


country and lauded the free-enterprise system,
Kelly was an anti-government and anti-capital-
ist individualist anarchist who attacked the
state and castigated its support of capitalism.

Although Dr. Kelly surely merits much
historical research, there is still a pronounced
paucity of studies of her life and work. Ata
time today when so many overlooked females
are finally receiving long overdue attention,
Kelly remains a scarcely investigated, poorly
understood figure. Why don’t today’s histori-
ans write about this unique woman? Part of
the answer stems from the scarcity of primary
sources. She left few papers, but the real prob-
lem is more complex. Kelly’s poorly under-
stood individualist anarchist worldview is
radically different than the perspectives of
many of her Irish female contemporaries.
Consequently, many researchers do not know
how to approach this unique figure. Kelly
defies easy characterization and remains truly
sui generis, making biographical work about
her especially challenging,.

Today, anarchism has largely been relegat-
ed to the dust bin of history, but in Kelly’s
youth anarchism was an extremely popular
ideology that seemed to offer an alternative to
capitalist society. For Irish women like Kelly, it
also offered a critique of the imperialism that
was suffocating Ireland. I suspect that few his-
torians working in the field of Irish-American
studies are well versed in anarchist philosophy,
another factor in perpetuating the lack of
research on Dr. Kelly.

Making writing about Kelly even more
demanding are the many seemingly contradic-
tory views she held on political, economic, and
social questions. In her article, “Dr. Gertrude
B. Kelly: A Forgotten Feminist,” Wendy
McElroy summarizes the paradoxes in Dr.
Kelly’s worldview that make her a complex,
seemingly contradictory figure:

A labor radical who was deeply
skeptical of unions, a medical doctor
who opposed state licensing of medicine,

a staunch anti-statist who broke with

the most prominent individualist anar-

chists of her day, an ardent feminist
who denied that there were “women's

rights” as distinct from “human rights.”
(McElroy, “Gertrude B. Kelly”)

Kelly’s seemingly paradoxical and contra-
dictory juxtapositions come into focus,
though, in the light of her Irish birth and
anarchist beliefs. Individual anarchists, like
Kelly, were a group of anti-authoritarian radi-
cals who regarded total individual autonomy
and free labor as the answer to the social and
economic problems of the day. Kelly believed
that overthrowing power structures and maxi-
mizing individual autonomy and responsibil-
ity would create a truly free society, which
would evolve organically once society had lig-
uidated the oppressive state. Because individ-
ualist anarchists regarded labor as the source
of value and exchanges of unequal values to
be exploitative, they may be regarded as a
part of the broader socialist movement.
Kelly’s views not only were highly uncom-
mon and radical, but they also placed her in
direct conflict with the establishment: the
church, the state, and the capitalist order.

SHAPING KELLY'S PERSPECTIVES

In Kelly’s eyes, Ireland was victim of both
capitalism and the British state. Although
she left Ireland at age eleven, the experiences
and opinions of her parents profoundly
shaped Kelly’s perspectives She was born into
a family of Irish nationalist educators in
1862 in Carrick-on-Suir, Co. Tipperary (Co.
Waterford identifies Kelly as being born in
the same year but in Ballyneale, across the
border from Tipperary). Her father was a
schoolmaster apparently forced out of his job
for his Fenian sympathies. He left Ireland in
1868, five years before Gertrude would join
him in New Jersey in 1873. He would
become a high school principal, but he and
the whole family remained passionately
devoted to Irish affairs.

Her older brother, John, played a huge
role in shaping her anarchist worldview. Kelly
was one of twelve children, but little is known
about any of her other siblings except for John
who had a profound influence on her attitudes
towards Ireland and anarchism. John graduat-
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that united believers in physical force, agrarian
agitation, and constitutional nationalism to aid
the suffering Irish tenant farmer and demand
Irish Home Rule from England. Parnell and
Davitt were also members of the Irish National
Land League. In support of that initiative
Fanny and Anna Parnell founded the Ladies
Land League in America in 1880 with branch-
es in Hoboken, Jersey City, Newark, and
Patterson. Young Gertrude Kelly became an
active member of the League and a vocal sup-
porter of a No-Rent Manifesto published by
the National Land League in 1881. Kelly’s
understanding of individualistic anarchist phi-
losophy was strengthened by the columns of
“Honorius” in the frish World, an organ of the
Irish No-Rent movement. Honorius was, in
fact, a pseudonym for the American natural-
rights advocate Henry Appleton, who contrib-
uted frequently to the early issues of Liberzy,
both under his own name and under the pen
name of “X.”(McElroy, “Gertude B. Kelly”)

PROLIFIC WRITER AND FEMINIST

Anger at how British imperialist government
had subverted its proper role in Ireland shaped
Kelly’s anti-authoritarian worldview. Kelly was
not only a dedicated Irish-Nationalist, but she
was also a prolific writer and insightful social
and political commentator. In articles pub-
lished in the individualist periodical Liberzy
and the Irish World she expressed her indigna-
tion and abhorrence at the lack of fairness
empathy or sense of humanity inherent in the
attitude of the ruling elite towards the poor of
Ireland. She contributed a number of other
well-received articles for Liberty whose founder
and editor, Benjamin Tucker, said of her
“Gertrude B. Kelly...by her articles in Liberzy,
has placed herself at a single bound among the
finest writers of this or any other country.”
(McElroy, “Gertrude B. Kelly”) Kelly, however,
would later break with Tucker and cease writ-
ing for Liberty, a sign of her fiery indepen-
dence.

Kelly was more than a mere analyst of
Irish anti-imperialism. She was also an avant-
guard feminist who understood the struggles
that women faced, especially poor women,

with whom the doctor had a lifelong affinity
and her articles for Liberty reflect a keen
understanding of the special problems females
faced.

In one of her articles for Liberty she devel-
oped a highly controversial argument about
prostitution. Instead of seeing prostitutes as
“fallen women,” Kelly saw them as economic
victims. Her first article in Liberty, “The Root
of Prostitution,” claimed that women’s inabili-
ty to earn enough money through respectable
forms of labor was the root cause of sex work.
She wrote:

We find all sorts of schemes for mak-
ing men moral and women religious,
but no scheme which proposes to give
woman the fruits of her labor.

In her writing, she railed against men forc-
ing women to conform to paternalistic codes
of behavior.

Men. .. have always denied to women

the opportunity to think; and, if some

women have had courage enough to dare
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Fanny (Frances) Parnell
was born in Co.
Wicklow in 1848 and
was a founder of the
Ladies Land League in
the United States. This
was an American branch
of the Ladlies Land
League in Ireland which
provided support and an
alternative
administration group for
the Irish National Land
League. Gertrude Kelly
became a vocal and
active member of the
American organization.
Courtesy of History
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