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ANARCHIST REVOLUTION AND
THE LIBERATION OF WOMEN

When the Republic came, many
people went to storm the prisons 10
free the prisoners, and I went, too.
There was some guy there shouting,
“‘Abajo la politica! [Down with
politics!] Abajo la Guardia Civil!
[Down with the Civil Guard!] . . . all
sorts of abajos.” And then he yelled,
“Viva la anarquia!"” [Long live
anarchy]. And I thought, “Aha, here
is an anarchist.” This was my first
encounter with an anarchist—and
he did not look like he was a terrible
person. He had a good face.

—Soledad Estorach

People would say to us, “Were you
children baptized?" and we would
say to them, "We weren't baptized.”
"How terrible, what girls! Such
beautiful children"—because we
were six handsome sisters ( I mean
from the standpoint of health) and
one brother—"being brought up
without God, vou are like dogs!"”
And we.would say, ''No, you are the
ones who are like dogs, that you
need a master.”

—Enriqueta Rovira

Domination in all its forms—whether exercised by governments, reli-
. . 2 - . . . 1. ]

gious institutions, or through economic relations—is for anarchists the

source of all social evil. While anarchism shares with many socialist

16

AIT
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ABBREVIATIONS

Asociacion Internacional de Trabajodores (International
Workingmen's Association), Anarchist International
Asociacion de Jovenes Antilascistas (Antifascist Youth As-
sociation), sponsored by the Communist Party

Asociacion de Mujeres Antilascistas (Antifascist Women's
Association)

Bloc Obrer i Camperol (Workers' and Peasants’ Bloc)
Consell de I'Escola Nova Unilicada (New Unified Educa-
tional Council)

Confederacion Nacional del Trabajo (National Con-
federation of Labor), anarcho-svndicalist trade union
federation

Federacion Anarquista Ibérica (Iberian Anarchist Federa-
tion)

Federacion Ibérica de Juventudes Libertarias (Iberian
Federation ol Libertarian Youth), anarchist youth organi-
zation

Juventudes Libertarias (Libertarian Youth), another name
for FIJL

Partido Comunista de Espana (Spanish Communist Party)
Partido Obrero de Unificacion Marxista (Workers' Party of
Marxist Unity), Trotskyist

Partido Socialista Obrero Espanol (Spanish Socialist
Workers' Party)

Partido Socialista Unificado de Cataluia (Catalan Unified
Socialist Party)

Solidaridad Internacional Antilascista (International
Antilascist Solidarity), anarchist-affiliated international
reliel organization

Union General de Trabajadores (General Workers' Union),
Socialist-affiliated trade union federation

Archivo Historico Nacional, Seccion Guerra Civil, Sala-
manca

Archivo Muncipal, Barcelona

Archivo, Ministerio .._.n Hacienda, Lérida

Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis,
Amsterdam, Archivo CNT
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18 Free Women of Spain

within the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist movement both to challenge
the movement to fulfill its promise 1o women and to empower women 10
claim their places within that movement and within the larger society.
At the same time that the founders were frustrated by the failure of the
movement to adequately incorporate women and issues ol concern 10
women, they nevertheless remained convinced that the movement pro-
vided the only context for achieving a true liberation of women.

Mv aim in this bouk is to make clear just what Mujeres Libres’ vision
was and to explore its relevance for contemporary feminists and social
change activists. But in order to do so, we must first locate it—as did the
women of Mujeres Libres themselves—in the context of anarcho-svn-
dicalist theory and practice. In this chapter, I examine the works of
Spanish anarchist writers and others in the “communalist anarchist”
tradition who provided the theoretical grounding of the Spanish anar-
cho-syndicalist movement. My aim is to highlight their approaches to
the understanding of women's subordination, their critiques of hier-
archy and domination, and their understanding of the process of fully
integrating a concern with the subordination of women into a theory of
radical social transformation. But I also wish to explore the ambiguities
evident in these analvses, the ways thai—despite the apparent
awareness al the core of anarchist theory that relations of domination
were manifold and complex—attention to the subordination of women
was repeatedly given lower priority than the oppression of male work-
ers. This contextualization ol Mujeres Libres’ program and activities
should lay the basis for a demonstration of the ways Mujeres Libres’
programs effectively addressed the weaknesses of anarcho-syndicalism
at the time and constituted both a critique and extension of Spanish
anarcho-syndicalist theory and practice. ,

I focus here on Spanish anarcho-syndicalist analyses of domination
and subordination, on the vision of an egalitarian society, and ‘on the
process of empowerment, specifically as related to the situation of
women. Exploration of these concerns on a theoretical level can then
serve as backdrop and counterpoint to the more historical analysis of
the roots of Mujeres Libres in the anarcho-syndicalist movement, which
1 undertake in chapter 2. In fact, for anarchists, theory and practice
were hardly distinguishable in this sense. The theoretical positions we
will be discussing in this chapter were developed in the context of
historical struggles, at the same time that they contributed to the
development of those struggles. I separate them here only for analytical
purposes.

Domination and Subordination

Anarchist visions arc politically, socially, and economically egalitarian.
Politicallv and sociallv, an anarchist sociely is a suciety without govern-

180 Free Women of Spain

United States, for example, many of the collective strategies the women
proposed to address the isolation and discrimination they experienced
as women were open only to other middle-class women like themselves.
They ignored the extent to which their programs relied on the con-
tinued exploitation of working-class women.3® Over time, feminism
came to be identified with the goal of access to, rather than fundamen-
1al restructuring of, existing hierarchies 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-ethnic identity, sexual orien-
tation, physical ability, ¢te. 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 1o 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 lile
that moves beyond both individualism and a narrow class or gender
analysis. Such a reconceptualization must recognize people not as
bearers ol interests, but as participants in a variety of communities that
contribute important components to their identity. When French so-
cialist women were forced 1o choose between “women” and " the work-
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that existing inequalities between men and women were largelv the
product of sucial 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 Maranon 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 ol denying opportunities to women:
“Woman'’s . . . presumed inferiority is purelv 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
compainero a ferocious tyrant."®

Spanish anarchists, like contemporarv 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 hald
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 poweér of th
few over the many.¥ b

On the other hand, the exercise of power by some disempowers
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-
chological limitations, social institutions and practices affect the way
everyone sees the world and her or his place in it.!! Anarchists argue
that to be always in a position of being acted upon and never to be
allowed to act is to be doomed 10 a state of dependence and resignation,
Those who are constantly ordered about and prevented from thinking
for themselves soon come to doubt their own capacities. Along with
contemporary feminists,'? anarchists insist that those who are defined
by others have great difficulty defining, or naming, themselves and their
experience and even more difficulty acting on that sense of self in
opposition to socictal norms, standards, and expectations.'?

Anarchists, therefore, oppuse permanent structures of authority in
which particular people seem to find their “calling,” arguing that au-
thority relations in societv vught 10 be more fluid: “‘People are free.
They work freely, change [reely, contract freely.’ "4
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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 10
transform society. A movement must incorporate many such collec-
tivities under a larger umbrella that respects the differences among
them, values the particular contributions cach 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 communitics. |
will end by locusing 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.”3¢ 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—benelit those already
in power and prevent others from recognizing their differing needs, let
alone articulating and struggling for them in the political arcna.??
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’ partics; Spanish anarchists added
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i i and of
f the variety of ways people can contribute 1o the .q..w—n_u_ %:M\._-M.E. g
,.u:n benefits to the society of the _:noao«w.:o:—_o—wf_. Mnn._q__, Mq»n:nn. -+
the working out of this vision, whether in "_‘“ﬂna Aol oo
related to sexual differences was much Bo_n._n i : in_._ Slwigiaiatd
feminists and minority activists have made =_ it Do
| s obvious how 10 ensure respect m:..n_ equality g s
”o,““.w..c::.nm. Many supposedly egalitarian mcn_w___.c_.“mumwcﬂnm_ i
differences between men and women, for nxma%cm_w:m e e
were irrelevant to politics, thus effectively repro
! g I isi we exam-
:c.m_—.w limits of the Spanish n:n_i.:w_ vision Unnom_m“h“chwn:mnw:o:.
ine their understandings of the basic no:u:_cn::,n s ol
Most Spanish anarchist writers located econom D et cegint.
center of their vision, insisting that the vmw_n “_:.M.ncwoamn gt
zation must be economic, rather :._na vo__:mm_._. e i e 1
must be as nonhierarchical as possible, with re %._"._ et o b
muneration that people receive wﬁnrh._u hwmrm_.ﬂ,_.ovnn_z Bgondhi
&:M.mﬂn_,.. ”ﬂhﬁuhwnﬂm%.ﬂnm _an:“”o: collectivism (to cunraﬂnnhmm%ﬂmrﬁ
MM”:.E.E.EE and communism (to ..uun_._ wnno_.n_n_“__m ,hmm:anmun_w:n_ ol
less, all agreed that relative nn:.m_:.,. of :”...w: i T
functioning of a just society. ._”_:m was ﬂo 0 ol o o
St g b iy 7 _".._no”.c“”oﬂﬂwm_.uzco and it is virtually
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i i its rather than throu
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Ennm._w_:_ o:.__“_.hm.”.-ﬁwsn”ﬁ. ._..n_.».”ﬂ“._ﬂ“.n_mc:un efficiently 10 vw.osmw services
_—unw <%cc_:¢,w<_.wr%:_ the intervention of some higher wc_rcq:..... sl in a
Phis | focus on economic structures, however, particularly
._.._.:v nn_.._..:w terized by a sharp sexual division of labor, raised wn_,.o:m
o m—q»n omen. How would women be involved? Would a _..n_,”_
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w_”: n%c.”u.“_. mwﬁw_ﬂm...qmwu.nm:c: effectively belied the anarchist insistence
ther
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ment could only be enriched by incorporating

Mujeres Libres demanded of its me
fully capable social beings and act accordingly. Its programs of educa-
tion, consciousness-raising, and apprenticeship provided opportunitics
for women 1o educate themselves and 1o develop skills in organizing,
public speaking, and building self-esteem—skills they would need to act
clfectively in mixed-sex organizations. Female solidarity as a contexi
for changing consciousness was essential o the capacitacion for which
they aimed. The separation Mujeres Libres insisted on was stralegic
and lemporary—necessary only until sufficient numbers of women had
developed the requisite skills and sclf-conlidence that they could then
rely on their numbers and the force of their arguments and personalities
to influence the mainstream organizations from within. Until then,
Mujeres Libres would stand as a kind of direct-action reminder of the
significance of gender to the movement.

mbers that they see themselves as

From “Difference” to "“Diversity”

This review of Mujeres Libres’ analysis and experience returns us 1o
an earlier question: What difference should differences make? Neither
Mujeres Libres nor contemporary leminist theorists have articulated a
methodology for distinguishing between those differences which are
temporary, socially constructed manifestations of women's social and
political subordination and those particularities which, although they
might now be rooted in relations of domination, are worth valuing and
retaining in a future society, cither as special characteristics of women
or as characteristics of both men and women. The carly feminist tend-
ency to deny the signilicance of differences has, in fact, been replaced
more recently by a countertendency to emphasize them, although femi-
nists have never agreed on what those dilferences might be.

A number of significant common themes emerge from conlemporary
feminist efforts 1o deal with differences. Feminists inspired by the work
of Michel Foucault and literary deconstructionists have [ocused on
patterns of cultural dominance and subordination, as well as the resisi-
ance expressed in “submerged discourses.” They suggest that we need
to attend not only (o dilferences between women and men, but also (o
different orientations 1o life and politics that are captured under the
rubric of gender and then ascribed differentially 10 women and men 30
Others focus on the particular life and social circumstances of women
(or members of the working class) that generate different orientations to
politics and social life 3 g4j) others have adopted methodologies focus-
ing on the development (or blocks to development) of subnational col-
lective or communal identities, which may generage cultural and
political perspectives different frony the dominant norm,32
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