Some Problems of Social Freedom

and other writings from The Adult

by Lillian Harman, edited and with
an introduction by Jessica Moran

Lillian Harman was born in 1869, the daughter of
freethinker, sex radical, and anarchist Moses Harman.
Moses Harman was the publisher of a number of
newspapers, including the freethought Kansas Liberal
and most notably, the anarchist and free love paper
Lucifer, the Lightbearer. Lillian Harman helped her
father with the editing, typesetting, and publishing

of his paper. As Harman came of age she also began
contributing her own writing to Lucifer and other
papers, and became in her own right a prominent anarchist feminist and proponent
of anarchism, sex radicalism, and free love.

She is perhaps most well known for the free marriage that she entered into with
Edwin C. Walker on September 20, 1886 at the age of sixteen. One month later a jury
found them guilty of breaking Kansas state marriage law. Walker was sentenced to 75
days in jail and Harman to 45; they were also ordered to pay a fine and court costs.
The two refused to admit guilt by paying any fines or fees and therefore remained in
jail. The two were finally released from prison on April 3, 1887 after Moses Harman
paid their fees.

This pamphlet contains Harman’s Presidential address before the British Legitimation
League as well as her contributions to the League’s paper The Adult during 1898.
While her writings in Lucifer may be better known, these writings deserve a wider
audience. Harman is a pleasure to read: her writing is straight-forward and clear,
something that is sometimes missing in the work of her more famous father and other
nineteenth century male anarchist and sex radical authors.

“We need freedom to learn what is best for us. We need freedom to profit by our
failures, as well as by our successes. We have had polygamy, polyandry, and
monogamy and prostitution; we have experienced slavery in all its forms; but never

yet have we had freedom of choice.”
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“Does the wedding ring ever provide bread,
except when at the pawnbrokers?”
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* Love Is free : to promise for ever to Jove the same woman is nct less absurd than ta promise to
bellcve the same ereed . such a vow, in both cases, excludes us from all inquiry."—S helley.
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EDITORIAL XNOTES.

The suppression of normal instinct in mankind is inevitably followed by
abnormal development, frequently in the most disastrous directions. The per-
sistent suppression of normal sex appetites, the continual determination to
regard the sexual act as essentially a subject to ba rigidly tabooed in literature,
journalism, and conversation, and the invariable accusations of indecency
charged against those who break through conventional reticence on the sub-
feet—these things are responsible for more evils than the merely negative ones
of preventing honesty of speech and the approximation of art to life. The
perverted sexual life finds a strange fascination in repulsive and bestial habits
which, bred in darkness, increase and raultiply under the unwholesome condi-
tions which gave -them birth. These degrading habits are only possible in a
society which has lost the power of discrimination between the naturl, clean,
bealthy, sexual congress, and the cultivated substitutes for sexual passion
which are never lacking in the centres of our highly respectable civilisation.

Amongst the most objectionable of these perversions of a healthy and en-
nobling passion, we have seen within recent years a recrudescence of what is
known as Sadism—sexual pleasure derived from witnessing the infliction of
pain on others. Mr. George Bernard Shaw has done a public service in calling
attention to the modern rencwal of flogging; a horrible mania from
which the race would have evolved long ago but for the veil of darkness which
has been drawn over all things sexual. Mr. Shaw shows conclusively how
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What is Anarchism?

Anarchism is a political theory which opposes the State and capitalism.
It says that people with economic power (capitalists) and those with
political power (politicians of all stripes left, right or centre) use that
power for their own benefit, and not (like they claim) for the benefit of
society. Anarchism says that neither exploitation nor government is
natural or necessary, and that a society based on freedom, mutual aid
and equal shares of the good things in life would work better than this
one.

Anarchism is also a political movement. Anarchists take part in day-to-
day struggles (against poverty, oppression of any kind, war etc) and also
promote the idea of comprehensive social change. Based on bitter
experience, they warn that new ‘revolutionary’ bosses are no
improvement: ‘ends’ and ‘means’ (what you want and how you get it)
are closely connected.

Lillian Harman, 1869-1950
Lillian Harman was born in 1869, the daughter of freethinker, sex
radical, and anarchist Moses Harman. Moses Harman was the publisher
of a number of newspapers, including the freethought Kansas Liberal
and most notably, the anarchist and free love paper Lucifer, the
Lightbearer. Lillian Harman was raised in this reform and radical
environment and along with her brother George Harman, helped her
father with the editing, typesetting, and publishing of his paper. As
Harman came of age she also began contributing her own writing to
Lucifer and other papers, and became in her own right a prominent
anarchist feminist and proponent of anarchism, sex radicalism, and free
love.

She 1s perhaps most well known for the free marriage, or as it was
described in Lucifer at the time, the “autonomistic sex-relation or
union” that she entered into with Edwin C. Walker on September 20,
1886 at the age of sixteen. Walker, who was thirty-seven and previously
divorced, was a prominent individualist anarchist and free thinker. He
was then working as co-editor for Lucifer; a role he continued in until
1888. He was also a frequent contributor to Benjamin Tucker’s Liberty,
and would go on to edit (with Lillian Harman) his own anarchist paper,
Fair Play (1888-1908). The two entered into the marriage as a test-case
and means of challenging the legal inequality and unfair conditions of
marriage. For their marriage they exchanged vows in front of family
and friends, with the ceremony presided over by her father, but without
a marriage license or any religious official. In their vows, which they
later published in the September 17, 1886 issues of Lucifer, Lillian
Harman retained her maiden name, her “free will and choice,” refused
any form of obedience, and vowed to “retain the right to act always, as
my conscience and best judgment shall dictate” and Walker promised,
“Lillian is and will continue to be as free to repulse any and all advances
of mine as she has been heretofore. In joining with me in this love and
labor union, she has not alienated a single natural right. She remains
sovereign of herself, as I of myself, and we ... repudiate all powers
legally conferred upon husbands and wives.”

A complaint was immediately filed with the local Jefterson County,
Kansas justice of peace, stating that Walker and Harman were living
together as man and wife without being legally married. Interestingly
the complaint was filed by Moses Harman’s step-son, W.F. Hiser.' A
warrant was issued and they were arrested and brought before a judge

' William Lemore West, “The Moses Harman Story”, Kansas Historical Quarterly,
(Spring 1971) 37.1, p. 41-63.
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where their combined bail was set at $1000. They refused to post bail
and remained in jail. The case went to trial on October 20, 1886 and a
jury found them guilty that same day of breaking Kansas state marriage
law. Walker was sentenced to 75 days in jail and Harman to 45; they
were also ordered to pay a fine and court costs. The two refused to
admit guilt by paying any fines or fees and therefore remained in jail.
They appealed their case to the Kansas Supreme Court and in March
1887, the court affirmed their conviction. The two were finally released
from prison on April 3, 1887 after Moses Harman paid their fees of
$113.80. Lucifer publicized the case throughout this period, reporting
continuously on the case and establishing a defense fund.

Harman and Walker remained together for a number of years,
though for much of that time they lived separately. Following her
marriage Harman began contributing her own writing to Lucifer, as well
as assisting Walker with Fair Play. In 1893 Harman gave birth to a
daughter, Virna Winifred Walker and before the birth the two drew up a
contract outlining Walker’s promise to support any children the two
might have together.” Harman’s free child raising, or “bachelor
motherhood” as she called it, inspired at least one other Lucifer reader
who wrote in to the paper to describe her own experience giving birth
and raising a child outside of marriage.’

Harman argued repeatedly in the pages of Lucifer and other anarchist
and sex-radical/free love papers that women should have the freedom
from both the church and state to control and determine the conditions
of their lives, especially when it came to marriage and child birth. She
wrote, “What we need is freedom to choose for ourselves, not to try to
force on others the modes of living which seem to bring us the greatest
happiness” and “conventional marriage may be conducive to the highest
happiness of some people. If so, let them enjoy it. But they should not
try and force it on those who do not want it.”* At other times Harman
argued that men and women needed to change not only laws, but social
practices, “social consciences,” and society’s views towards women’s
supposed inferiority. While she argued that women should develop
contracts with men for the support of children, or the stipulation of the

* Hall Sears, The Sex Radicals: Free Love in High Victorian America, p. 122, 300.

° Erin Hammer, Redefining Sexuality and Marriage: Lillian Harman and Lucifer, the
Light-Bearer, 1886-1910, MA Thesis, Fort Hays State University, 2004: 45 and
Lillian Harman, “A Child of Liberty,” Lucifer (May 13, 1899): 141.

* Lillian Harman, “Can Those Who Lived in Slavery Judge for the Free?” Fair Play
2 (February 22, 1890):60 and “With the I.W.P.A.” Lucifer 2 (August 21, 1896),
quoted in Hammer, Redefining Sexuality and Marriage, p. 38, 54.
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wages women would be paid for the housework expected of wives, they
would also need to keep fighting for social as well as economic
freedom.

In 1898 Harman traveled to England to address the British
Legitimation League. By 1897, the Ligitimation League had taken as
their goal “to educate public opinion in the direction of freedom in
sexual relationships” and saw Harman as a heroine of this work. They
elected her president in 1897 and 1898. While in England she not only
spoke out in favor of sexual freedom, traveling throughout the country
giving lectures, but contributed to the League’s free love paper, The
Adult. The writings in the following pages are taken from her
contributions to The Adult as well as her essay, “Some Problems of
Social Freedom” which was her presidential address to the League in
1898. Like Lucifer and other anarchist papers, The Adult distributed
radical books and pamphlets as well as their paper. Among those
publications distributed by The Adult was Havelock Ellis’s study of
homosexuality, Studies in the Psychology of Sex: Sexual Inversion. In 1898,
an agent from Scotland Yard arrested George Bedborough, the then
editor of The Adult, at the paper’s offices while Harman was present.
The indictment against Bedborough included not just Ellis’s book, but
also Moses Harman’s “A Free Man’s Creed” and Lillian Harman’s
“Some Problems of Social Freedom.” While Bedborough was under
arrest and awaiting trial the English anarchist Henry Seymour took over
editorial duties. Bedborough shocked his supporters in the anarchist
and free love movement when, while being tried he admitted guilt and
promised to discontinue any free love work in England, thus effectively
ending the work of the Legitimation League and The Adult.’

By 1901 Harman was back in the United States and the office of
Lucifer had moved to Chicago. Following the assassination of President
William McKinley by Leon Czolgoz, who had previously been living in
Chicago, the pages of Lucifer, like other anarchist papers at the time,
were taken up with discussion of the act and what it meant for
American anarchism. Writing in the paper Harman made the rather
dissembling statement that while she would not call herself an anarchist
because the name meant too many different things to different people,
she did believe in the principles of the movement, and believed that

neither religious or state leaders had the right to impose their will upon
her life or consciousness.’

> Hal Sears, The Sex Radicals, p. 256-260.

® During this time she also wrote an article, for the Socialist Spirit in which she
deplored the way the Emma Goldman and the anarchists of Chicago were arrested
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Lucifer survived sporadically for a few more years before Moses
Harman ceased its publication and began publishing the more scholarly
discussion of free love and sex radicalism in American Journal of Eugenics.
In 1910 Moses Harman died and Lillian Harman edited a final
memorial issue of the American Journal of Eugenics in honor of her
father’s life and work, before transferring the remaining subscriptions
to Emma Goldman’s Mother Earth. Harman retreated from the public
sphere soon after. She married George O’Brien and later had a son with
him. Lillian Harman O’Brien died in 1950 in Chicago at the age of 80.

Harman’s work as an important proponent and propagator for
anarchism, sexual freedom, birth control, and sex radicalism though not
well known, deserves to be. On a first reading of her work, it 1s easy to
dismiss her concerns and arguments as relics of the nineteenth century;
certainly women now have the right to live with and how they like, yet
her underlying argument remains relevant and powerful. Her real
concern was not simply to fight for the right to sexual freedom, but to
fight and live in a world where social freedom in all its manifestations
was not only possible but achievable. As she writes in Some Problems of
Social Freedom, “the greatest good attained by our work for this object is
the enlargement of freedom in social relationships, of which the
distinctly sexual is but one phase.” For Harman, the goal was not simply
to live with a man outside of marriage, or have a child outside of
marriage, but for women, and men to have the freedom to decide how
to shape their lives as they saw fit. As she explains, “we need freedom to
learn what is best for us. We need freedom to profit by our failures, as
well as by our successes.”

Lillian Harman not only wrote about this work for greater freedom,
but lived that life. From an early age she lived her life as she urged
others to live theirs: in a constant search for the freedom to live and
“learn what is best for us.” As she wrote after her time in prison, “I feel
far more free and self-reliant than ever before in my life. I know
new...just how much I am willing and ready to and sacrifice for what I
believe to be right.”” Harman entered and ended a free marriage on her
own terms, had a child with Walker even while they lived apart, and
later fell in love, married and had a child with another man on her own
terms.

On the following pages, you will find Harman’s Presidential address

and treated following McKinley’s assassination, “How Justice is Administered,”
Socialist Spirit 1(2), October 1901.

" Lucifer, the Lightbearer, November 22, 1886, as quoted in Joanne E. Passet, Sex
Radicals and the Quest for Women’s Equality, p. 137.
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before the British Legitimation League as well as her contributions to
the League’s paper The Adult during 1898. While her writings in Lucifer
may be more well know, these writings deserve a wider audience.
Harman is a pleasure to read, her writing is straight-forward and clear,
something that is sometimes missing in the work of her more famous

father and other nineteenth century male anarchist and sex radical
authors.
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