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United States? Although Mujeres Libres' explicit focus vis-a-vis other
leftist movements was gender, its experience offers us the model of an
independent, but nonseparatist, strategy for dealing with diversity.

Specifically, beyond a focus on empowerment and on the incorpora-
tion of differences, the history of Mujeres Libres points to the impor-
tance of a community of orientation in the process of consciousness-
change. Feminists and socialists, as well as anarchists, have argued that
truly meaningful political participation can take place only within a
more or less cgalitarian, mutually respectful political community. But
the question remains, What kind of community meets those criteria?
Mujeres Libres identified itsell not with other women's organizations,
but with the libertarian movement.

Feminists, workers, and people of color have argued repeatedly in the
contemporary context that we need subcommunities of people like
ourselves in order to feel validated and valuable in our specificity .S
Mujeres Libres insisted that however important and necessary these
subcommunities might be, they are, in the end, insuflicient and partial.
No one group by itsell can provide the sole basis for a movement (o
transform society. A movement must incorporate many such collec-
tivities under a larger umbrella that respects the differences among
them, values the particular contributions each group has to offer to the
whole, and can take advantage of the power that comes from united
action. Concepts of difference and diversity can provide us with new
ways of thinking about the constitution of empowering communities. |
will end by focusing on two related aspects of Mujeres Libres' legacy:
the challenge to the gendered and class-biased construction of “the
political” and the beginnings of a conceptualization of a politics of
diversity.

Critics of liberal democratic polities point to the class bias built into
the structure and very conceptualization of politics. As E. E. Schatt-
schneider once put it, “The flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the
heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent.”?¢ Poor and
working-class people are disproportionately underrepresented among

those who participate in politics, and they are fundamentally disadvan-
taged in the outcomes. As generations of critics have noted, the “rules of
the game" of liberal democracy—the emphasis on isolated individuals
with independently constructed interest proliles—benefit those already
in power and prevent others from recognizing their differing needs, let
alone articulating and struggling for them in the political arena.??
Politics, as both Marxists and anarchists insist, is not simply about the
distribution of positions in a “political opportunity structure.” It is
about the structuring of power in the society as a whole. Thus Marxists
and, more especially, anarchists have insisted on the practice of wide-
spread popular participation in a variety of forums. Marxists focused
primarily on unions and workers’ parties; Spanish anarchists added
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that existing inequalities between men and women were largelv the
product of social conditioning and male power. As early as 1903, for
example, José Prat argued that “women’s ‘backwardness’ is a con-
sequence of the way she has been, and still is, treated. ‘Nature’ has
nothing to do with this. . . . If woman is backward, it is because in all
times man has kept her inferior, depriving her of all those rights which
he was gradually winning for himsell."” Gregorio Marafion and Mar-
iano Gallardo, while acknowledging that there were significant sexual
differences between women and men, argued that societal gender in-
equalities were the result of denying opportunities to women:
“Woman'’s . . . presumed inferiority is purely artificial, the inevitable
consequence of a civilization which, by educating men and women
separately and distinctly, makes of the woman a slave and of her
companero a ferocious tvrant."

Spanish anarchists, like contemporary feminists, argued that the
exercise of power in any institutionalized form—whether economic,
political, religious, or sexual—brutalizes both the wielder of power and
the one over whom it is exercised. On the one hand, those who huld
power tend only to develop an ever-increasing desire to maintain it.
Governments, for example, may claim to represent a “‘common inter-
est” or “general will.” But this claim is false and masks the state’s role
in preserving and maintaining the economic and political powér of the
few over the many.¥ .

On the other hand, the exercise of power by some n__mn:..ﬂoin_.m
others.'® Those in positions of relative dominance tend to define the
very characters of those subordinate to them. Through a combination of
physical intimidation, economic domination and dependency, and psy-
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 that economic equality must be at the root of a society based in
ity and mutuality, however, is insufficient to define what the
tructure and organization of that society might look like. For
\alist anarchists, society was best conceived as a series of volun-
ociations that, while recognizing individual autonomy, could
vide for the overall coordination essential to freedom and jus-
ial order was to be achieved through the voluntary cooperation
y based, decentralized units rather than through formal po-
tructures. They pointed to railways, international postal ser-
\d other forms of communication as models of networks, set up
wtary agreement, that functioned efficiently to provide services
¢ without the intervention of some higher authority.2!

entral focus on economic structures, however, particularly in a
-haracterized by a sharp sexual division of labor, raised serious
s for women. How would women be involved? Would a new
challenge and overcome the sexual division of labor? Or would
that division in place and strive to achieve a kind of “separate
al’ status for women? An emphasis on economic structures as
of social organization effectively belied the anarchist insistence
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tal restructuring of, existing hicrarchies of privilege.

In the contemporary United States, protest groups have argued that
prevailing conceptions of politics are biased not only along class and
gender lines but also along lines of racial-cthnic identity, sexual orien-
tation, physical ability, ctc. The “universal citizen” of liberal demo-
cratic theory is not only an upper-class male, but also a white, able-
bodied, heterosexual family head.#© In treating all people as mere
bearers of interests, liberal democratic individualism masks structures
of power and, in particular, relations of domination and subordination
that affect people (and structure their “interests’) as members of subna-
tional collectivities.

At the same time, the individualist paradigm provides little or no

place for the conscious articulation of interests and perspectives deriv-
ing from differing cultural, ethnic, religious, or gender backgrounds.
That paradigm treats these either as generating different "interests”
around which individuals may gather or, more commonly, as occasions
for oppression or discrimination, on the basis of which members of
particular groups are denied equal access to social goods. But being a
part of a collectivity is not simply a matter of experiencing oppression
as a member of that collectivity. To say that blacks, women, gays, Jews,
Muslims, or the disabled are discriminated against (or disadvantaged)
in a system that takes the normative citizen to be a white, Christian,
heterosexual, able-bodicd male should not deny that there are positive
characteristics and values that members of those groups have de-
veloped—even if they have developed them partly in response to their
oppression. Liberal individualism would “wash out™ all those dif-
ferences in the name of universal citizenship. Marxist socialism would
wash out all but thuse based on class in the name of the workers’
revolution. Similarly, some radical feminists would wash out all but
those based on gender, in the name of “sisterhood.” But those who are
now finding strength in their identities as members of one or more of
these collectivities are rightly unwilling to abandon them as the price of
fully inclusive citizenship.

The challenge is 10 develop a conception of politics and political life
that moves beyond both individualism and a narrow class or gender
analysis. Such a reconceptualization must recognize people not as
bearers of interests, but as participants in a variety of communities that
contribute important components to their identity. When French so-
cialist women were forced 10 choose between “women’ and ““the work-





