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 Immortal Spark 
O, Mother Liberty, those eyes are dark… 

But fair in other souls, through time to come, 
Fanned by thy breath glows the 

Immortal Spark. 
Voltairine de Cleyre, 1894

VOLTAIRINE DE CLEYRE’S FATHER 
sent her to a convent school at the age of 12, 
hoping to cure her of a growing tendency 
toward ‘impudence and impertinence.’ 
Having named her after the Enlightenment’s 
most famous freethinker, he should have 
foreseen that she would emerge four years 
later anything but a chastised woman.
   At first, de Cleyre attempted to escape by 
swimming across Michigan’s St. Clair River 
and hiking 17 miles, only to be returned by 
unsympathetic family friends. Regarding 
herself as a prisoner, she ultimately settled 
down to graduate with honors in 1882, but 
the experience instilled in her a lifelong 
hostility to all forms of authoritarianism. 
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   A few years later, at the age of only 19, 
de Cleyre began writing and speaking about 
‘Free Thought,’ an emerging movement 
which challenged traditional religious and 
social beliefs, spearheaded by the eminent 
anarchist and orator Robert G. Ingersoll. 
   But de Cleyre’s ‘conversion moment’ 
came in May 1886, with the Haymarket 
Square affair. After Chicago police fired 
into a crowd of striking workers, a group of 
men assembled the next day near the Square, 
and when police tried to disperse them, some-
one threw a bomb, killing seven officers.   
   Eight avowed radicals were quickly 
rounded up—six of whom had not even 
been present at the incident—and amid a 
public outcry for justice, four were hanged, 
with a fifth committing suicide in jail. 
The executed men were hailed by anarchists 
as martyrs, and de Cleyre emerged as an 
outspoken champion of the movement.



   Four years later, de Cleyre delivered her 
first major lecture, entitled Sex Slavery, in 
Philadelphia, the Free Thought movement’s 
epicenter.  It was an era of stark gender 

inequality, both at home and in the workplace
—as well as a strict, church-mandated code 
of morality—and de Cleyre’s impassioned 
plea to women to resist married servitude 
and ask themselves, “Why am I the slave of 
man?” was incendiary for its time.        
   In 1892, de Cleyre founded the Ladies’ 
Liberal League. Its purpose, as she 
satirically wrote, was not to teach women 
“to smile men into ticket-buying and shame 
them into candy purchase,” but rather, to 
host periodic discussions on controversial 
issues such as sex, prohibition, anarchism, 
and nonviolent social revolution.
   The following year, during the economic 
Panic of 1893, de Cleyre spoke in place of 
the well-known anarchist, Emma Goldman, 
who had been arrested earlier in the day 
after visiting her in Philadelphia. Later that 
same year, de Cleyre delivered perhaps her 
most famous speech, In Defense of Emma 
Goldman and the Right of Expropriation, 
which outlined her uncompromising stance 
on anarchism, feminism, and class struggle.
   While they were allies in the anarchist 
movement and shared similar goals, de 
Cleyre and Goldman had very different 
ideas about how to accomplish them. 
   In particular, de Cleyre’s feminism was 
central to her politics. She rejected the idea 
that patriarchy or sexism could be ignored 
by radicals as secondary to political change, 
or postponed until  some glorious future day. 
“You can have no free, or just, or equal 
society, nor anything approaching it,” she 
declared in The Gates of Freedom, “so long 
as womanhood is bought, sold, housed, 
clothed, fed, and protected, as a chattel.”    

   While Goldman maintained that it was 
often necessary “to fight existing violence 
with violence,” de Cleyre insisted that non-
violent ‘direct action’ was more just and 
effective. Unlike Goldman, she rejected 
communism and spoke in favor of individual 
rights—including the right to own property
—and while valuing cooperation, held that 
“competition…will always exist, and that it 
is highly desirable it should.”
   De Cleyre’s thinking changed significantly 
throughout her life. She evolved from 
individualism, through mutualism, 
ultimately arriving at what she called 
‘anarchism without adjectives,’ eschewing 
divisive labels and prioritizing above all 
else a stateless, just, and nonviolent society.
   The assassination of President McKinley 
in 1901 by a self-described anarchist 
unleashed a wave of indiscriminate anti-
anarchist sentiment. Bedevilled by 
debilitating health problems throughout her 
life, and failing to see much progress in 
social or political relations, de Cleyre 
became increasing disillusioned. “I never 
feel at home anywhere,” she told Goldman. 
   She moved to Chicago and, inspired by 
the revolution in Mexico, studied Spanish, 
preparing for a trip to Los Angeles to be 
closer to the conflict. But after falling 
seriously ill,  she died in 1912. “I die, as I 
have lived,” she had written, “a free spirit…
owing no allegiance to rulers, heavenly or 
earthly.” De Cleyre was just 45 years of age.   
   Sadly, Voltairine de Cleyre is virtually 
unknown today, especially compared to her 
famous contemporary, Emma Goldman. 
And yet, Goldman herself called de Cleyre 
her “devoted and loyal comrade,” and 
lauded her two decades after her death as 
“the most gifted and brilliant anarchist 
woman America has ever produced.”◾


