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Throughout the last half of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth, a segment of the American Left—made up primarily of a group of anarchists, anarcho-syndicalists, and “romantic” socialists known as “Free Lovers”—set out to destroy marriage and the nuclear family.  In contrast to Victorian moralists, who insisted that these institutions provided a harbor of selfless love that protected men and women from the immoral world of commerce, the Free Lovers argued instead that they were the breeding grounds for the dangerous emotions—such as greed and jealousy—set loose in the market economy.  In other words, the competitive social system that worked to estrange men and women from one another had its roots in a marriage and family system that perverted human emotions at their source.  The results of this, they argued, were catastrophic for the individual, society, and “the race.”  To counter this, the Free Lovers celebrated the redemptive power of love and worked to liberate it from the artificial restraints placed upon its expression by the church, the state, and social custom.  Calling on the “ancient elder Eros," the Free Lovers believed that by creating new forms of emotional, sexual and domestic relationships, love would emerge as a powerful force for individual transformation and social revolution.
While the Free Lovers actively campaigned for the abolition of marriage and the isolated home in hopes of creating a world of cooperation, peace, equality and plenty, they couldn’t reach a consensus on the erotic, emotional and domestic relationships that would replace them.   This was further complicated by the fact that many of these sexual antinomians insisted that once marriage and the family had been destroyed, no new institutions would arise to take their place.  "Sex association," argued James F. Morton, Jr., "is a matter of spontaneity, not of system."  As a result, the institutional context for realizing “love in freedom” was left vague and amorphous.

Moreover, most Free Lovers agreed that the destruction of marriage and the creation of “love in freedom” wouldn’t occur without a certain amount of pain and suffering, which would arise from the tension between the need for "comradeship" and the seemingly contradictory desire for erotic and emotional freedom. This conflict was the source of endless discussions in Free Love newspapers—such as The Social Revolutionist (1856-1857), Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly (1870-1876), The Word (1872-1893), Discontent (1898-1902), Lucifer, the Light-Bearer (1883-1907), and Mother Earth (1906-1917)—in which a series of relevant questions were explored.  Would the new relationships created in freedom be "dualistic" (exclusively or serially monogamous) or "varietistic" (plural) in nature?  Could jealousy be eliminated?  And finally, could their image of "love in liberty" effectively balance and integrate its component parts—intimacy and freedom, harmony and equality, friendship and erotic desire--and translate them into a seamless, conflict-free relationship?
DUALISM VS. VARIETISM

When it came to an evaluation of the benefits and difficulties of exclusive and pluralistic relationships, the Free Lovers were greatly divided.  A small but vocal group argued that love in freedom would be dualistic.  While they rejected a "compulsory, law-enforced, or authoritarian" form of monogamy created by legal marriage, they celebrated “free unions” based on "spontaneous exclusiveness"—a noncoercive brand of monogamy shaped only by the autonomous desires of the participants themselves. 

Identifying varietism with raw sensuality, dualists expressed nothing but contempt for the type of love they associated with its theory and practice.  In her outspoken attack on the varietists, for example, the anarchist Voltairine de Cleyre argued in 1893 that the desire for many lovers unleashes "the lower animal" in men and women and produces relationships that are superficial, selfish and exploitive.  Motivated only by a concern for their own physical pleasures, varietists go from person to person without any regard for the "unsocial and race-degrading" consequences of their actions.  Based only on the shifting, transitory, shallow nature of sensual desire, the relationships they pursue are as quickly and thoughtlessly terminated as they were initiated.  Once "the lower and more selfish pleasures of love" are given free rein, she argued, these base desires undermine the "virtues of constancy, faithfulness, [and] self-denial," which are essential for the development of higher forms of love.  For the dualists, then, intimacy and variety are at odds with one another.  By creating relationships that are sensual, shallow and transient, without stability or commitment, varietism enslaves us to our base desires.

All Free Lovers, however, didn’t share the belief that the Free Love ideal could be realized in a monogamous or exclusive relationship.  In fact, many insisted that Free Love and free union were inconsistent terms.  Moreover, the varietists vilified monogamous free unions as a counter-revolutionary force.  Dualism, they insisted, is a perverse form of emotional and erotic interaction kept in place by the reactionary elements of a decaying civilization.  Varietism alone would lay the foundation for individual happiness and social progress.  


   The arguments made in support of variety drew on these themes.  Varietists insisted, for example, that any form of monogamy—legal marriage or the free union—contradicts the laws of nature that regulate every other physical appetite.  "The sexual organs need a change of food upon the same principle as the stomach['s]" need for a varied diet, argued one Free Lover.  In her wisdom, nature has enabled men and women to see, hear, touch, feel and smell more than one object.  Nature has also bestowed upon them the ability to enjoy the qualities of more than one lover.  Why, they asked, should this desire be repressed while all others are cultivated and encouraged?  As one reader of the Free Love newspaper The Word put it, "We tire of always eating at our own table; another's cooking thrills us with a wish to taste it."  Or as another argued, “The curse of the world is monotony.  One man, one woman, one bed—for, say, fifty years.  O dear me!” 

In contrast to the dualists, who argued that sexual pluralists are incapable of loving because their emotional energies are thinly spread among many, the varietists insisted that love is a "condition and not a quantity.”  Rejecting the mercantilist view of human emotions and desires maintained by the dualists, the defenders of variety argued that the multiplication of lovers doesn’t proportionately divide the emotion.  "The more we love," wrote J. R. Monroe in 1857, "the more we can love; the more we give, the more we have to give."  To share it with many and often doesn’t diminish its potency and staying power.  "If I love John today and Charley tomorrow," Lydia Todd defiantly asked in 1900, "I cannot see why I cannot love Joe the next day; or why I need love John or Charley the less because of my love for Joe."  

Moreover, varietistic Free Lovers argued that dualism undermines not only the "physical vitality" and health of the individual but that of society as well.  The negative impact on both is directly traceable to what one described as the "law that variation of stimulus is necessary to preserve the tone and health of any organ of sense, and that prolonged application of the same stimulus exhausts it."  Following Herbert Spencer's example, varietists drew on the evolutionary theories of Charles Darwin and concluded that variety breeds physical and mental stimulation while exclusiveness leads only to stagnation and decay.  “The whole process of evolution,” James Thierry put it in an 1893 edition of Lucifer,  “is based on free variety and our entire existence is but a struggle to avoid pain and attain happiness through experimental variation.”  Through variety, then, the individual’s pursuit of pleasure would ultimately lead to the regeneration of society. 
THE EXPERIENCE OF “LOVE IN FREEDOM”
Whether they advocated dualist “free unions” or the open ended plural relationships pursued by varietists, however, one of the most difficult problems the Free Lovers faced when they attempted to live their life of love in freedom was jealousy.  Viewing it as a cultural construct rather than a natural instinct, most believed that jealousy could be controlled if not completely vanquished from the human psyche.  The emotion of jealousy may have plagued mankind throughout history, they argued, but will have no place in its future because it, "like the nipples on a man's breast," argued on Free Lover, is "no longer beneficial in any way to the progress of evolution" and thus would soon be discarded.  Vilified as a character flaw, the Free Lovers viewed those possessed by jealousy, like "the drunkard, kleptomaniac, masturbator, or opium-eater," as objects worthy of derision as well as pity.    
The identification of jealousy as the central obstacle standing in the way of the realization of “love in freedom” is well and good, but how seamlessly was thought translated into practice when the Free Lovers broke free from the restraints of social convention?  


Even those dualistic relationships that are voluntarily and spontaneously created, they argued, are prone to the same difficulties and problems created by legal marriage.  As Lizzie Holmes insisted, “I have seen couples living together under what they called ‘free union’ who contrived to torment one another a little more exquisitely than any legally married couple I ever knew.”  Free unions, she concluded, foster a sense of jealousy and possessiveness that is even more odious and enslaving than that created by the legal restrictions of matrimony itself.  


Varietists were also taken to task for their inability to overcome their feelings of jealousy and possessiveness.  The American anarchist Josiah Warren argued, for example, that many who tried to live in accordance with the Free Love ideal endured troubled, miserable existences.  Of the twenty-five or so men and women he knew who tried to put their unorthodox sexual beliefs into practice, he wrote, "'two men shot themselves, one hung himself, one died in an insane asylum, another died of venereal disease, & another told me that he would sooner put an end to his life than live in that way.'"  Drawing on his own experiences as an active partisan in the ranks of sexual radicals throughout the nineteenth century, C. M. Overton concluded that many of those who went in search of alternatives to marriage and family life merely traded one form of unhappiness for another.  Even though they might have been able to successfully abandon older forms of emotional constraint, once they escaped from the straight-jacket of Victorian morality the sojourners into the new world of love encountered "the unlooked for but inherent ills of the new regime."   As Overton concluded at the end of his life, in their attempt to overcome jealousy, the Free Lovers “waged war on Nature, and were badly whipped.”  

Not all Free Lovers, however, delivered such pessimistic appraisals of their attempts to translate thought into practice.  Several testified that many of their colleagues successfully lived the life of love in freedom.  Oscar Rotter, for example, insisted that he knew of many Free Lovers—women as well as men—who had “completely freed themselves from [the] artificial, poisonous weed [of jealousy] within the human heart."  Others provided first-hand experiences of their attempts to vanquish jealousy.  One Free Lover from Nebraska wrote the editor of Lucifer that she and her husband "emphatically" believed in and practiced "variety in their sexual relations," and insisted that they saw "no more harm in having an exchange of partners in the sex relation, than in having variety in food, clothing, or friends."  Claiming that happiness could never be found if men and women are restricted to the "companionship" of only one person, she argued that she and her spouse shared their "pleasures, whatever they may be, with those who are dear to us, especially if those pleasures tend to increase the happiness of those mutually interested."   Sexual variety also appealed to the mill worker Rachel Campbell, who argued that she was able to love many at the same time.  "'With me it is A, B, and C,'" she declared.  "'I love them all.  I don't want to choose between them, and if God has a few hundred more such men, I pray to know them.  I have heart room enough for all.'"   Rather than lead to broken hearts and ruined lives, for many Free Lovers love in freedom created relationships characterized by "mutual esteem and confidence" as well as by "sincerity, harmony, affection and true good fellowship." 
CONCLUSION
For the dualist, an enduring relationship with one person who satisfied all of one’s emotional, physical and spiritual needs was the ideal.  In contrast, the varietist argued for the absolute right of the individual to pursue varied relationships with many.   While they were unclear on the structure of the ideal relationship, however, all Free Lovers were quite specific as to its content.  After men and women have been freed from the arbitrary and artificial laws, customs, and beliefs that regulate their private lives, natural relationships will emerge that will provide them with a degree of happiness and satisfaction seldom found by those tied together by the bonds of matrimony.  By eliminating feelings of ownership and possession, women and men will pursue their hearts’ desires and create spontaneous, equalitarian unions based on "tender affection, sex passion and mutual freedom."  

Moreover, the Free Lovers believed that the eradication of jealousy and possessiveness in private life would correspondingly inaugurate the “cooperative commonwealth,” the utopian future envisioned by socialists of all stripes at the end of the 19th century.   As Ada May Krecker put it in a 1912 article in Mother Earth, in the future, even though some will have many lovers while others will have only one, the result will be the same.  Love in freedom 
will become far more hospitable than now, more generalized, and perfectly purified of our primitive barbarous sense of proprietorship and jealousy.  These will seem intolerably poor, petty, unsocial, altogether out of tune with the spirit of the times which will call for an expansion of the heart to embrace all the world.  

Once the affections have been socialized in a new way, she continued, a “general camaraderie” between men and women will emerge that “will tend inevitably, involuntarily, spontaneously, to emphasize their intellectual and spiritual communion to the neglect of the carnal and to afford forever larger bases of regard and common meeting grounds for an ever swelling number of kindred spirits.”  As a result, the ties of affection associated with Victorian idealizations of the monogamous, nuclear family will be fully realized and extended to include all social relationships.  In this way, neatly melding duty and desire, the Free Lovers created a politics of Eros in which love in freedom—characterized by the conquest of jealousy and the creation of relationships based on intimacy and freedom, harmony and equality, friendship and erotic desire—would ensure the happiness of the individual and at the same time transform society.  In sum, in their millennial vision of the ideal future, which they often described as the “good time coming,” the Free Lovers linked the personal to the political by insisting that it would indeed be the result of a good time coming.
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