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For George H. Smith



FOREWORD

Reading this useful anthology, I found myself looking backward. In the mid-1960s Leonard I. Krimerman and I offered a collection of libertarian writings, Patterns of Anarchy, that was a result of an immersion in the radical culture of the universities. Our commitment to campus civil rights and peace movements had led us into study groups and earnest discussions of many topics and writers. The publishing industry was alert to an awakening of interest in political philosophy, and when we decided that the anarchist tradition included many writers who deserved to be republished, Doubleday was willing to bring out a large paperback edition. The purpose of Patterns of Anarchy was neither to proselytize for anarchism nor to display a past tradition as though it belonged in a museum; it was to stimulate thinking about liberty and the state. And for several years it was clear that our collection, along with other works on anarchism that soon appeared, was widely read and discussed.

As everyone knows, the student culture of the 1960s proved to be vulnerable to the designs of the faddists and advertisers who manipulate popular culture. Furthermore, new styles of social activism became so sensitive about “elitism” that they disparaged inquiry into traditions of political thought. The publishing industry, absorbed by international conglomerates, lost touch with intellectual discourse, which in turn became fragmented and ahistorical. Anarchism also took a disappointing turn. Too often it became a code word for antisocial or self-destructive behavior, or else it substituted career-oriented selfishness for traditional conceptions of community. Meanwhile students, pressed by vocational anxieties, had less time for eager reading.

I confess, then, to some nostalgia at the publication in the 1980s of a volume based on the premise that radicals must think seriously about individualism and political power, especially since the editor has turned to several writers who impressed Krimerman and me 20 years ago—for example, Voltairine de Cleyre and the contributors to Benjamin R. Tucker’s Liberty. But I should make it clear that there was too much foolishness and mindlessness in the 1960s for anyone to dream of a “return” to that decade. Only Madison Avenue believes that the past can be manipulated so shallowly. The intellectual necessity now, as always, is to make sense of the present and to face the future with clarity.

But one kind of recovery may still be advocated: the recovery of historical consciousness in intellectual life. The problem goes beyond the submergence of history in high school social studies and university social science curricula. We may be on the verge of forgetting that intellectuals mature by thinking through and finding their relation to political and philosophical traditions. In the autobiographies of intellectuals of previous generations—I have been reading Lewis Mumford’s Sketches from Life, but the same point holds for many of Mumford’s contemporaries or for 19th-century writers—one is indeed struck by changes in cultural milieu from one decade to the next. But we also glimpse the ways in which intellectual voices gained force from grappling with classic expressions of individual rights and political responsibilities. Mumford, for example, speaks of his “master Emerson” and of his “lifelong intercourse” with Plato. This kind of historical consciousness is not dead. Without toting up too many recent examples, I think of Tillie Olsen’s commentary on Rebecca Harding Davis, Lawrence Goodwyn’s celebration of the Populists, or Henry Glassie’s uses of John Ruskin. But its chances of survival diminish in an ahistorical system of education geared to prepare students for jobs in large corporations and in an economy that profits from rapidly shifting fads. There is no reason to expect the schools or pop culture to change their course, but it is encouraging to think that feminist movements could play a part in restoring a search for intellectual independence.

It may not be easy to come to terms with some of these writers. In some ways our milieu is less oppressive than that which the Harmans and Ezra Heywood describe in these pages. In other ways the power of modern international bureaucracies seems so enormous that 19th-century libertarian conceptions of liberty may seem almost quaint. In any event, I am inclined to argue with the authors of some of these essays. I am more of a believer in democratic politics than many libertarians, and they sometimes strike me as too insensitive to the viewpoints of the working classes. In my opinion, they are also too hostile to American religious traditions. But it should prove worthwhile to grapple with these champions of a continuing process of revolution. For feminists, the disastrous strategies of the ERA campaign and the floundering leadership of the Carter years ought to provoke a reexamination of goals and principles. Is it too rash to hope for a reexamination that goes beyond the exigencies of feminist politics and proceeds toward a new intellectual radicalism?

Lewis Perry

Lewis Perry is professor of history at Indiana University, editor of The Journal of American History, and author of Radical Abolitionism and Childhood, Marriage, and Reform.
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 Introduction:

The Roots of Individualist Feminism in 19th-century America

Wendy McElroy

“To me,” wrote Voltairine de Cleyre (1866–1912), “any dependence, any thing which destroys the complete selfhood of the individual, is in the line of slavery.”1

Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860–1935) wrote: “To define individual duty is difficult; but the collective duty of a class or sex is clear. It is the duty of women … to bring children into the world who are superior to their parents; and to forward the progress of the race.”2

These quotes illustrate two opposing traditions within feminism—individualism and socialism. Both believe that women should have the same rights as men, that women should be equal,3 but the meaning of equality differs within the feminist movement. Throughout most of its history, American mainstream feminism considered equality to mean equal treatment under existing laws and equal representation within existing institutions. The focus was not to change the status quo in a basic sense, but rather to be included within it. The more radical feminists protested that the existing laws and institutions were the source of injustice and, thus, could not be reformed. These feminists saw something fundamentally wrong with society beyond discrimination against women, and their concepts of equality reflected this. To the individualist, equality was a political term referring to the protection of individual rights; that is, protection of the moral jurisdiction every human being has over his or her own body. To socialist-feminists, it was a socio-economic term. Women could be equal only after private property and the family relationships it encouraged were eliminated.

In order to appreciate the radical traditions within feminism, we must set the context of the mainstream movement. Currently, socioeconomic equality is the dominant goal of feminism. Even moderate feminists, exemplified by the National Organization of Women, accept this form of equality by demanding legislation that would provide equal pay for equal work.4 This has not always been the case. The roots of American feminism are individualistic. This introduction will trace feminism from these roots to the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment (1920), which incorporated women’s suffrage into the U.S. Constitution. We will then compare the philosophy and relative contribution of individualist and socialist feminism.

The Roots of Feminism

As an organized force, feminism dates from abolitionism in the early 1830s.5 Abolitionism was the radical anti-slavery movement which demanded the immediate cessation of slavery on the grounds that every man was a self-owner; that is, every human being has moral jurisdiction over his or her own body. It was the first organized, radical movement in which women played prominent roles and from which a woman’s movement sprang. Abbie Kelley (1810–1887), an abolitionist-feminist, observed: “We have good cause to be grateful to the slave, for the benefit we have received to ourselves, in working for him. In striving to strike his irons off, we found most surely that we were manacled ourselves.”6 The modern historian, Aileen S. Kraditor, wrote:

A few women in the abolitionist movement in the 1830s … found their religiously inspired work for the slave impeded by prejudices against public activity by women. They and many others began to ponder the parallels between women’s status and the Negro’s status, and to notice that white men usually applied the principles of natural rights and the ideology of individualism only to themselves.7

In the early 19th century, married women could not enter into contracts without their husband’s consent, women lost all title to property or future earnings upon marriage, children were legally controlled by the father, and women were often without recourse against kidnapping or imprisonment by husbands and other male relatives.

Within abolitionism, women’s rights stirred hot debate. The strongest advocate of women’s rights was the libertarian William Lloyd Garrison (1805–1879), editor of the Liberator, who insisted that anti-slavery was a battle for human rights, not male rights.8 Many of the abolitionists who opposed Garrison on this agreed that women were self-owners but resisted mixing woman’s rights with anti-slavery for fear it would hurt the latter cause; Theodore Weld (1803–1895) exemplified this position. Through his encouragement, Angelina Grimké (1805–1879), Sarah Grimké (1792–1873), and Abbie Kelley became the first women in America to lecture before an audience that included men.9 Nevertheless, he admonished them to stop introducing woman’s rights into their speeches. “Is it not forgetting the great and dreadful wrongs of the slave,” he asked Angelina, “in a selfish crusade against some paltry grievances of our own?”10 “The time to assert a right,” she countered, “is the time when that right is denied. We must establish this right for if we do not, it will be impossible for us to go on with the work of Emancipation.”11

In a speech before the Massachusetts Legislature on February 21, 1838, whereby Angelina Grimké became the first woman to speak before an American legislative body, she continued to mix the two issues:

Mr. Chairman, it is my privilege to stand before you … on behalf of the 20,000 women of Massachusetts whose names are enrolled on petitions … these petitions relate to the great and solemn subject of slavery … and because it is a political subject, it has often tauntingly been said that women have nothing to do with it. Are we aliens because we are women? Are we bereft of citizenship because we are mothers, wives, and daughters of a mighty people?12

Sarah Grimké’s tactics were similar to those of her younger sister. Her pamphlet, Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of Woman (1837), used the individualist-feminist approach of comparing women to slaves. “If the wife be injured in her person or property,” Sarah quoted Blackstone, “she can bring no action for redress without her husband’s concurrence, and in his name as well as her own.” Sarah observed, “[T]his law is similar to the law respecting slaves, ‘A slave cannot bring suit against his master or any other person, for an injury—his master must bring it.’ “ She compared the Louisiana law that said that all a slave possesses belongs to his master with a law that said, “A woman’s personal property by marriage becomes absolutely her husband’s which, at his death, he may leave entirely from her.”13

Through the efforts of the Grimké sisters, women’s rights became a subject of controversy throughout America. Angelina wrote:

We have given great offense on account of our womanhood, which seems to be as objectionable as our abolitionism. The whole land seems aroused to discussion on the province of women, and I am glad of it. We are willing to bear the brunt of the storm, if we can only be the means of making a break in that wall of public opinion which lies right in the way of women’s rights, true dignity, honor and usefulness.14

To the Grimké sisters, who smoothed the path for future feminists by breaking social taboos, and to Lucretia Mott (1793–1880), who encouraged civil disobedience through her involvement in the underground railroad, equality meant equal protection under just law and the equal opportunity to protest injustice.

The Civil War and Feminism

To focus the discussion of pre- and post-Civil War feminism, we will consider four questions: What were the feminists’ views of themselves, of blacks, of men, and of government?

Before the Civil War, feminists championed black rights, identifying themselves with the plight of the slave. Their attitude toward men was generally cordial. In light of the harsh discrimination they often suffered, this was surprising. American women who journeyed to the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Conference in London, for example, were barred from sitting with the assembly; they were forced to follow the proceedings from balcony seats hidden behind curtains. Any anger they felt toward men may have been tempered by the actions of Garrison and several other male abolitionists who chose to sit with them in protest rather than to join the body of the conference.

The feminists’ attitude toward themselves was largely a manifestation of the Quaker background many of them shared and of Garrison’s influence in maintaining that the individual must act according to his conscience and be held rigidly accountable for his actions. The core of Garrisonian strategy was that a revolution in ideas must precede and underlie any institutional reform. Both of these influences tended to instill a moral pietism within these women which they carried over into feminism.

This had wide implications for the abolitionist-feminist view of politics and government. Quakers at that time repudiated political action, often ostracizing those members who engaged in it. Angelina Grimké exemplified the Garrisonian position on politics:

Dost thou ask me if I would wish to see women engaged in the contention and strife of sectarian controversy, or in the intrigues of political partizans? I say no!—never. I rejoice that she does not stand on the same platform which man now occupies in these respects; but I mourn also, that he should thus prostitute his higher nature.15

Nevertheless, political feminism was on the rise. Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902), who attended the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Conference, was embittered by its treatment of women. With Lucretia Mott, she planned the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention to discuss women’s rights and there introduced a women’s suffrage resolution: “Resolved, that it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise.”16 The resolution met strong resistance from Mott and other members of the old guard. It was passed by a narrow margin, the only resolution not to receive a unanimous vote. But by the 1858 woman’s convention, political feminism had prevailed to the point that suffrage was a virtually uncontested goal within the movement.

The Civil War changed feminism. Individualism in America was dealt a stunning blow by war measures that included conscription, censorship, suspension of habeas corpus, political imprisonment, legal tender laws, and dramatically increased taxes and tariffs. The war also affected the popular view of government. With the cry of “no taxation without representation” still echoing from the recent past, government was viewed as requiring the consent of its citizens. “One of the fundamental principles announced in the Declaration of Independence,” wrote Harriet Martineau, “is that governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed.”17 Feminists capitalized on this by paraphrasing the Declaration of Independence to reflect their grievances against the government of men.18 When the North refused to permit the South to withdraw its consent by seceding and when it imposed an unpopular government upon the South during Reconstruction, the consensual view of government was weakened. “One Union Under God” became a common sentiment.

Generally, feminists supported the war as a means of ending slavery, and, in devoting themselves to the war effort, they shelved the women’s rights issue. After 1800, the legal disabilities of women had been changing slowly. In 1809 Connecticut gave married women the right to make a will. Texas (1840) and Alabama (1843) followed suit. After the war, however, feminists found that some legal rights had been lost to them. For example, the 1860 New York law granting women the right to equal guardianship of their children had been diluted so as to merely forbid the father from giving away the child without written permission from the mother. Moreover, the war had enfranchised neither blacks nor women. The freedom of blacks in particular was greatly jeopardized by post-war hostility, and many felt their rights would be secure only through an amendment to the Constitution guaranteeing enfranchisement.


Post-Civil War Feminism

After the war, the key issues for mainstream feminism were the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution, all aimed at securing freedom for blacks. Although feminists were pulled in two directions, desiring rights for blacks and rights for women, they gave priority to black rights. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906) organized the National Loyal Women’s League, which collected 400,000 signatures on petitions supporting the Thirteenth Amendment. The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, however, were different matters.

The Fourteenth Amendment provided that if the right to vote were denied to any law-abiding male inhabitants of a state over the age of 21 (excluding untaxed Indians), that state’s basis for representation in Congress would be proportionately reduced. Its purpose was to secure votes for black men and, in attempting to do so, it introduced the word “male” into the U.S. Constitution. The Fifteenth Amendment assured that the right to vote could not be abridged because of “race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” It was objectionable to feminists because it made no reference to sex.

Male abolitionists almost universally rejected women’s claim to suffrage, insisting that this was not the time to stress women’s rights.19 “As Abraham Lincoln said, ‘one war at a time,’ “ counselled Wendell Phillips, “so I say one question at a time. This hour belongs to the negro.”20 Although Stanton had tirelessly worked for the Thirteenth Amendment, she was now skeptical. “Do you believe the African race is composed entirely of males?” she asked Phillips.21 To Susan B. Anthony, she wrote: “I have argued constantly with Phillips and the whole anti-slavery fraternity, but I feel one and all will favor enfranchising the negro without us. Women’s cause is in deep water.”22 Susan B. Anthony appealed to the male fraternity: “No, no, this is the hour to press woman’s claims; we have stood with the black man in the Constitution over half a century … Enfranchise him, and we are left outside with lunatics, idiots and criminals.”23

The catalyst to this situation was the 1867 Kansas campaign to secure votes for women in that state. As confirmed Republicans, Anthony and Stanton travelled from town to town within Kansas, publicly giving impassioned speeches and privately appealing to the Republican Party and Republican papers to lend them the promised support. This support never materialized. Later, Stanton wrote:

The editors of the New York Tribune and the Independent can never know how wistfully from day to day their papers were searched for some inspiring editorial on the woman’s amendment, but naught was there; there were no words of hope and encouragement, no eloquent letters from an Eastern man that could be read to the people … all calmly watched the struggle from afar and when defeat came … no consoling words were offered for the woman’s loss.24

Feeling betrayed, Stanton and Anthony repudiated the Republican Party, thus breaking with many of their abolitionist friends. They began to court the traditionally pro-slavery Democrats and to associate with the prominent racist George Francis Train, who lectured with them and financed the initial issue of their periodical Revolution; its motto was “Men, their rights, nothing more; Women, their rights, nothing less.”

Stanton and Anthony’s activities split mainstream feminism in two. To the sharp criticism of their racist connections, Anthony replied, “Why should we not accept all in favor of woman suffrage to our platform and association even though they be rabid pro-slavery Democrats.”25 The association referred to was the National Woman Suffrage Association established by Stanton and Anthony in 1869. The antagonism this created was so great that Lucy Stone (1818–1893) and Henry Blackwell (1825–1909) founded the American Woman Suffrage Association in 1869. The rift lasted 20 years until the two groups merged to form the National American Woman’s Suffrage Association which, after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, became the League of Women Voters.

Despite their protests, Stone and Blackwell were not above reproach on racial matters. In his address, What the South Can Do: How the Southern States Can Make Themselves Masters of the Situation (1867), Blackwell used white supremacist arguments:

If you are to share the future government of your states with a race you deem naturally and hopelessly inferior, avert the social chaos, which seems to you so imminent, by utilizing the intelligence and patriotism of the wives and daughters of the South.26

Even feminists who considered themselves true to their abolitionist roots were straying far from its spirit.

The feminist movement had clearly changed. Prior to the war, black rights were emphasized as part of every human being’s right of self-ownership; the conditions of slaves and women were drawn as parallels. After the war, many feminists began to view black rights as hostile to those of women. “This republican cry of manhood suffrage,” commented Stanton, “created an antagonism between black men and all women.”27

The refusal of abolitionist men to support feminist goals created a suspicion of men among some prominent feminists. “We repudiated man’s counsels forever,” wrote Anthony.28 The attitude toward political action had also shifted. Before the Civil War, feminists tended toward apolitical strategy. The new feminism focused upon enfranchisement almost to the exclusion of other goals.

The fundamental change, however, was feminism’s attitude toward itself. Early feminism was a moral, pietistic crusade that refused to compromise an ideological context, which was broader than rights for women. It encompassed a view of human nature and of one’s proper relationship to God and other human beings. In contrast, post-war feminism seemed narrow and pragmatic, almost evolving into a single-issue movement—the issue of women’s suffrage. Votes for women became the overriding strategy on which other reforms were said to rely.

As suffrage increased in popularity and attracted ideologically diverse women, Stanton and other leaders began to compromise subsidiary issues. Feminism employed blatantly white supremacist arguments to further suffrage, pointing out that white women would add to the white vote since they were more likely to vote than minority women. This argument was adapted to counter the fear of enfranchising immigrant women. Feminists suggested that millions of native American women were more likely to vote than foreigners, thus softening the impact of foreign morals exemplified by Catholicism.29 For similar reasons, the feminists called for an elitist, limited suffrage; even the former abolitionist, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, supported literacy tests as a prerequisite for the vote. As Susan B. Anthony and Ida Husted Harper commented:

… the worst elements have been put into the ballot-box and the best elements kept out. This fatal mistake is even now beginning to dawn upon the minds of those who have cherished an ideal of the grandeur of a republic, and they dimly see that in woman lies the highest promise of its fulfillment. Those who fear the foreign vote will learn eventually that there are more American-born women in the United States than foreign born men and women; and those who dread the ignorant vote will study the statistics and see that the percentage of illiteracy is much smaller among women than among men.30

Moreover, as feminism grew it became increasingly “respectable” in its attitude and goals. Eugenics and social purity reform, both popular causes, became a staple of mainstream feminism. Social purity campaigns included raising the age of consent, the reformation of prostitutes, censorship of obscenity, and the advocacy of birth control through restraint. As Linda Gordon commented in Woman’s Body, Woman’s Right:

The closer we look, the harder it is to distinguish social-purity groups from feminist ones. Feminists from very disparate groups were advocates of most major social purity issues …31

Although social purity that stemmed from the purity of the individual conscience was a goal of abolitionist feminists, the crucial difference of the post-Civil War feminists seemed to be their willingness to enforce morality through law. While the abolitionist feminists, who were largely Quaker, believed that the individual must be free to find salvation and perfect the soul, later feminists wished to take choice out of morality issues. Among the many implications of this key difference was the post-war feminist tendency to look toward the state for purity rather than toward the individual.

The relatively pacifist nature of abolitionist feminism had been so compromised by the Civil War that by the 20th century feminists supported World War I even though the movement had strong ties with woman’s groups in Germany and many of the American leaders were staunch pacifists. It was feared that opposition to the war would hurt the suffrage cause.32 When the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified (1920), some considered it a pyrrhic victory. For one thing, by 1920, 28 of the 48 states already had full or presidential suffrage for women, and the overwhelming majority of women outside of New England and parts of the South could vote if they chose to. More importantly, the mainstream movement had abandoned its ideological framework from which it could have proceeded systematically beyond suffrage.

Although suffrage undoubtedly contributed to “purity” legislation, which most feminists approved, it is not clear that such legislation would not have been ushered in with the Progressive era apart from women’s suffrage. To those women who believed that the Nineteenth Amendment would provide virtually a Utopian society, the reality of their only slightly changed status must have been a crushing blow.33

Individualist Feminism

While mainstream feminism concentrated on suffrage, more radical feminists looked elsewhere for progress. Individualist feminists became especially involved in the reform of birth control and marriage laws. Their goal was not purity but freedom.

In 1889, a woman who had just risked her life in a dangerous self-induced abortion wrote to the libertarian periodical, Lucifer the Light Bearer (1883–1907), pleading:

I know I am dreadful wicked, but I am sure to be in the condition from which I risked my life to be free, and I cannot stand it… Would you know of any appliance that will prevent conception? If there is anything reliable, you will save my life by telling me of it.34

The woman wrote to Lucifer because, in the late 1800s, it was one of the few forums openly promoting birth control. Its main ally was The Word (1872–1893), a libertarian periodical edited by Ezra Heywood.

Lucifer, published and edited by Moses Harman (1830–1910), was a free-love paper; free love being the movement which sought to separate the state from sexual matters such as marriage, adultery, divorce, age of consent, and birth control. These issues were to be decided by the individuals involved. The libertarian Josiah Warren, to whom the origins of free love are often traced, expressed its theme:

Everyone is at liberty to dispose of his or her person, and time, and property in any manner in which his or her feelings, or judgment may dictate, without involving the persons or interests of others.35

(This quotation is an early instance of using both “his” and “her” to explicitly include women within a statement of rights.)

Moses Harman insisted that woman’s self-ownership be fully acknowledged in marriage and other sexual arrangements. In doing so, he amended Robert Ingersoll’s famous statement that women merited all the rights claimed by men, plus the additional right to be protected, by observing that women should be protected against their protectors.

Unfortunately, in living his principles, Harman ran counter to the Comstock laws (1873), which prohibited the mailing of obscene matter but did not define what constituted obscenity. Whatever it was, however, it specifically included contraceptives and birth control information. A veritable witchhunt ensued, with Anthony Comstock personally persecuting those who advocated sexual nonconformity. When Ann Lohman, an abortionist and dispensor of contraceptives, committed suicide to escape Comstock’s incessant harassment, he proudly pointed to her as the 15th person he had driven to such an end.

Against this backdrop, Harman began his “free word” policy (1886) by which he refused to edit correspondence submitted to Lucifer that contained explicit language. Although Harman was somewhat puritanical, he maintained, “Words are not deeds, and it is not the province of civil law to take preventative measures against remote or possible consequences of words, no matter how violent or incendiary.”36 Harman looked forward to a generation which would not be overwhelmed by the word “penis” in print. He pursued an open policy of providing discussion and information concerning birth control.

On February 23, 1887, the staff of Lucifer was arrested for the publication of three letters. One, infamously known as the Markland letter, described the plight of a woman whose husband forced sex upon her even though it tore the stitches from a recent operation. It is an early analysis of rape within marriage. The letter read:

About a year ago F______gave birth to a baby, and was severely torn by the instruments in incompetent hands. She has gone through three operations and all failed. I brought her home and had Drs.____ and______operate on her and she was getting along nicely until last night when her husband came down, forced himself into her bed, and the stitches were torn from her healing flesh, leaving her in worse condition than ever….37

The letter rhetorically asked what legal redress was available for such an attack. Of course, there was none.

As a result of these letters, the federal grand jury in Topeka indicted the staff on 270 counts of obscenity. The charges were eventually dropped against all but Moses Harman, who was sentenced to five years imprisonment and a $300 fine. After serving 17 weeks, he was released on a technicality, retried without a jury on a slightly different charge, and sentenced to one year. After eight months, he was again released on a technicality. In 1895, he was sentenced to one-year imprisonment, which he served in its entirety. Until his death, Harman battled the Comstock laws. His last imprisonment was in 1906 when he spent a year at hard labor, often breaking rocks for eight hours a day in the Illinois snow. Harman was 75 at the time.38

During Harman’s first trial, the libertarian Ezra Heywood showed support for him by republishing the Markland letter in The Word; for this he too was arrested. Heywood had been previously arrested by Comstock for mailing his pamphlet Cupid’s Yokes (which attacked the institution of marriage) and for advertising a contraceptive called the “Comstock syringe.” The consequences of this became apparent in November 1877, when, in Heywood’s words: “A stranger sprang upon me and, refusing to read a warrant or even to give his name, hurried me into a hack, drove swiftly through the streets on a dark, rainy night and lodged me in jail as a United States prisoner.”39 The stranger was Anthony Comstock; Heywood was sentenced to two years in prison.

When the U.S. Deputy Marshall arrived in the small town of Valley Falls, Kansas, to arrest the staff of Lucifer, the co-editor, E. C. Walker, was nowhere to be found. He was already lodged in the Oskaloosa County Jail in the cell next to Lillian Harman, Moses Harman’s 16-year-old daughter. The couple had been imprisoned for their non-state, non-church marriage of September 1886.

Through this widely publicized marriage, the couple had hoped to gain government tolerance of their union and so deal a severe blow to the institution of marriage. In their ceremony, E. C. Walker pledged, “Lillian is and will continue to be as free to repulse any and all advances of mine as she had been heretofore. In joining with me in this love and labor union, she has not alienated a single natural right.” Lillian pledged, “I make no promises that it may become impossible or immoral for me to fulfill, but retain the right to act always as my conscience and best judgment shall dictate.” The ceremony concluded with Moses Harman declaring, “I do not ‘give away the bride’, as I wish her to be always the owner of her own person … “40

News of the marriage had brought threats of mob violence to Valley Falls, and the officials—seeking to soothe the situation—arrested the couple on the morning after their wedding night. The charge was unlawfully and feloniously living together as man and wife without being married according to statute. Walker was sentenced to 75 days imprisonment; Lillian Harman to 45 days. When asked if there was any reason why sentence should not be passed, Lillian answered: “Nothing except that we have committed no crime. But we are in your power, and you can, of course, do as you please.”41

In March 1887, the Kansas Supreme Court upheld this decision. In a contradictory ruling, the court held that the common-law marriage was legal but nevertheless punishable for violation of the marriage license statute. In other words, the couple had violated regulations designed to secure a record of their marriage. As Chief Justice Horton said, disregarding the issue of the validity of their marriage: “The question, in my opinion, … is not whether Edwin Walker and Lillian Harman are married, but whether, in marrying, or rather living together as man and wife, they have observed the statutory requirements.”42

Although the couple served their term, they refused to pay the court costs; they remained in jail for six months until the costs were paid.

Lillian Harman gave her reason for breaking the law:

I consider uniformity in mode of sexual relations as undesirable and impractical as enforced uniformity in anything else. For myself, I want the right to profit by my mistakes … and why should I be unwilling for others to enjoy the same liberty? If I should be able to bring the entire world to live exactly as I live at present, what would that avail me in ten years, when as I hope, I shall have a broader knowledge of life, and my life therefore probably changed?43

The Comstock laws were a litmus test for individualist feminism. The more respectable feminists often supported the statutes that banned birth control information from the mail on the grounds that it was obscene. One of the pledges of the women candidates in the Kansas election of 1889 was that they would shut down Lucifer the Light Bearer. Hal Sears observed:

Conventional feminists bowed before the statute. The sex radicals, on libertarian principles, broke this law in order to raise the questions of government censorship and individual self-ownership.44

Although Harman and Walker were one of the first couples in America imprisoned for violating marriage statutes, and Moses Harman was an early champion of birth control, they have been ignored by feminists and feminist histories. While minor socialist figures have been examined in depth, the Lucifer staff has barely received a mention. This marked tendency to exclude individualists from feminist history indicates its bias.45

Socialist Feminism

According to many feminist histories, the socialist movement was the early, radical champion of women’s rights. There is reason to be skeptical of this claim.

A pioneering work, The Radical Persuasion, by Aileen S. Kraditor, investigates the relationship between early socialism and woman’s rights, not by relying on secondary sources (a large percentage of which have been written by socialist historians), but by consulting the original sources for herself. The book relies on representative excerpts from such prominent early socialist periodicals as Solidarity, The Industrial Worker, and People. These extracts speak for themselves.

The impulse below intellect is intuition, which is developed further in many animals than in man … And because woman is nearer to the lower forms than man, intuition is more deeply seated in the female of the race … 46

The workers will never be satisfied until all the rights they suffered under are righted, until the mother returns from factory life to a home restored for her and the children.47

(Addressed to fellow-socialists) You say you want us girls to keep out of the factory and mill so you can get more pay, then you can marry some of us and give us a decent home. Now that is just what we are trying to escape; being obligated to marry you for a home. And aren’t you a little inconsistent. You tell us to get into the I.W.W. If we got out of the shop, the mill and the factory how are we to get into the I.W.W., an organization for wage workers only’”48

… if the test time came to cast a vote at the polls for woman’s suffrage many Socialist men would vote against the measure.49

Modern Socialists have never claimed that all women will be in the service of the collectivity. In fact I do not believe that the majority of them ever will be, except in the sense then that they will be mothers and wives.50

The April 1891 woman’s page of the People had a column entitled “How to Make Some Pretty Things for the House.” A later column was entitled “Upon Wife and Mother Rests Man’s Respect for Women.” The August 1908 issue of the New York Call ran a cartoon of a matronly muscular woman peeling potatoes. The Call also gave advice to the lovelorn through a column by Betty Beeswax.

Needless to say, such data do great damage to the popular image of socialism as the early advocate of woman’s rights. A more accurate rendering of how socialists viewed women comes from Daniel de Leon, editor of the People and the most prominent socialist of his time. He wrote: “There is no woman question … To take up sex, color, creed or race is to fritter away energy at the twigs of the tree whose trunk should be attended to … that tree is capitalism.”51

Women ran up against the argument that they were, theoretically speaking, not a class. They were part of the working class, not in a category defined by their sex. When they tried to join unions and other organizations, however, they found themselves in practical terms defined by their sex and treated as a class apart. As women, they were often told to refrain from wage earning because such competition drove down the wages of men. “Many socialists,” observes Linda Gordon, “found any concentration of woman’s problems dangerous because it deflected attention from the main issue of the class struggle: wage slavery.”52

This does not dispute the fact that there were prominent and influential socialist feminists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Florence Kelley (1859–1932) was a significant force behind child labor laws in this country; Charlotte Perkins Gilman authored Women and Economics, perhaps the most influential book by an American feminist; Mary White Ovington was a founder of the NAACP. There is much reason, however, to assume that most of these women were socialist feminists despite the socialist movement rather than because of it or with its support. As Kraditor points out: “When Kelley, Ovington and other socialists devoted most of their efforts to those other causes, they did not do so as missionaries from the Socialist Party, as Communist Party members later would go into ‘mass organizations’ so as to enlarge their party’s influence. These socialists formulated their own ‘lines’ on their special reforms and acted independently of the party.”53 The socialist feminists seemed to find more common cause with non-socialist allies and tended to work toward their particular goals through non-socialist organizations.

A reasonable question at this point is: Is this also true of individualist feminism? Did Moses and Lillian Harman fight against birth control and marriage laws despite the general libertarian milieu of their time? The answer is clearly “no.” Prior to the 1880s, the most prominent libertarian periodical was The Word, subtitled A Monthly Journal of Reform. The Word put heavy emphasis on birth control and women’s rights. In 1881, Liberty, the most influential organ of libertarianism, began publication. Although Liberty did not emphasize women’s rights, as did Lucifer and The Word, it firmly and consistently declared all human beings to be equal and protested all violation of women’s natural rights.54

The contemporary feminist movement is not an expression of individualism. The dominant viewpoint of mainstream feminism is political liberalism (in the modern sense of that term) with a strong socialist influence. The stress upon positive rights (the “right” to equal pay, the “right” to day care centers) demonstrates the link between feminism and liberalism, while much of the rhetoric (“exploitation,” “consciousness raising”) indicates its debt to socialism. It is not surprising, therefore, that women who uphold radical individualism are uncomfortable with the label of “feminist.” The situation becomes puzzling, however, when one considers that the roots of American feminism were basically individualistic and that much of the non-political feminist literature is highly individualistic in its call for the independent, liberated woman. This literature often stands in striking contrast to the political material that demands collective, government solutions to women’s problems.

Tracing the decline of individualism in America is a fascinating, albeit discouraging, process. The primary cause of its decline in the 19th century was the Civil War, which dealt a stunning blow to a young libertarian movement embodied in such figures as Josiah Warren, Lys-ander Spooner, William Lloyd Garrison, and Ezra Heywood. Feminism was among various social causes which responded to this shift toward statism by gradually altering its goals and strategies to accommodate, rather than retard, the process. Although the bond between feminism and libertarianism was not broken, it was severely weakened. Today the activities of 19th-century libertarian feminists are virtually ignored by the current movement or at least their ideology is not mentioned; but even the most minor socialists are identified as socialists. This Orwellian memory hole in the fabric of feminism exists despite the fact that the libertarians Moses Harman and Ezra Heywood were among the first to be arrested under the Comstock laws for distributing birth control information; Angela Heywood was virtually the only voice calling for legalized abortion in America in the 1890s; and Lillian Harman and E. C. Walker were perhaps the first couple to be imprisoned for violation of marriage statutes in America.

The prominence of socialism undoubtedly accounts for the bias with which histories of the feminist movement have been written. As libertarian ideas are aired and applied to a widening range of social problems, a confrontation between socialist and individualist ideologies is bound to occur.

Feminism is based on the idea of women as a “class”—defined as a group of individuals classified according to common characteristics. The common characteristic is subjective, dictated by the purpose of the grouping. It could be blue eyes, income bracket, race, geography, or religion. For a political theory, as feminism purports to be, the crucial question is: What characteristic explains something politically significant about the group? Is there something over and above the sexual characteristics of women which best explains the political problems confronting them?
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