

increasingly skeptical of her talents, most of her 
associates considered her a brilliant thinker. Marcus 
Graham, editor of Man!, called her "the most thoughtful 
woman anarchist of this century," while George Brown, 
the anarchist orator, declared her "the most intellectual 
woman I ever met." Joseph Kucera, her last lover, 
praised her logical, analytic mind. Avrich himself, a 
careful historian not given to undue praise, concludes 
that she was a "first-rate intellect."  

Voltairine's political stance in the anarchist spectrum was 
no less well understood. Avrich dispels the myth created 
by the erroneous claims of Rudolf Rocker and Emma 
Goldman that Voltairine became a communist anarchist. 
In 1907, points out Avrich, Voltairine replied to Emma's 
claim, saying, "I am not now and never have been at any 
time a Communist." Beginning as a Tuckerite 
individualis, Voltairine turned in the 1890s to the 
mutualism of Dyer Lum. But she eventually grew to the 
conclusion that neither individualism no collectivism nor 
even mutualism was entirely satisfactory. "I am an 
Anarchist, simply, without economic labels attached," 
she was finally to declare.  

Unhyphenated anarchism or "anarchism without 
adjectives" had other adherents as well--Errico 
Malatesta, Max Nettlau, and Lum among them. These 
advocates of non-sectarian anarchism tried to promote 
tolerance for different economic views within the 
movement, believing that economic preferences would 
vary according to individual tastes and that no one 
person or group had the only correct solution. "There is 
nothing un-Anarchistic about any of [these systems]," 
declared Voltairine, "until the element of compulsion 
enters and obliges unwilling persons to remain in a 
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community whose economic arrangements they do not 
agree to."  

Voltairine's plea for tolerance and cooperation among the 
anarchist schools strikes a modern note, making us 
realize how little things have changed. Factionalism 
rages yet, with fervent apostles still all too eager to read 
the other side (whether "anarcho-capitalist" or "anarcho-
communist") out of the anarchist fold. The notion that 
the pluralistic anarchist societies envisioned by people 
like Voltairine de Cleyre might in fact be the most 
realistic expectation about human nature seems even 
most lost on anarchists today than in her time.  

Probably Voltairine's best-known intellectual 
contribution is the often-reprinted essay "Anarchism and 
American Traditions," in which she shows how the ideas 
of anarchism follow naturally from the premises on 
which the American Revolution was based. The 
Revolutionary Republicans, she says, "took their starting 
point for deriving a minimum of government upon the 
same sociological ground that the modern Anarhcist 
derives the no-government theory; viz., that equal liberty 
is the political ideal." But the anarchist, unlike the 
revolutionary republicans, she goes on to point out, 
cannot accept the premise of majority rule. All 
governments, regardless of their form, say the anarchists, 
will always be manipulated by a small minority. She 
then goes on to cite other similarities between the ideas 
of the anarchists and the republicans, including the belief 
in local initiative and independent action. "This then was 
the American Tradition," she writes, "that private 
enterprise manages better all that to which it is equal. 
Anarchism declares that private enterprise, whether 
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individual or cooperative, is equal to all the undertakings 
of society."  

Another of Voltairine's special concerns was the issue of 
sexual equality. In a time when the law treated women 
like chattel, "Voltairine de Cleyre's whole life," says 
Avrich, "was a revolt against this system of male 
domination which, like every other form of tyranny and 
exploitation, ran contrary to her anarchistic spirit." That 
such a brilliant, unusual woman would be a feminist is 
no surprise. "Let every woman ask herself," cried 
Voltairine, "Why am I the slave of Man? Why is my 
brain said not to be equal of his brain? Why is my work 
not paid equally with his? Why must my body be 
controlled by my husband? Why may he take my 
children away from me? Will them away while yet 
unborn? Let every woman ask." "There are two reasons 
why," Voltairine answered in her essay, "Sex Slavery," 
"and these ultimately reducible to a single principle--the 
authoritarian supreme power GOD-idea, and its two 
instruments--the Church--that is, the priests--and the 
State--that is, the legislators...These two things, the mind 
domination of the Church and the body domination of 
the State, are the causes of Sex Slavery."  

These themes of sexual equality and feminism provided 
the subjects of frequent lectures and speeches in 
Voltairine's years of activity, including topics like "Sex 
Slavery," "Love in Freedom," "The Case of Woman vs. 
Orthodoxy," and "Those Who Marry Do Ill."  

The subject of marriage was one of Voltairine's favorite 
topics. Though she valued love, she totally rejected 
formal marriage, considering it "the sanction for all 
manner of bestialities" and the married woman "a 
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bonded slave." Her own unfortunate experiences with 
most of her lovers, who, even without the ties of formal 
marriage, treated her as sex object and servant, 
convinced Voltairine that even living with a man was to 
be avoided. When she learned that Willaim Godwin and 
Mary Wollstonecraft (her heroine) had lived in separate 
apartments even though they were lovers, she was 
delighted. "Every individual should have a room or 
rooms for himself exclusively," she wrote to her mother, 
"never subject to the intrusive familiarities of our present 
'family life'...To me, any dependence, any thing which 
destroys the complete selfhood of the individual, is in the 
line of slavery and destroys the pure spontaneity of 
love."  

Not surprisingly for that day, Voltairine's bad 
experiences with the traditionalism of her lovers was a 
misfortune she shared with Emma Goldman. Though 
totally different in personality--"Voltairine differed from 
Emma as poetry differed from prose," says Avrich--the 
lives of the two women had curious parallels. Most of 
their lovers turned out to be disappointingly conventional 
in matters of sex roles but there was in each woman's life 
at least one lover who was not of this traditionalist stripe. 
Each loved a man who was her intellectual equal and 
who treated her as an equal--for Voltairine, it was Dyer 
Lum; for Emma, Alexander Berkman. But, sadly, both 
women lost these men as lovers. Lum committed suicide 
in 1893 and Berkman's 14 years in prison left 
psychological scars that changed the nature of his 
physical relationship with Emma, if not their emotional 
one.  

But in other matters, Voltairine and Emma had little in 
common. In fact, they quickly took a personal dislike to 
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each other. Voltairine thought Emma flamboyant, self-
indulgent, unattractive, and dumpy; Emma considered 
Voltairine ascetic and lacking in personal charm. Emma 
claimed that "physical beauty and feminine attraction 
were withheld from her," another my that Avrich shows 
to be false. In truth, most of Voltairine's comrades, both 
men and women, found her beautiful, elegant, and 
charming. The photos of Voltairine included in Avrich's 
biography testify to the truth of these views--pictured is a 
delicate woman with a soft, mysterious beauty that was 
in sharp contrast to Emma's earthy robustness. Emma, a 
friend once pointed out, was not above jealousy.  

Yet, in spite of their personal differences, Emma and 
Voltairine respected each other intellectually. For her 
part, Voltairine publicly defended Emma on several 
occasions, including the passionate plea "In Defense of 
Emma Goldman and Free Speech," which Emma notes 
in her commemoration of Voltairine. In that essay, 
Emma pays eloquent tribute to Voltairine. She was, 
writes Emma, "a wonderful spirit...born in some obscure 
town in the state of Michigan, and who lived in poverty 
all her life, but who by sheer force of will pulled herself 
out of a living grave, cleared her mind from the darkness 
of superstition--turned her face to the sun, perceived a 
great ideal and determinedly carried it to every corner of 
her native land...The American soil sometimes does 
bring forth exquisite plants."  
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VOLTAIRINE DE CLEYRE: ANARCHIST WITHOUT 
ADJECTIVES

 
by Sara Baase  

(Truth Seeker (Volume 120 No. 5)  

If you try to name the great anarchists of the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, Emma Goldman, Peter 
Kropotkin, Joseph Proudhon, and Benjamin Tucker may 
come to mind. Voltairine de Cleyre (1866- 1912) is not 
well known today. She was a freethinker, an anarchist, 
and a feminist. She toured the country as a speaker and 
she wrote poems, stories, and essays. She knew and 
worked with many of the more well-known radicals. The 
purpose of this article is to introduce de Cleyre and some 
of her excellent writings. 

Voltairine de Cleyre was born to a poor family and was 
sent off to a convent at age 13 to be educated. She hated 
it. She was taught to repeat religious statements even if 
she did not believe them. She made a significant moral 
decision: She would not lie, even if it meant she would 
be damned. (This decision, made in innocence and fear, 
reminded me of Huck Finn's decision to protect Jim, the 
runaway slave, even if he went to hell for it. In each 
case, the child decided to do what he or she knew 
instinctively was right even if punished for it. The irony 
is that the punishment was damnation threatened by the 
church, the institution that is supposed to teach the child 
to do right.) 

When Voltairine emerged from the convent at age 17, 
she totally rejected religious dogma and hypocrisy. She 
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was a freethinker, without ever having "seen a book or 
heard a word to help" her. 

During the next 15 years, de Cleyre embraced and then 
abandoned many variants of anarchist philosophies. It 
was as if she were trying on garment after garment, 
trying to find one that fit. None fit quite right, so 
ultimately, she fashioned her own. Here is a brief 
summary of the development of her views. Throughout, 
her anti-authoritarianism and her dedication to liberty 
were constant. 

De Cleyre began lecturing on freethought soon after 
leaving the convent. At 19, she spoke on Thomas Paine's 
lifework at a Paine Memorial convention, and heard 
Clarence Darrow speak on socialism. She embraced 
socialism for six weeks until she discovered anarchism. 
Emma Goldman said her "inherent love of liberty could 
not make peace with the state-ridden notions of 
socialism." She then discovered Benjamin Tucker, the 
individualist anarchist editor and publisher of Liberty, 
the main anarchist newsletter from 1881 to 1908. The 
individualist anarchists held that the "essential 
institutions of Commercialism are in themselves good, 
and are rendered vicious merely by the interference by 
the State." De Cleyre later disagreed with the economic 
views of the individualists and became a mutualist 
anarchist. She saw mutualism, under which free 
federations of the workers would obviate the necessity of 
an employer, as a synthesis of socialism and 
individualism. She became a pacifist and opposed 
prisons. Having forsworn hypocrisy, she declined to 
prosecute a man who tried to assassinate her. 
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De Cleyre's pacifism led her to reject mutualism. She 
commented that ''Socialism and Communism both 
demand a degree of joint effort and administration which 
would beget more regulation than is wholly consistent 
with ideal Anarchism; Individualism and Mutualism, 
resting upon property, involve a development of the 
private policeman not at all compatible with my notion 
of freedom." 

What was left? Simply anarchism "anarchism without 
adjectives," as the Spanish anarchist Fernando Tarrida 
del Marmol put it when calling for greater tolerance 
among the various anarchist factions. One of de Cleyre's 
best essays is "Anarchism" published in 1901. In it she 
defines anarchism as freedom from compulsion. She 
recognizes that an anarchist must adopt some view of 
economics. In this lovely essay, she describes the 
distinctive views of the four major economic 
subcategories of anarchists: communist, socialist, 
individualist, and mutualist and shows why each might 
have developed when and where it did. She argues that 
the particulars depend more on history and culture than 
abstract rational derivation. Individualism, for example, 
was a good fit in a society without a history of class 
conflict, where the worker of today could be the 
employer tomorrow, where the country's motto was "The 
Lord helps him who helps himself." De Cleyre saw that 
"there is nothing unanarchistic about any of them until 
the element of compulsion enters and obliges unwilling 
persons to remain in a community whose economic 
arrangements they do not agree to." Like Tarrida, she 
encouraged tolerance among anarchists, even including 
the Christian anarchists. 
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De Cleyre also encouraged tolerance of a variety of 
methods of achieving liberty. Just as libertarians today 
argue about whether resources should be spent on 
electoral campaigns or educational projects, the 
anarchists at the turn of the century argued about 
peaceful methods versus confrontational tactics. De 
Cleyre wrote that "all methods are to individual capacity 
and decision," i.e., that we should use our own skills to 
do what we are good at, and choose methods that we are 
comfortable with. She described and applauded several 
prominent examples. Tolstoy, the "Christian, non-
resistant, artist" used his talent as a writer to "paint 
pictures of society as it is, . . ., to preach the end of 
government through the repudiation of all military 
force." John Most, fierce and bitter from years in prison, 
used his fiery tongue to denounce the ruling classes. 
Benjamin Tucker, cool and critical, believed passive 
resistance most effective, but was ready to change when 
he thought it wise. Peter Kropotkin hailed the uprisings 
of the workers and believed in revolution with his whole 
soul. Even those who chose assassination of oppressive 
and cruel government officials she defended. She saw 
them as gentle in their daily lives, lofty in their ideals, 
driven to acts of violence by the corruption and injustice 
they saw. She wrote 

Ask a method? 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. 

Each choose that method that expresses your selfhood 
best, and condemn no other man because he expresses 
his Self otherwise. 
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I do not agree with de Cleyre in all particulars, but her 
argument for tolerance is an important one for those with 
radical views who often spend more time arguing with 
their friends than criticizing the enemies of liberty. 

De Cleyre's essay "Anarchism and American Traditions" 
attempts to show how anarchist and anti-authoritarian the 
founders of this country were. The essay includes a 
powerful attack on government control of education. She 
probably exaggerated the anarchist leanings of the 
founders, but her style and the quotes she selected make 
delightful reading for modern anarchists. The arguments 
she presents on education are as valid and relevant today 
as they were in the late 18th century and in 1908 when 
she wrote her article. She laments the fact that children 
in the public schools are taught the battles of the 
American Revolution, but not its ideals. 

De Cleyre writes that the founders "took their starting 
point for deriving a minimum of government upon the 
same sociological ground that the modern Anarchist 
derives the no-government theory; viz., that equal liberty 
is the political ideal." She quotes (more fully than I do 
here) Thomas Jefferson's wonderful passage 

Societies exist under three forms, sufficiently 
distinguishable. 1. Without government .... 2. Under 
government wherein the will of every one has a just 
influence .... 3. Under government of force.... 

It is a problem not clear in my mind that the first 
condition is not the best. 

(Jefferson goes on to say he believes anarchism 
inconsistent with a large population.) 
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After describing the founders' views of the purpose of 
education, and gracefully but sharply criticizing the 
political ideas taught in government schools, she 
concludes with 

If the believers in liberty wish the principles of liberty 
taught, let them never intrust that instruction to any 
government; for the nature of government is to become a 
thing apart, an institution existing for its own sake, 
preying upon the people, and teaching whatever will tend 
to keep it secure in its seat. 

There is much more of Voltairine de Cleyre's life and 
work to explore. I recommend the following sources.   

SOURCES 

Paul Avrich An American Anarchist: The Life of 
Voltairine de Cleyre (Princeton University Press, 1978) 

Alexander Berkman (editor), Selected Works of 
Voltairine de Cleyre (Mother Earth Publishing 
Association, 1914) 

Wendy McElroy, Freedom, Feminism and the State 
(Cato Institute, 1982) 

Any information in this article pertaining to legal or 
medical matters is not to be construed as professional 
advice. Copyrights remain the property of the authors. 



 

21

 
Voltairine de Cleyre - a biographical sketch

 
Chris Crass  

http://burn.ucsd.edu/%7Emai/Welcome.html

 
http://burn.ucsd.edu/%7Emai/afem_kiosk.html

   

Voltairine de Cleyre was born on November 17, 1866 in 
Leslie, Michigan. She was named after the philosopher 
Voltaire who her father admired for his 'free thought' 
beliefs on such subjects as religion. Voltairine's family 
lived in "extreme and unrelieved poverty" as described in 
Paul Avrich's biography, An American Anarchist. While 
the material conditions of her childhood were 
impoverished she was raised in a family that was 
connected to strong intellectual and political tendencies 
in American society. The family was tied to the 
Abolitionist struggle against slavery on her mother's 
side. Her maternal grandfather not only held abolitionist 
politics but participated in the Underground Railroad that 
helped fugitive slaves escape to Canada. Her father had 
immigrated from France and brought artisan socialist and 
free thought convictions with him. One of Voltairine's 
two sisters commented "Our mother was a remarkable 
woman. Father was a brilliant man. It is no wonder 
Voltai was a genius." The family however was to suffer 
greatly under the tremendous burden of poverty. While 
her father worked long hours for little pay, and her 
mother did sewing work in the home, the children 
remained "underfed" and "bodily weak" according to 
Voltairine's sister Addie. Addie further mentions that she 
believes that the poverty of their childhood helped 
develop Voltairine's radicalism and "the deep sympathy 

http://burn.ucsd.edu/%7Emai/Welcome.html
http://burn.ucsd.edu/%7Emai/afem_kiosk.html
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and understanding that she had for poverty in others". 
Economic poverty also impacted the parents in the 
family. Avrich writes that economic difficulties 
contributed to the growing friction between Voltairine's 
mother and father and the two eventually separated.  

Voltairine went to school in a convent for three and a 
half years, during her high school education. She had 
been living with her father, who decided that the convent 
would both cure her laziness and give her the manners 
necessary to survive. While it seems highly contradictory 
for her anti-clerical free thought father to send his 
daughter to a Catholic school, Avrich puts the decision 
into a more sympathetic perspective. Avrich argues that 
her father was terrible frustrated by the economic 
situation facing him, and did not want Voltairine to 
experience the same poverty throughout her life. Her 
father hoped that the convent would give her the skills 
necessary to make it economically. Voltairine's 
experience in the convent did much to shape her life. 
Avrich explains that while it did teach her various skills 
such as French and the piano, it also pushed her 
rebellious spirit in an anti-authoritarian direction.  

In her essay, "The Making of an Anarchist", she explains 
the impact and lasting influence of the convent upon her 
thinking. "I struggled my way out at last and was a 
freethinker when I left the institution, three years later, 
though I had never seen a book or heard a word to help 
me in my loneliness. It had been like the Valley of the 
Shadow of Death, and there are white scars on my soul 
yet, where Ignorance and Superstition burnt me with 
their hellfire in those stifling days. Am I blasphemous? It 
is their word, not mine. Besides the battle of my young 
days all others have been easy, for whatever was 
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without, within my own Will was supreme. It has owed 
no allegiance, and never shall; it has moved steadily in 
one direction, the knowledge and assertion of its own 
liberty, with all the responsibility falling thereon. This, I 
am sure, is the ultimate reason for my acceptance of 
Anarchism..."  

Upon leaving the convent Voltairine went to work 
offering private lessons in music, French, and fancy 
penmanship. Thus begins, as Avrich points out, her life-
long career in private teaching by which she supported 
herself until her death. Voltairine also began her 
vocation as a public lecturer and writer. Having left the 
convent, she went to work escaping the authoritarian 
influences of the church through her participation in the 
growing free thought movement, which was, according 
to feminist author Wendy McElroy, an "anti-clerical, 
anti-Christian movement which sought to separate the 
church and state in order to leave religious matters to the 
conscience and reasoning ability to the individual 
involved". Avrich writes, "Voltai threw her energies into 
the free thought movement. She was in fact to remain a 
lifelong secularists and anti-Catholic, writing for free 
thought periodicals and lecturing before free thought 
organizations... For between the anarchist and free 
thought movements there was a close and long-standing 
affinity. Both shared a common anti-authoritarian 
viewpoint and common tradition of secularist 
radicalism." It was through her involvement in the free 
thought movement that Voltairine discovered anarchism 
- as was a common development for many anarchists at 
this time, most notably among native-born American 
anarchists. In 1886, Voltairine began to write for and 
then soon became the editor of a weekly free thought 
newspaper, The Progressive Age. At this time she also 
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began to travel the lecture circuit around Grand Rapids 
Michigan, where she was living, and other Michigan 
towns delivering speeches on Religion, Thomas Paine, 
Mary Wollstonecraft (who was one of her heroes), and 
free thought generally. She was soon giving lectures in 
Chicago, Philadelphia and Boston. She also made 
frequent tours on behalf of the American Secular Society 
throughout Ohio and Pennsylvania. She addressed 
rationalist groups, liberal clubs, and free thought 
associations. Her reputation as a speaker spread, and 
many found her lectures to be "richly studded with 
original thought", as anarchist/feminist Emma Goldman 
commented. In addition to her lecture tours, which were 
growing throughout the East and Middle West, she was 
contributing articles and poems to many of the leading 
secularist publications in the country.  

In December of 1887, Voltairine was to begin expanding 
her ideas and beliefs into areas of economic and political 
liberty. It began when she heard a lecture on socialism 
presented by Clarence Darrow. Writing about the lecture 
in the publication,Truth-Seeker, shortly thereafter she 
noted, "It was my first introduction to any plan for 
bettering the condition of the working-classes which 
furnished some explanation of the course of economic 
development, and I ran to it as one who has been turning 
about in darkness runs to the light." Before December 
ended Voltairine declared herself a socialist. She was 
drawn to the anti-capitalist message of socialism and the 
cry for working class struggle against the current 
economic order. However, as Emma Goldman explained, 
her "inherent love of liberty could not make peace with 
the state-ridden notions of socialism". Voltairine found 
herself hard pressed to defend socialism in debates with 
anarchists. Additionally, one of the most important 
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events in American anarchism had just taken place, and 
it was to have a powerful effect on her life's work. On 
November 11th, 1887, four anarchists were hung by the 
State of Illinois. These anarchists were to be known as 
the Haymarket Martyrs, and their imprisonment, farcical 
trial and execution galvanized support around the world 
and gained a wide audience for their radical political and 
economic ideas of a society without bosses, landlords, 
and politicians.  

In May of 1886, when Voltairine first heard the news of 
these anarchists' arrest, she proclaimed, "let them hang". 
Voltairine found herself momentarily caught up in the 
anti-anarchist, anti-union and anti-immigrant sentiment 
that made headlines throughout the country on May 5th, 
the day after the Haymarket Tragedy which was to make 
history. On May 1st, 1886, a general strike took place in 
cities around the United States. Hundreds of thousands 
of working class people took to the streets in massive 
marches demanding the eight-hour work day as an 
immediate reform in the economy. For years a growing 
eight-hour work day movement had been growing in the 
industrial centers of the country. The city at the forefront 
of this movement was Chicago, and in Chicago the 
movement was largely led and organized by anarchists. 
The capitalist press denounced the movement, and the 
bosses feared the growing power of the workers' 
organizations. On May 3rd, 1886, the Chicago police 
opened fire on striking workers and killed and wounded 
several people. Anarchist organizers called for a protest 
rally the next day. On May 4th a meeting of workers was 
held at Haymarket Square where several hundred 
listened to radical unionist speakers. The police 
surrounded the area and declared it an unlawful 
assemble. The police stormed the workers' rally and from 
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the side of the workers came a bomb that killed one 
officer and wounded others. The police immediately 
conducted illegal raids on anarchist homes and offices 
and arrested and questioned hundreds of people. Eight 
men were singled out as the leaders and were found 
guilty of the police murder regardless if they were even 
present at the rally. International support was rallied, and 
the anarchists issued appeals and statements from prison 
that were circulated around the world. Two men were 
committed to life sentences, one to a fifteen year 
sentence, one who had been sentenced to hang 
committed suicide in prison refusing to allow the state to 
take his life, and four men were hung on the scaffolds, 
November 11, 1887. Voltairine came to quickly regret 
her initial response to the Chicago anarchists 
imprisonment, and shortly after their execution she 
announced her dedication to the cause of anarchism and 
human liberation. Thus began her life-long passion to the 
cause of anarchism. She went to work studying the ideas, 
concepts, and philosophies of anarchist thought. Avrich 
writes that the Haymarket martyrs were the chief factor 
in her conversion to anarchism. It was the "specific 
occasion which ripened tendencies to definition" writes 
de Cleyre.  

Like many other anarchists of this time period, the 
Haymarket anarchists weighed heavy on the thoughts, 
emotions, and commitment of Voltairine de Cleyre 
throughout her life. The anniversary of the Haymarket 
Martyrs' execution was always marked by 
commemoration ceremonies in various cities across the 
world, with most taking place in the United States. The 
ceremonies would not only pay tribute to the Haymarket 
Martyrs' and the anarchist principles for which they died, 
but it was also a time of renewal to keep on fighting and 
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organizing. The ceremonies were generally held in 
lecture halls and speakers would rail against past and 
current injustices and praise the acts of resistance and 
movements for social change. Voltairine was a regular 
fixture of these annual ceremonies, usually traveling to 
the commemorations held in Chicago. Many found her 
speeches at these ceremonies to be among her most 
impassioned and inspiring. She spoke alongside many of 
the most renown anarchists of the time: Emma Goldman, 
Alexander Berkman, and Lucy Parsons who was married 
to Haymarket martyr Albert Parsons and was one of the 
most tireless organizers in the movement. The annual 
commemorations remained an important event in 
Voltairine's life up until her death. She attended these 
ceremonies sometimes in the midst of deep depression 
and/or illness to find relief and inspiration. When she 
passed away on June 20th, 1912, she was buried in 
Waldheim Cemetery in Chicago next to her martyred 
comrades and her her body lays close to the monument 
that was built to pay tribute to the Haymarket anarchists' 
sacrifice. Many other anarchits and radicals were buried 
here as well, including Emma Goldman and Lucy 
Parsons.  

"The year 1888 marked a turning point in Voltairine de 
Cleyre's life," writes Avrich. "Not only was it the year in 
which she became an anarchist and wrote her first 
anarchist essays. It was also the year in which, while on 
the lecture circuit, she met the three men who played the 
most critical roles in her life: T. Hamilton Garside, with 
whom she fell passionately in love; James B. Elliott, by 
whom she had her only child; and Dyer D. Lum, with 
whom her relationship, being intellectual and moral as 
well as physical, transcended those with Garside and 
Elliott, yet ended, like the others, in tragedy."  
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Garside was also a lecturer on social struggle, and while 
Voltairine at the age of twenty-one fell in love, she was 
soon devastated by his eventual rejection of her - as 
many of her poems during this time reflect. Garside's 
importance rests largely in his contribution to 
Voltairine's depression, feelings of isolation, and the 
development of her feminist thought on male and female 
relationships and the position of women in society as sex 
objects.  

Dyer Lum's relationship with Voltairine had a profound 
influence on her political development and they built an 
"unshakable" friendship according to Avrich. Lum was 
twenty-seven years older than Voltairine and had 
experienced much. He had been an abolitionist and 
volunteered to fight in the Civil War with the intention 
of ending slavery. He was a close associate of many of 
the Haymarket martyr's and had worked alongside them 
in their organizing efforts. He was also a prolific writer 
and he and Voltairine collaborated on a lengthy social 
and philosophical anarchist novel that was unfortunately 
never published and has since been lost. They also 
collaborated in the elaboration of their politics. At the 
time their was intense debate and hostility between 
various ideological wings of the anarchist movement. 
There were the individualist anarchists that maintained a 
deep hostility to the state and any centralized 
organization and believed in personal liberty and held to 
the belief in private ownership of property: property as 
defined as the right of people to their own labor. There 
were the socialist and communist anarchists that 
organized for the end of the state, capitalism, and 
denounced private property as an institution that 
enslaved people to bosses and landlords. There were 
various schools of thought on how anarchist economics 
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should be developed, and intense debate over strategies 
that should be employed in the making of a new society. 
Voltairine and Dyer Lum wrote extensively for 
publications representing all of these perspectives and 
they pushed forward a theory of anarchism without 
adjectives. They argued for, anarchism as a struggle 
against authoritarianism and domination that would 
allow room for various experiments with economic 
structuring of life. One of Voltairine's most popular 
essay, "Anarchism", outlined her thinking on this 
subject. She argued for greater tolerance in the anarchist 
movement for different ideas and she put forward a 
strong case demonstrating the important features of the 
various economic schools of thought and their common 
struggle for human liberty and egalitarianism. She also 
extended her framework of toleration to the Christian 
Anarchism of Tolstoy and many others at the time who 
had been criticized by the atheists in the movement. That 
she embraced the christian anarchists of the movement 
points to her own ability to have tolerance, as she was a 
major free thought and secularist writer and lecturer at 
the time.  

While she and Lum shared many of the same beliefs, 
Avrich points out that they also had debates on vital 
issues, "for example, the position of women as it is and 
as it should be" and he notes that Voltairine took a "more 
pronounced view" then Lum on what was frequently 
referred to at the time as "the woman question". They 
also debated the role of violence in making social 
change. Lum believed that revolution would inevitably 
involve a violent struggle between the working class and 
the employing class and his participation in the Civil 
War to 'end slavery' as be believed was but one example 
of the unfortunate violence that accompanies social 
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transformation. Voltairine held to a non-violent belief in 
social change, but also held a deep sympathy and 
understanding for those who used violent methods. She 
was critical, but understanding of the various 
assassinations committed by anarchists during the turn of 
the century. When President McKinley was shot by Leon 
Czolgosz, she explained that it was the violence of 
capitalism and economic inequity that pushed people to 
use violence.  

Voltairine's commitment to non-violence and sympathy 
for those who used violence was put to the test later in 
her life. As has already been mentioned Voltairine 
supported herself through private lessons. Most of these 
lessons centered around teaching english to Jewish 
workers and families, with whom she had tremendous 
respect and worked with frequently. Towards the end of 
1902 one of her former students, Herman Helcher, who 
suffered mental illnesses attempted to assassinate her. 
She was on her way to teach when Helcher walked up to 
her and fired a pistol point blank into her chest. When 
she fell to the ground two more bullets where fired into 
her back. She managed to run a block before collapsing. 
One of her other students, a doctor, immediately found 
her and called an ambulance. She was in critical 
condition and many feared that she would not survive. 
Within a few days she began to recover and her 
condition stabilized. What she did next shocked many, 
infuriated some, and gained her respect far and wide. In 
keeping with her belief that capitalism and 
authoritarianism corrupt people and push them to the use 
of violence, she "in accordance with the teachings of 
Tolstoy, the doctrine of returning good for evil" (Avrich 
p.174) refused to identify Helcher as her assailant or to 
press any charges against him. She then wrote a letter 
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that was published by the daily paper of Philadelphia, 
where she was living at the time. The letter read:  

"The boy who, they say, shot me is crazy. Lack of proper 
food and healthy labor made him so. He ought to be put 
in an asylum. It would be an outrage against civilization 
if he were sent to jail for an act which was the product of 
a diseased brain."  

"...I have no resentment towards the man. If society were 
so constituted as to allow every man, woman and child to 
lead a normal life there would be no violence in this 
world. It fills me with horror to think 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."  

"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 suffering drive them to 
desperation."  

Upon recovery Voltairine began speaking throughout 
Philadelphia on subjects such as "Crime and 
Punishment" and on prison reform and abolition. She 
continued to work for clemency for Helcher. Avrich 
writes that "Voltairine de Cleyre's speech was widely 
covered in the Philadelphia press." The local press, who 
had been strongly anti-anarchist, softened their tone 
when reporting on Voltairine, and she even became 
something of a celebrity as her act had gained admirers 
from even the most critical of people.  
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Voltairine and Dyer Lum's relationship ended within five 
years. As Avrich already pointed out the tragedy that 
runs throughout Voltairine's love relationships, Lum 
committed suicide in 1893. Lum had been experiencing 
severe depression, something that Voltairine herself was 
no stranger to. Voltairine herself had come close to 
suicide on several occasions as a result of terrible 
depression and illness. Voltairine's health was severely 
effected by the economic poverty that she lived in 
throughout her life. While she was able to pull herself 
out, or had help from others to escape depression, Lum 
was unable to.  

The third man that Voltairine met in 1888 was James B. 
Elliot. Elliot was an organizer in the free though 
movement, and when the Friendship Liberal League 
invited Voltairine to lecture for them in Philadelphia the 
two met. Voltairine was to remain most of her adult life 
in Philadelphia from 1889-1910. Soon after moving to 
Philadelphia she began a relationship with Elliot that was 
short-lived . However during their short relationship, 
Voltairine became pregnant. On June 12, 1890, Harry de 
Cleyre was born. Harry was to be Voltairine's only child. 
Voltairine had no intentions of being a mother and did 
not want to raise a child. Avrich writes that "neither 
physically nor emotionally nor yet financially was she 
able to cope with the responsibility of motherhood". 
Harry was raised by his father in Philadelphia, and while 
there was little contact between Harry and Voltairine, her 
son maintained an enormous amount of love, respect and 
admiration for his mother throughout his life. Infact, 
Harry took his mother's name not his father's and later in 
life named his first daughter Voltairine.  
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In Philadelphia Voltairine spent much of her time 
teaching and she continued to write and lecture 
frequently. In Philadelphia she helped organize the 
lecture series of the Ladies' Liberal League, which was a 
free thought organization that she helped found in 1892. 
The League featured lectures on sex, prohibition, crime, 
socialism and anarchism. She also helped form the 
Social Science Club, an anarchist reading and discussion 
group. She wrote frequently for the most prominent 
anarchist and free thought newspapers and magazines, 
and organized open-air meetings that attracted hundreds 
to hear speeches by anarchists and radical unionists from 
around the country. She arranged meetings, collected 
funds for propaganda, distributed literature, and dozens 
of other tasks necessary to maintain and build a 
movement. In 1905 Voltairine and several friends started 
the Radical Library, which, as she explained, was to 
provide radical literature to workers for little pay and 
maintain hours that allowed working people access. 
Much of this work was done alongside other women 
active in the Philadelphia anarchist movement - most 
notably, Natasha Notkin, Perle McLeod and her close 
friend Mary Hansen.  

Voltairine de Cleyre made two trips to Europe during 
this time. As a speaker who had traveled the country 
many times and as an organizer hosting international 
speakers, Voltairine had come to know many radicals in 
Europe. With the encouragement and support from 
anarchists in England, she made her trips to Europe. 
When she was in Europe she delivered dozens of lectures 
on "The History of Anarchism in America", "The 
Economic Phase of Anarchism", "The Woman 
Question", and "Anarchism and the Labor Question". 
While she was there she also established ties within the 
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international movement. While staying in England she 
met with comrades from Russia, Spain and France in 
addition to numerous contacts and friends she made in 
England. Upon returning to the United States she began 
writing a section called "American Notes" for the 
anarchist newspaper, Freedom, which came out of 
London. She also began one of her first translation 
projects. She translated the French anarchist Jean Grave's 
book into english. Throughout her life she translated 
poems and articles from Yiddish into English and she 
translated the anarchist educator Francisco Ferror's book 
The Modern School from Spanish into English. The 
english translation of The Modern School book helped 
build the Modern School movement in the United States 
that in the early 1900's created dozens of schools which 
experimented with anarchist education and collective 
learning.  

During the years of 1890-1910 Voltairine de Cleyre was 
one of the most popular and most respected anarchists in 
the country, and amongst anarchists internationally - her 
writings were translated into Danish, Swedish, Italian, 
Russian, Yiddish, Chinese, German, Czech and Spanish. 
She was also one of the most radical feminists of her 
day, and she along with other anarchist women pushed 
for fundamental change on "the Woman Question". In a 
lecture at the Ladies Liberal League in 1895 she stated 
the sex question "is more intensely important to us then 
any other, because of the interdict which generally rests 
upon it, because of its immediate bearing upon our daily 
life, because of the stupendous mystery of it and the 
awful consequences of ignorance of it." Over the years 
she delivered lectures on "Sex Slavery", "Love in 
Freedom", "Those Who Marry Do Ill", and the "Case of 
Women vs. Orthodoxy". She also spoke frequently about 
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and wrote poems and articles about Mary Wollstonecraft 
who she considered to be a pioneering voice for women's 
equality among english speaking people. Avrich writes 
that her "whole life was a revolt against this system of 
male domination which like every form of tyranny and 
exploitation ran contrary to her anarchistic spirit." 
Voltairine declared "Let every woman ask herself, Why 
am I the slave of Man? Why is my brain said not to be 
equal of his brain? Why is my work not paid equally 
with his? Why must my body be controlled by my 
husband, giving me in exchange what he deems fit?" 
Avrich notes that "Much of this outrage was plainly 
rooted in Voltairine's own experience, in her treatment 
by most of the men in her life... as a sex object, breeder, 
and domestic servant."  

In her own life she tried to practice the feminist 
principles that she was advocating. She spoke repeatedly 
about women maintaining a room of their own, to 
maintain autonomy and independence. Though she had a 
hard time making the money to pay rent, she maintained 
a room of her own and even while involved in 
relationships kept separate quarters. While she was 
intensely involved with Dyer Lum earlier in her life the 
two lived separately and she looked upon this as an 
important aspect of their relationship. She worked hard 
to raise consciousness through her lectures, essays, 
poems, discussion groups, and living example. Voltairine 
often spoke of a moral revolution that would change not 
only social arrangements of oppression but also social 
relationships that are based on oppression.  

In an essay called "Let Our Mothers Show the Way" 
from the book Reinventing Anarchy, Again, Elaine 
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Leeder analyzes the importance of anarchist women in 
the development of anarchist thought.  

Leeder writes, "Anarchist women believed that changes 
in society had to occur in the economic and political 
spheres but their emphasis was also on the personal and 
psychological dimensions of life. They believed that 
changes in the personal aspects of life, such as families, 
children, sex, should be viewed as political activity. This 
is a new dimension that was added to anarchist theory by 
the women at the turn of the century." Leeder points out 
that anarchist women "helped bring the domestic sphere 
of life within the anarchist tradition" thus they "built 
upon" the largely male defined anarchist tradition.  

The struggle for sexual equality in society generally and 
in the anarchist movement particularly was carried out 
by many different women, but the two that made the 
deepest impressions were Voltairine de Cleyre and 
Emma Goldman. Emma Goldman was arguably the most 
widely known and notorious anarchist in the United 
States. There were many similarities between these two 
women. They had each been strongly effected by the 
Haymarket Martyrs execution, they each traveled widely 
lecturing and organizing, and they each were frequent 
contributors to radical publications. They each fought for 
women's liberation in society and within the ranks of the 
movement.  

In an essay on Voltairine by Sharon Presley, another 
commonality is discussed. Presley writes, "Not 
surprising for that day, Voltairines's bad experiences 
with the traditionalism of her lovers was a misfortune 
she shared with Emma Goldman. ...Most of their lovers 
turned out to be disappointingly conventional in matters 
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of sex roles". While Emma and Voltairine shared many 
of the same politics and passions, they developed 
personal differences that kept them at odds with one 
another for most of Voltairine's life. According to 
Presley, Voltairine thought Emma to be "flamboyant, 
self-indulgent, unattractive, and dumpy." Emma in turn 
thought Voltairine lacked in personal charm and in 
physical beauty and feminine attraction.  

Voltairine and Emma were able to put their personal 
differences aside on several occasions and eventually 
built a supportive relationship. Emma came to 
Voltairine's aid when she was sick and Voltairine 
publicly defended Emma when she had been repeatedly 
arrested while giving speeches at rallies of the 
unemployed during the economic recession of 1908. 
Voltairine issued an essay "In Defense of Emma 
Goldman and Free Speech". When Emma Goldman 
started her publication, Mother Earth, Voltairine 
immediately became a regular contributor and strong 
supporter. After Voltarine's death, Mother Earth 
published a commerative issus on the life and work of de 
Cleyre.  

Finding herself in a deep depression and plagued by 
illness, Voltairine moved to Chicago in 1910. She 
continued to lecture and write, but also maintained her 
pessimism for the future and doubt as to the value of her 
own contribution to the struggle for human liberation. 
"During the spring of 1911, at the moment of her deepest 
despair, Voltairine's spirits were lifted by the swelling 
revolution in Mexico, and especially by the activities of 
Ricardo Flores Magon, the foremost Mexican anarchist 
of the time," writes Avrich. Voltairine and other 
anarchists went to work raising funds to aid the 
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revolution and began lecturing on the events taking place 
and their importance in the international struggle. Flores 
Magon edited the anarchist newspaper Regeneracion, 
which was popular not only in Mexico but also in 
Mexican-American communities throughout the 
Southwest. Voltairine became the papers Chicago 
correspondent and distributor and helped form a 
solidarity group to build support and raise funds. In the 
last year of her life she wrote her powerful essay, "Direct 
Action" and vocally supported the militant unionists of 
the Industrial Workers of the World. After suffering 
several weeks of severely weakened health, Voltairine 
died on June 20th, 1912. According to Avrich, two 
thousand attended the funeral at Waldheim cemetery 
where she was buried next to the Haymarket martyr's.  

In 1914 Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman 
published the Selected Works of Voltairine de Cleyre 
which was described as "an arsenal of knowledge for the 
student and soldier of freedom".   

LITERATURE REVIEW, PAUL AVRICH, AND ANARCHIST 

HISTORIOGRAPHY 

My understanding of Voltairine de Cleyre's life comes 
largely from Paul Avrich's book An American Anarchist: 
The Life of Voltairine de Cleyre. I had read a collection 
of her essays several years ago, and reread them along 
with two others that I found. I was able to find two brief 
biographical sketches of Voltairine on an anarchist-
feminist webpage on the internet. The biographical 
essays were written by Sharon Presley and Saara Basse.  
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My essay owes much to the research done by Paul 
Avrich who has been the foremost historian on 
anarchism in the United States. His biography on 
Voltairine was his first of six books [to date] on 
American anarchism. While I have found Avrich's work 
to be extremely valuable and insightful, I am also 
awaiting the writings by others that bring new ideas and 
radical perspectives to the study of history. Avrich 
outlines his method of historiography in the introduction 
of Voltairine's biography. In writing about the history of 
anarchism, Avrich looks at major figures and explores 
their lives, thoughts, activities, and the impact that they 
had on the movement and society. Reading about 
Voltairine's life - her struggles, her passion, and her ideas 
- has taught me much about this important figure in 
anarchist and feminist history. What I would love to read 
after having read this book, is one that looks at the 
anarchist and feminist movements from a people's 
history perspective. This is a perspective that looks at the 
many different people, organizations, and communities 
involved in making the movements viable and alive. I 
would like to know more about the many different 
groups that existed, periodicals that came out, and 
campaigns that were organized. I want to know more 
about all of the people that organized the hundreds of 
events that Voltairine spoke at. I want to know more 
about the internal dynamics and structures of the 
movements and how it managed to survive and expand. 
The book that represents this decentralist and grassroots 
people's history approach to historiography is Charles 
Payne's I've Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing 
Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle. While 
looking at important figures, the communities and the 
movement remain the central figures in the books 
impressive analysis. Payne states that when we focus our 
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attention on the big speeches and big marches (or big 
personalities) of a movement, we overlook the day-to-
day organizing that is often tedious, slow and hard work. 
However, it is the everyday organizing that gives the 
speeches and marches their meaning and significance, 
according to Payne. I agree entirely.  

Avrich has began the process of recovering history and 
has provided some of the most fascinating books on 
anarchist history. It is the responsibility now of others to 
take up this project of not only recovering lost history, 
but interpreting and making sense of the past from 
radical perspectives that will help us understand histories 
of social change so that we can be more effective in our 
own struggles in the present and future.  

For example, in the book by Avrich and the two short 
biographical essays, all of them mention the hostility 
between Voltairine de Cleyre and Emma Goldman. This 
hostility kept these two powerful women at odds with 
each other for a good part of Voltairine's life. While 
Avrich provides details about why they disliked one 
another, the other two only mention the nasty comments 
each made about the other's personal charm, unattractive 
physical appearances, and personality styles. What I 
would like to see is an analysis of how gender roles, 
sexism, and male domination contributed to the hostility 
between these two anarchist/feminists who struggled for 
so many of the same reasons and with so much passion. I 
believe that Voltairine and Emma had mutual hostility 
for another largely because of internalized sexism that 
positions women against one another and that this was in 
large part, because the anarchist movement at the time 
was overwhelmingly male dominated and only limited 
space was provided for women. Limited space, in terms 
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of public recognition, credit for work, and movement 
wide respect. Voltairine and Emma were pitted against 
one another in a struggle over scarce social resources 
allowed to women in a patriarchal society and 
movement. Both Emma and Voltairine had to fight to 
make women's issues heard in the movement, and 
constantly found themselves challenging sexist attitudes 
and patterns of behavior in their comrades and lovers and 
in society generally. The struggle against sexism and 
male domination remains a central feature of the 
contemporary anarchist movement. As Voltairine had to 
force anarchist men to recognize the importance of the 
"women's question", anarchist women today have written 
articles, organized workshops, held meetings, and 
protested sexism in the movement. In San Francisco, a 
Women's Discussion Group was formed by and for 
activist women. The group was initiated by anarchist 
women to create a forum for activists to share 
experiences and learn from one other in an attempt to not 
only challenge male domination, but also to address the 
impact sexism has on relationships between women. 
Food Not Bombs activist Johnna Bossuot was one of the 
founders of the discussion group and she explained that 
it was formed so that women could begin to improve 
dynamics between one another and build support to 
simultaneous confront power inequality in the activist 
community and in society in general. The impact of 
sexism and male domination on women's relationships is 
an issue that needs to be addressed more. The ways that 
men can actively challenge patriarchy and work in 
solidarity with women against sexism is an issue that 
needs to be explored more frequently and in more depth. 
One of the shortcomings that I found in Avrich's book 
was the lack of attention paid to Voltairine's 
relationships with other women, while they were 
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mentioned and referred to, none of her close 
relationships with women were explored in detail.  

The literature that I was able to read that was actually 
written by de Cleyre was brilliant. I only wish that her 
many other essays and articles could be collected and 
published. Unfortunately many have been lost, including 
her autobiography.   

VOLTAIRINE DE CLEYRE, FEMINISM, AND LESSONS IN 

EGALITARIANIST POLITICS. 

What can we learn from Voltairine's life and from the 
ideas that she put forward? While Voltairine helped 
establish many key ideas and concepts of anarchist and 
feminist thought from 1890-1910, it is the responsibility 
of radicals today to learn from our past while also 
looking for more information and different perspectives 
to expand our analysis and activities.  

When Voltairine was speaking on marriage, sex 
inequality, women's autonomy, and the ending of class 
exploitation, the mainstream feminist movement at the 
time was organizing to secure the vote for white women: 
Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton were the 
foremost representatives of the suffrage movement. 
While the mainstream feminist movement spoke out 
against a number of issues effecting women, they looked 
upon the vote as a significant tool to use in the struggle 
for equality. What the suffrage movement struggled for 
was entrance into the formal political sphere of 
bourgeois democracy. When they spoke of equality, it 
was the status of rights held by white men that was 
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viewed as the goal. At the time Black feminists and 
Black women's clubs also protested demanding suffrage 
for Black as well as white women. Black women were 
also organizing against racial violence and exploitation 
in a white supremacist society. While white suffragists 
wanted equality of rights with white men, Black women 
struggled for equality of rights for Black women and 
men in a race and class based society.  

Voltairine and other anarchist feminists of this time fell 
somewhere between these two currents of feminist 
movement. Voltairine, Emma Goldman, and others 
lashed out at the suffrage movement as a struggle that 
would fail to accomplish its goals of equality. Look at 
the working men who have the vote now, they said, have 
they secured any better standing in society as a result of 
their vote - have they managed to escape the poverty and 
exploitation that dominates their lives. Voltairine 
theorized on the need to apply direct action in the 
struggle for egalitarianism. While the reformers hope to 
one day elect a representative that will one day pass a 
law to improve working conditions - the radicals 
organize in the workplaces and strike for immediate 
gains. Direct action is the path to social change she 
argued, as it not only works to achieve improved 
conditions it also empowers people to take control of 
their lives. Voltairine also criticized the suffragists for 
their acceptance of capitalism and the state. As long as 
class exploitation and authoritarianism exist then 
political equality is of little meaning. While critical of 
the white suffragists, the Black feminists could have also 
been critical of the largely white anarchist movement. 
While anarchists were fiercely opposed to slavery, they 
failed, for the most part, to develop a systematic 
understanding of race, slavery, colonialism, and white 
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supremacy in the United States and how these factors 
contributed to the development of class relations and 
capitalism generally. Voltairine de Cleyre, and other 
anarchists, made reference to the horrors of slavery and 
the dispossessing of land from the indigenous 
population, but, in general, these history shaping factors 
were not included in the shaping of anarchist theories 
and struggles at the turn of the century. Many today 
critique the failure of the contemporary anarchist 
movement to seriously analyze white supremacy, white 
skin privilege, colonialism, and race generally. African-
American anarchists have been at the forefront of not 
only developing anarchist theories of white supremacy, 
but also pushing the larger movement to seriously 
address these issues. Voltairine was critical of the 
suffragists and argued for the abolition of capitalism and 
hierarchical relationships, but she nevertheless thought in 
terms of white society.  

The contemporary feminist movement has experienced 
tremendous debate about the failure of white women to 
acknowledge race, about the need to understand the 
intersectionality of systems of power, privilege and 
exploitation. Women of color feminists over the past 
thirty years have produced an enormous amount of 
literature analyzing race, class, gender, and power.  

bell hooks, in her essay, Black Women: Shaping 
Feminist Theory, writes "white women who dominate 
feminist discourse today rarely question whether or not 
their perspective on women's reality is true to the lived 
experiences of women as a collective group. Nor are 
they aware of the extent to which their perspectives 
reflect race and class biases..."  
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Voltairine de Cleyre wrote about and lectured on the 
need to abolish marriage and the nuclear family as 
institutions which made women slaves. Voltairine spoke 
of the need for women to find a room of their own so as 
to maintain their autonomy. She also spoke about the 
right of women to satisfy themselves sexually though 
free love relationships in which women maintained the 
right to begin and terminate relationships as they wished. 
When she was speaking on marriage, the family, and 
sex, the dominate model of womanhood centered around 
submissiveness to the husband, sexual chastity until 
marriage and then only for the sake of reproduction, and 
duty to the family. However this was the model of white 
womanhood during the Victorian age, not for 
womanhood generally. For example, during slavery and 
under white supremacy generally, the Black family was 
torn apart, women were forced to labor under the same 
conditions of men regardless of so-called "femininity", 
men did not have sanctioned authority over women, 
children or themselves for that matter. Slavery destroyed 
long term relationships between Black people, and 
further generated deformed notions of Black sexuality 
used to control the Black community: the Black woman 
whore and the Black male rapist figure prominently in 
the white imagination. As a result of these collective 
experiences, Black women feminists at the turn of the 
century were advocating for strong families and 
marriages. In her essay, Our Mother's Grief: Racial 
Ethnic Women and the Maintenance of Families, Bonnie 
Thorton Dill looks at the histories of African-Americans, 
Chinese Sojourners, and Chicanos and concludes that 
"Reproductive labor for Afro-American, Chinese-
American, Mexican-American women in the nineteenth 
century centered on the struggle to maintain family units 
in the face of a variety of cultural assaults. Treated 
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primarily as individual units of labor rather than as 
members of family groups, these women labored to 
maintain, sustain, stabilize, and reproduce their families 
while working in both the public(productive) and 
private(reproductive) spheres".  

While Voltairine was familiar with the experiences of 
white working class women in the United States and the 
effects of patriarchy and sexism in their lives, she was 
largely unaware of, or atleast wrote little about, the lives 
of women of color. The reason it is important to look at 
the development of her ideas, is because she and other 
radical women like Emma Goldman have contributed 
greatly to the foundation on which feminist theory and 
movement of the last thirty years has grown. Her ideas 
on direct action, birth control, sexual relationships, 
marriage, the family, the need for autonomous space in 
living arrangements, and belief in egalitarianism found 
expression in many of the writings of women involved in 
the resurgence of feminist movement in the 60s, 70's and 
into today. In her book "Patriarchy and Accumulation on 
a World Scale", Maria Mies writes of the emerging 
Women's Liberation movement of the last thirty years 
and describes the development of "body politics". "By 
speaking openly about their most intimate relations with 
men, their sexuality, their experiences with menstruation, 
pregnancy, childcare, their relationship to their own 
bodies, the lack of knowledge about their own bodies, 
their problems with contraception etc. the women began 
to socialize and thus politicize their most intimate, 
individual and atomized experiences." Reading this I am 
reminded of the statement made by Elaine Leeder that 
anarchist women at the tun of the century, like 
Voltairine, brought the domestic sphere of life within the 
anarchist tradition and politicized many of the same 
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issues outlined by Mies. Mies also makes another claim 
that strongly connects Voltairine to contemporary 
feminism. Mies writes "the feminist movement is 
basically an anarchist movement which does not want to 
replace one (male) power elite by another (female) 
power elite, but which wants to build up a non-
hierarchical, non-centralized society where no elite lives 
on exploitation and dominance over others". The critique 
of authority and domination alongside the anarchist 
analysis of a free society that was put forward 
relentlessly by Voltairine throughout her life has 
contributed to the egalitarianist politics of the feminist 
movement today.  

While many of the ideas and theories developed by 
Voltairine and other anarchist women have benefited 
feminist movement, the universalizing of white women's 
experience as that of women generally has also 
continued. As bell hooks mentioned, much of 
mainstream feminism is being written from a white (and 
middle to upper class) bias that marginalizes or ignores 
women of color and working class/poor women's 
experiences and ideas. I believe that if Voltairine was 
alive today she would be on the forefront of the struggle 
within both feminist and anarchist movements to develop 
analysis that looks at the intersection of race, class and 
gender and she would agitate for direct action to bring 
about radical change.  

I have looked at the debates, discussions, tensions, and 
struggles within feminism, not because I believe that 
these issues are only relevant to feminism, but rather that 
it is within feminist writings and movement that I have 
found the most sophisticated, radical, practical and 
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inspiring analysis of power relations and the struggle for 
egalitarianism.  

Voltairine de Cleyre remains an important figure in the 
anarchist and feminist tradition, and her life and work 
continues to inspire many. Social Justice activist, 
Heather Whitney, who recently read Voltarine's 
biography explained that "the need for anarcha-feminist 
argument is as important today as it was in the 19th 
century. To me it seems absolutely necessary to analyze 
class when talking about the dynamics of power and our 
goals towards liberation. When I read about Voltairine 
de Cleyre I was righteously impressed with her 
outspoken views on women's rights and class dynamics. 
She spoke truth to issues of women's health and 
reproductive freedom as being essential... she may have 
been made an anarchist by Haymarket, but she was a 
feminist by birth".  

The life and work of Voltairine de Cleyre along with the 
lessons that we can learn from her example challenge 
and inspire us to keep organizing, theorizing, and 
dreaming of a liberatory society based on the principles 
of cooperation, mutual aid, egalitarianism, and anarchist-
feminism.   
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INTRODUCTION

  

"Nature has the habit of now and then producing a type of 
human being far in advance of the times; an ideal for us to 
emulate; a being devoid of sham, uncompromising, and to 
whom the truth is sacred; a being whose selfishness is so 
large that it takes the whole human race and treats self only 
as one of the great mass; a being keen to sense all forms of 
wrong, and powerful in denunciation of it; one who can 
reach in the future and draw it nearer. Such a being was 
Voltairine de Cleyre."        

What could be added to this splendid tribute by Jay Fox 
to the memory of Voltairine de Cleyre?   

     The real biography of Voltairine de Cleyre is to be found 
in the letters she wrote to her comrades, friends and 
admires, for like many other women in public life, she was 
a voluminous writer.       

Born shortly after the close of the Civil War, she 
witnessed during her life the most momentous 
transformation of the nation; she saw the change from an 
agricultural community into an industrial empire; the 
tremendous development of capital in this country with the 
accompanying misery and degradation of labor. Her life 
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path was sketched when she reached the age of 
womanhood; she had to become a rebel! To stand outside 
of the struggle would have meant intellectual death. She 
chose the only way.  

     Voltairine de Cleyre was born on November 17, 1866, in 
the town of Leslie, Michigan. She died on June 6, 1912, in 
Chicago. She came from French-American stock on her 
father's side, and of Puritan on her mother's. Her father, 
Auguste de Cleyre, was a native of Western Flanders, but 
of French origin. Being a freethinker and a great admirer of 
Voltaire, he named his daughter Voltairine. She did not 
have a happy childhood; her earliest life was embittered by 
want of the common necessities, which her parents, hard as 
they tried, could not provide. A vein of sadness can be 
traced in her earliest poems--the songs of a child of talent 
and great fantasy.        

Strength of mind did not seem to have been a 
characteristic of Auguste de Cleyre, for he recanted his 
libertarian ideas, returned to the fold of the church, and 
became obsessed with the idea that the highest vocation for 
a woman was the life of a nun; so he sent her to the 
Convent of Our Lady of Lake Huron at Sarnia, Province of 
Ontario, Canada. But Voltairine's spirit could not be 
imprisoned in a convent. After she was there a few weeks 
she ran away. She crossed the river to Port Huron but as she 
had no money she started to walk home. After covering: 
seventeen miles, she realized that she could never do it; so 
she turned around and walked back, and entering the house 
of an acquaintance in Port Huron, asked for something to 
eat. They sent for her father who afterwards took her back 
to the convent. After a while, however, she again ran away, 
this time never to return.   
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Reaction from repression and the cruel discipline of the 

Catholic Church helped to develop Voltairine's inherent 
tendency toward free thought; the five-fold murder of the 
labor leaders in Chicago in 1887 shocked her mind so 
deeply that from that moment dates her development 
toward Anarchism. When in 1886 the bomb fell in the 
Haymarket Square, and the Anarchists were arrested, 
Voltairine de Cleyre, who at that time was a free thought 
lecturer, shouted: "They ought to be hanged!" They were 
hanged, and now her body rests in Waldheim Cemetery, 
near the grave of those martyrs. Speaking at a memorial 
meeting in honor of those comrades, in 1901, she said: "For 
that ignorant, outrageous, blood-thirsty sentence I shall 
never forgive myself, though I know the dead men would 
have forgiven me, though I know those who loved them 
forgive me But my own voice, as it sounded that night, will 
sound so in my ears till I die--a bitter reproach and a shame 
I have only one word of extenuation for myself and the 
millions of others who did as I did that night-- ignorance."   

     She did not remain long in ignorance. In "The Making of 
an Anarchist," she describes why she became a convert to 
the idea and why she entered the movement. "Till then," she 
writes, "I believed in the essential Justice of the American 
law and trial by jury. After that I never could. The infamy 
of that trial has passed into history, and the question it 
awakened as to the possibility of Justice under law has 
passed into clamorous crying across the world."        

Voltairine spent the greater part of her life in 
Philadelphia. Here, among congenial friends, and later 
among the Jewish immigrants, she did her best work, 
producing an enormous amount. Her poems, sketches, 
propagandist articles and essays may be found in Open 
Court, Twentieth Century, Magazine of Poetry, Truth, 
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Lucifer, Boston Investigator, Rights of Labor, Truth Seeker, 
Liberty, Chicago Liberal, Free Society, Mother Earth, and 
in The Independent.        

In an exquisite tribute to her memory, Leonard D. 
Abbott calls Voltairine de Cleyre a priestess of Pity and of 
Vengeance, whose voice has a vibrant quality that is unique 
in literature. We are convinced that her writings will live as 
long as humanity exists.  
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ANARCHISM & AMERICAN TRADITIONS

  
by Voltairine de Cleyre       

American traditions, begotten of religious rebellion, 
small self-sustaining communities, isolated conditions, and 
hard pioneer life, grew during the colonization period of 
one hundred and seventy years from the settling of 
Jamestown to the outburst of the Revolution. This was in 
fact the great constitution-making epoch, the period of 
charters guaranteeing more or less of liberty, the general 
tendency of which is well described by Wm. Penn in 
speaking of the charter for Pennsylvania: "I want to put it 
out of my power, or that of my successors, to do mischief."        

The revolution is the sudden and unified consciousness 
of these traditions, their loud assertion, the blow dealt by 
their indomitable will against the counter force of tyranny, 
which has never entirely recovered from the blow, but 
which from then till now has gone on remolding and 
regrappling the instruments of governmental power, that the 
Revolution sought to shape and hold as defenses of liberty.        

To the average American of today, the Revolution 
means the series of battles fought by the patriot army with 
the armies of England. The millions of school children who 
attend our public schools are taught to draw maps of the 
siege of Boston and the siege of Yorktown, to know the 
general plan of the several campaigns, to quote the number 
of prisoners of war surrendered with Burgoyne; they are 
required to remember the date when Washington crossed 
the Delaware on the ice; they are told to "Remember Paoli," 
to repeat "Molly Stark's a widow," to call General Wayne 
"Mad Anthony Wayne," and to execrate Benedict Arnold; 
they know that the Declaration of Independence was signed 
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on the Fourth of July, 1776, and the Treaty of Paris in 1783; 
and then they think they have learned the Revolution--
blessed be George Washington! They have no idea why it 
should have been called a "revolution" instead of the 
"English War," or any similar title: it's the name of it, that's 
all. And name-worship, both in child and man, has acquired 
such mastery of them, that the name "American 
Revolution" is held sacred, though it means to them nothing 
more than successful force, while the name "Revolution" 
applied to a further possibility, is a spectre detested and 
abhorred. In neither case have they any idea of the content 
of the word, save that of armed force. That has already 
happened, and long happened, which Jefferson foresaw 
when he wrote:   

"The spirit of the times may alter, will alter. Our rulers will 
become corrupt, our people careless. A single zealot may 
become persecutor, and better men be his victims. It can 
never be too often repeated that the time for fixing every 
essential right, on a legal basis, is while our rulers are 
honest, ourselves united. From the conclusion of this war 
we shall be going down hill. It will not then be necessary to 
resort every moment to the people for support. They will be 
forgotten, therefore, and their rights disregarded. They will 
forget themselves in the sole faculty of making money, and 
will never think of uniting to effect a due respect for their 
rights. The shackles, therefore, which shall not be knocked 
off at the conclusion of this war, will be heavier and 
heavier, till our rights shall revive or expire in a 
convulsion."        

To the men of that time, who voiced the spirit of that 
time, the battles that they fought were the least of the 
Revolution; they were the incidents of the hour, the things 
they met and faced as part of the game they were playing; 
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but the stake they had in view, before, during, and after the 
war, the real Revolution, was a change in political 
institutions which should make of government not a thing 
apart, a superior power to stand over the people with a 
whip, but a serviceable agent, responsible, economical, and 
trustworthy (but never so much trusted as not to be 
continually watched), for the transaction of such business as 
was the common concern and to set the limits of the 
common concern at the line of where one man's liberty 
would encroach upon another's.        

They thus took their starting point for deriving a 
minimum of government upon the same sociological 
ground that the modern Anarchist derives the no-
government theory; viz., that equal liberty is the political 
ideal. The difference lies in the belief, on the one hand, that 
the closest approximation to equal liberty might be best 
secured by the rule of the majority in those matters 
involving united action of any kind (which rule of the 
majority they thought it possible to secure by a few simple 
arrangements for election), and, on the other hand, the 
belief that majority rule is both impossible and undesirable; 
that any government, no matter what its forms, will be 
manipulated by a very small minority, as the development 
of the States and United States governments has strikingly 
proved; that candidates will loudly profess allegiance to 
platforms before elections, which as officials in power they 
will openly disregard, to do as they please; and that even if 
the majority will could be imposed, it would also be 
subversive of equal liberty, which may be best secured by 
leaving to the voluntary association of those interested in 
the management of matters of common concern, without 
coercion of the uninterested or the opposed.   
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Among the fundamental likeness between the 
Revolutionary Republicans and the Anarchists is the 
recognition that the little must precede the great; that the 
local must be the basis of the general; that there can be a 
free federation only when there are free communities to 
federate; that the spirit of the latter is carried into the 
councils of the former, and a local tyranny may thus 
become an instrument for general enslavement. Convinced 
of the supreme importance of ridding the municipalities of 
the institutions of tyranny, the most strenuous advocates of 
independence, instead of spending their efforts mainly in 
the general Congress, devoted themselves to their home 
localities, endeavoring to work out of the minds of their 
neighbors and fellow-colonists the institutions of entailed 
property, of a State-Church, of a class-divided people, even 
the institution of African slavery itself. Though largely 
unsuccessful, it is to the measure of success they did 
achieve that we are indebted for such liberties as we do 
retain, and not to the general government. They tried to 
inculcate local initiative and independent action. The author 
of the Declaration of Independence, who in the fall of '76 
declined a re-election to Congress in order to return to 
Virginia and do his work in his own local assembly, in 
arranging there for public education which he justly 
considered a matter of "common concern," said his 
advocacy of public schools was not with any "view to take 
its ordinary branches out of the hands of private enterprise, 
which manages so much better the concerns to which it is 
equal"; and in endeavoring to make clear the restrictions of 
the Constitution upon the functions of the general 
government, he likewise said:   

"Let the general government be reduced to foreign concerns 
only, and let our affairs be disentangled from those of all 
other nations, except as to commerce, which the merchants 
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will manage for themselves, and the general government 
may be reduced to a very simple organization, and a very 
inexpensive one; a few plain duties to be performed by a 
few servants."        

This then was the American tradition, that private 
enterprise manages better all that to which it IS equal. 
Anarchism declares that private enterprise, whether 
individual or cooperative, is equal to all the undertakings of 
society. And it quotes the particular two instances, 
Education and Commerce, which the governments of the 
States and of the United States have undertaken to manage 
and regulate, as the very two which in operation have done 
more to destroy American freedom and equality, to warp 
and distort American tradition, to make of government a 
mighty engine of tyranny, than any other cause, save the 
unforeseen developments of Manufacture.        

It was the intention of the Revolutionists to establish a 
system of common education, which should make the 
teaching of history one of its principal branches; not with 
the intent of burdening the memories of our youth with the 
dates of battles or the speeches of generals, nor to make the 
Boston Tea Party Indians the one sacrosanct mob in all 
history, to be revered but never on any account to be 
imitated, but with the intent that every American should 
know to what conditions the masses of people had been 
brought by the operation of certain institutions, by what 
means they had wrung out their liberties, and how those 
liberties had again and again been filched from them by the 
use of governmental force, fraud, and privilege. Not to 
breed security, laudation, complacent indolence, passive 
acquiescence in the acts of a government protected by the 
label "home-made," but to beget a wakeful jealousy, a 
never-ending watchfulness of rulers, a determination to 
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squelch every attempt of those entrusted with power to 
encroach upon the sphere of individual action - this was the 
prime motive of the revolutionists in endeavoring to 
provide for common education.        

"Confidence," said the revolutionists who adopted the 
Kentucky Resolutions, "is everywhere the parent of 
despotism; free government is founded in jealousy, not in 
confidence; it is jealousy, not confidence, which prescribes 
limited constitutions to bind down those whom we are 
obliged to trust with power; our Constitution has 
accordingly fixed the limits to which, and no further, our 
confidence may go... In questions of power, let no more be 
heard of confidence in man, but bind him down from 
mischief by the chains of the Constitution."        

These resolutions were especially applied to the passage 
of the Alien laws by the monarchist party during John 
Adams' administration, and were an indignant call from the 
State of Kentucky to repudiate the right of the general 
government to assume undelegated powers, for said they, to 
accept these laws would be "to be bound by laws made, not 
with our. consent, but by others against our consent--that is, 
to surrender the form of government we have chosen, and 
to live under one deriving its powers from its own will, and 
not from our authority." Resolutions identical in spirit were 
also passed by Virginia, the following month; in those days 
the States still considered themselves supreme, the general 
government subordinate.        

To inculcate this proud spirit of the supremacy of the 
people over their governors was to be the purpose of public 
education! Pick up today any common school history, and 
see how much of this spirit you will find therein. On the 
contrary, from cover to cover you will find nothing but the 
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cheapest sort of patriotism, the inculcation of the most 
unquestioning acquiescence in the deeds of government, a 
lullaby of rest, security, confidence--the doctrine that the 
Law can do no wrong, a Te Deum in praise of the 
continuous encroachments of the powers of the general 
government upon the reserved rights of the States, 
shameless falsification of all acts of rebellion, to put the 
government in the right and the rebels in the wrong, 
pyrotechnic glorifications of union, power, and force, and a 
complete ignoring of the essential liberties to maintain 
which was the purpose of the revolutionists. The anti-
Anarchist law of post-McKinley passage, a much worse law 
than the Alien and Sedition acts which roused the wrath of 
Kentucky and Virginia to the point of threatened rebellion, 
is exalted as a wise provision of our All-Seeing Father in 
Washington.        

Such is the spirit of government-provided schools. Ask 
any child what he knows about Shays' rebellion, and he will 
answer, "Oh, some of the farmers couldn't pay their taxes, 
and Shays led a rebellion against the court-house at 
Worcester, so they could burn up the deeds; and when 
Washington heard of it he sent over an army quick and 
taught 'em a good lesson"-"And what was the result of it?" 
"The result? Why--why--the result was--Oh yes, I 
remember--the result was they saw the need of a strong 
federal government to collect the taxes and pay the debts." 
Ask if he knows what was said on the other side of the 
story, ask if he knows that the men who had given their 
goods and their health and their strength for the freeing of 
the country now found themselves cast into prison for debt, 
sick, disabled, and poor, facing a new tyranny for the old; 
that their demand was that the land should become the free 
communal possession of those who wished to work it, not 
subject to tribute, and the child will answer "No." Ask him 
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if he ever read Jefferson"s letter to Madison about it, in 
which he says:  
      
"Societies exist under three forms, sufficiently 
distinguishable. 1. Without government, as among our 
Indians. 2. Under government wherein the will of every one 
has a just influence; as is the case in England in a slight 
degree, and in our States in a great one. 3. Under 
government of force, as is the case in all other monarchies, 
and in most of the other republics. To have an idea of the 
curse of existence in these last, they must be seen. It is a 
government of wolves over sheep. It is a problem not clear 
in my mind that the first condition is not the best. But I 
believe it to be inconsistent with any great degree of 
population. The second state has a great deal of good in 
it...It has its evils too, the principal of which is the 
turbulence to which it is subject. ...But even this evil is 
productive of good. It prevents the degeneracy of 
government, and nourishes a general attention to public 
affairs. I hold that a little rebellion now and then is a good 
thing."   

Or to another correspondent:   

"God forbid that we should ever be twenty years without 
such a rebellion!...What country can preserve its liberties if 
its rulers are not warned from time to time that the people 
preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take up arms... 
The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with 
the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is its natural manure."        

Ask any school child if he was ever taught that the 
author of the Declaration of Independence, one of the great 
founders of the common school, said these things, and he 
will look at you with open mouth and unbelieving eyes. 
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Ask him if he ever heard that the man who sounded the 
bugle note in the darkest hour of the Crisis, who roused the 
courage of the soldiers when Washington saw only mutiny 
and despair ahead, ask him if he knows that this man also 
wrote, "Government at best is a necessary evil, at worst an 
intolerable one," and if he is a little better informed than the 
average he will answer, "Oh well, he [Tom Paine] was an 
infidel!" Catechize him about the merits of the Constitution 
which he has learned to repeat like a poll-parrot, and you 
will find his chief conception is not of the powers withheld 
from Congress, but of the powers granted.        

Such are the fruits of government schools. We, the 
Anarchists, point to them and say: If the believers in liberty 
wish the principles of liberty taught, let them never entrust 
that instruction to any government; for the nature of 
government is to become a thing apart, an institution 
existing for its own sake, preying upon the people, and 
teaching whatever will tend to keep it secure in its seat. As 
the fathers said of the governments of Europe, so say we of 
this government also after a century and a quarter of 
independence: "The blood of the people has become its 
inheritance, and those who fatten on it will not relinquish it 
easily."        

Public education, having to do with the intellect and 
spirit of a people, is probably the most subtle and far-
reaching engine for molding the course of a nation; but 
commerce, dealing as it does with material things and 
producing immediate effects, was the force that bore down 
soonest upon the paper barriers of constitutional restriction, 
and shaped the government to its requirements. Here, 
indeed, we arrive at the point where we, looking over the 
hundred and twenty five years of independence, can see 
that the simple government conceived by the revolutionary 
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republicans was a foredoomed failure. It was so because of: 
1) the essence of government itself; 2) the essence of 
human nature; 3) the essence of Commerce and 
Manufacture.   

     Of the essence of government, I ha\re already said, it is a 
thing apart, developing its own interests at the expense of 
what opposes it; all attempts to make it anything else fail. 
In this Anarchists agree with the traditional enemies of the 
Revolution, the monarchists, federalists, strong government 
believers, the Roosevelts of today, the Jays, Marshalls, and 
Hamiltons of then--that Hamilton, who, as Secretary of the 
Treasury, devised a financial system of which we are the 
unlucky heritors, and whose objects were twofold: To 
puzzle the people and make public finance obscure to those 
that paid for it; to serve as a machine for corrupting the 
legislatures; "for he avowed the opinion that man could be 
governed by two motives only, force or interest"; force 
being then out of the question, he laid hold of interest, the 
greed of the legislators, to set going an association of 
persons having an entirely separate welfare from the 
welfare of their electors, bound together by mutual 
corruption and mutual desire for plunder. The Anarchist 
agrees that Hamilton was logical, and understood the core 
of government; the difference is, that while strong 
govermnentalists believe this is necessary and desirable, we 
choose the opposite conclusion, No Government 
Whatsoever.         

As to the essence of human nature, what our national 
experience has made plain is this, that to remain in a 
continually exalted moral condition is not human nature. 
That has happened which was prophesied: we have gone 
down hill from the Revolution until now; we are absorbed 
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in "mere money-getting." The desire for material east long 
ago vanquished the spirit of '76. What was that spirit? The 
spirit that animated the people of Virginia, of the Carolinas, 
of Massachusetts, of New York, when they refused to 
import goods from England; when they preferred (and 
stood by it) to wear coarse, homespun cloth, to drink the 
brew of their own growths, to fit their appetites to the home 
supply, rather than submit to the taxation of the imperial 
ministry. Even within the lifetime of the revolutionists, the 
spirit decayed. The love of material ease has been, in the 
mass of men and permanently speaking, always greater than 
the love of liberty. Nine hundred and ninety nine women 
out of a thousand are more interested in the cut of a dress 
than in the independence of their sex; nine hundred and 
ninety nine men out of a thousand are more interested in 
drinking a glass of beer than in questioning the tax that is 
laid on it; how many children are not willing to trade the 
liberty to play for the promise of a new cap or a new dress? 
That it is which begets the complicated mechanism of 
society; that it is which, by multiplying the concerns of 
government, multiplies the strength of government and the 
corresponding weakness of the people; this it is which 
begets indifference to public concern, thus making the 
corruption of government easy.        

As to the essence of Commerce and Manufacture, it is 
this: to establish bonds between every corner of the earths 
surface and every other corner, to multiply the needs of 
mankind, and the desire for material possession and 
enjoyment.        

The American tradition was the isolation of the States as 
far as possible. Said they: We have won our liberties by 
hard sacrifice and struggle unto death. We wish now to be 
let alone and to let others alone, that our principles may 
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have time for trial; that we may become accustomed to the 
exercise of our rights; that we may be kept free from the 
contaminating influence of European gauds, pageants, 
distinctions. So richly did they esteem the absence of these 
that they could in all fervor write: "We shall see multiplied 
instances of Europeans coming to America, but no man 
living will ever seen an instance of an American removing 
to settle in Europe, and continuing there." Alas! In less than 
a hundred years the highest aim of a "Daughter of the 
Revolution" was, and is, to buy a castle, a title, and rotten 
lord, with the money wrung from American servitude! And 
the commercial interests of America are seeking a world 
empire!   

     In the earlier days of the revolt and subsequent 
independence, it appeared that the "manifest destiny" of 
America was to be an agricultural people, exchanging food 
stuffs and raw materials for manufactured articles. And in 
those days it was written: "We shall be virtuous as long as 
agriculture is our principal object, which will be the case as 
long as there remain vacant lands in any part of America. 
When we get piled upon one another in large cities, as in 
Europe, we shall become corrupt as in Europe, and go to 
eating one another as they do there." Which we are doing, 
because of the inevitable development of Commerce and 
Manufacture, and the concomitant development of strong 
government. And the parallel prophecy is likewise fulfilled: 
"If ever this vast country is brought under a single 
government, it will be one of the most extensive corruption, 
indifferent and incapable of a wholesome care over so wide 
a spread of surface." There is not upon the face of the earth 
today a government so utterly and shamelessly corrupt as 
that of the United States of America. There are others more 
cruel, more tyrannical, more devastating; there is none so 
utterly venal.  
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And yet even in the very days of the prophets, even with 

their own consent, the first concession to this later tyranny 
was made. It was made when the Constitution was made; 
and the Constitution was made chiefly because of the 
demands of Commerce. Thus it was at the outset a 
merchant's machine, which the other interests of the 
country, the land and labor interests, even then foreboded 
would destroy their liberties. In vain their jealousy of its 
central power made enact the first twelve amendments. In 
vain they endeavored to set bounds over which the federal 
power dare not trench. In vain they enacted into general law 
the freedom of speech, of the press, of assemblage and 
petition. All of these things we see ridden roughshod upon 
every day, and have so seen with more or less intermission 
since the beginning of the nineteenth century. At this day, 
every police lieutenant considers himself, and rightly so, as 
more powerful than the General Law of the Union; and that 
one who told Robert Hunter that he held in his fist 
something stronger than the Constitution, was perfectly 
correct. The right of assemblage is an American tradition 
which has gone out of fashion; the police club is now the 
mode. And it is so in virtue of the people's indifference to 
liberty, and the steady progress of constitutional 
interpretation towards the substance of imperial 
government.   

     It is an American tradition that a standing army is a 
standing menace to liberty; in Jefferson's presidency the 
army was reduced to 3,000 men. It is American tradition 
that we keep out of the affairs of other nations. It is 
American practice that we meddle with the affairs of 
everybody else from the West to the East Indies, from 
Russia to Japan; and to do it we have a standing army of 
83,251 men.  
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It is American tradition that the financial affairs of a 
nation should be transacted on the same principles of 
simple honesty that an individual conducts his own 
business; viz., that debt is a bad thing, and a man's first 
surplus earning should be applied to his debts; that offices 
and office holders should be few. It is American practice 
that the general government should always have millions 
[of dollars] of debt, even if a panic or a war has to be forced 
to prevent its being paid off; and as to the application of its 
income office holders come first. And within the last 
administration it is reported that 99,000 offices have been 
created at an annual expense of 1663,000,000. Shades of 
Jefferson! "How are vacancies to be obtained? Those by 
deaths are few; by resignation none." [Theodore] Roosevelt 
cuts the knot by making 99,000 new ones! And few will die 
- and none resign. They will beget sons and daughters, and 
Taft will have to create 99,000 more! Verily a simple and a 
serviceable thing is our general government.        

It is American tradition that the Judiciary shall act as a 
check upon the impetuosity of Legislatures, should these 
attempt to pass the bounds of constitutional limitation. It is 
American practice that the Judiciary justifies every law 
which trenches on the liberties of the people and nullifies 
every act of the Legislature by which the people seek to 
regain some measure of their freedom. Again, in the words 
of Jefferson: "The Constitution is a mere thing of wax in 
the hands of the Judiciary, which they may twist and shape 
in any form they please." Truly, if the men who fought the 
good fight for the triumph of simple, honest, free life in that 
day, were now to look upon the scene of their labors, they 
would cry out together with him who said:   
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"I regret that I am now to die in the belief that the useless 
sacrifices of themselves by the generation of '76 to acquire 
self-government and happiness to their country, is to be 
thrown away by the unwise and unworthy passions of their 
sons, and that my only consolation is to be that I shall not 
live to see it."        

And now, what has Anarchism to say to all this, this 
bankruptcy of republicanism, this modern empire that has 
grown up on the ruins of our early freedom? We say this, 
that the sin our fathers sinned was that they did not trust 
liberty wholly. They thought it possible to compromise 
between liberty and government, believing the latter to be 
"a necessary evil," and the moment the compromise was 
made, the whole misbegotten monster of our present 
tyranny began to grow. Instruments which are set up to 
safeguard rights become the very whip with which the free 
are struck.        

Anarchism says, Make no laws whatever concerning 
speech, and speech will be free; so soon as you make a 
declaration on paper that speech shall be free, you will have 
a hundred lawyers proving that "freedom does not mean 
abuse, nor liberty license"; and they will define and define 
freedom out of existence. Let the guarantee of free speech 
be in every man's determination to use it, and we shall have 
no need of paper declarations. On the other hand, so long as 
the people do not care to exercise their freedom, those who 
wish to tyrannize will do so; for tyrants are active and 
ardent, and will devote themselves in the name of any 
number of gods, religious and otherwise, to put shackles 
upon sleeping men.        

The problem then becomes, Is it possible to stir men 
from their indifference? We have said that the spirit of 




