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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
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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

178 Free Women of Spain

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



"ANISIAIP UBLUNY JO—|3A3] |ED112103Y) € UO |SEI| |E—SSIUIIEME UE PIE
-12ua8 aa1193ds1ad s1y] "SIOUDII)JIP J|eWI)-I[EW SSAIPPE O] SISIYdIeue
ystueds 10} 1x21u00 [enuatod e papraosd ‘11 SIYSLINOU TeY) 1X21UOD [BU
“NWILWOD 3Y) pue 'JANEINIUL |ENPIAIPUI PUB AlI[ENPIAIPUL UO SNDOJ 3y |,
g1 YSHINOY 0) 3|qe 3q AANEIIUL [ENPIAIPUI P[NOM PUR 1S3][N)
ay1 01 dojaaap 01 2a1) aq 2u0AIaAd pinom ‘ada|ialad [enxas 1o ‘|esnijod
‘SSE[D JIWOU0I3 JO SIIYDIRIIIY JO PIOAIP 'AIDID0S uelIRIEEd A|N) B Ul
K|uQ 4, 21q1ssod st 2j1] OU 'UOIIBIDOSSE INOYIIAY,, :, PIB [ENINW,  AQ ING
‘|eataans 1o) a133na1s onisiuodeiue ue Aq 1ou pare|ndal sem aji| [e1d0S
1ey) wiepd s unjiodosy o1 sjeadde yuanbaua) apew Aay] ¢,,,'SINOA 01 2|qE
-5uadsipul OS[E §1 AJUIISIXI AW INQG ‘IIUIISIXD INOA INOYIIM 1SIXD ) UOp
[ 3SNEJD[ 'NOA 2qQ SAEM|E UED NOA 1BY] OS ‘3 3q 01 UISBaD 1342 INOY1IM
INQ ‘NOA 10 [ PUY "' ° "YIIE] AW pUE [ !YINI) AW pue |, AJUNWWOD
pue Aljenpiaipul jo diysuoneas ayi 3uiqridsap 's104m (saiqi sasalnpy
Ul 2A1108 OS|B SEM OUM JaYdea) B) [a3uRldD) Je|id SY "ANUMUL0I 1j3noaly)
PUD L) AJUO PIADIYDE 3Q UEBD AJIAIIEAID JO PUR AlI[ENPIAIPUL JO UOISS21d X2
1$3[|n) ay) nonpodd |BID0S B Aj[RIUSWEPUN] SEM WOP3AL] WAyl 104
"UOTIIPERI} ISIYDIRUR-ISYDLUNILOD 3] Ul PAIOOT A[ULIl| 319m SISIYdIeu.
ystueds 194 ¢,'ulog ate suewiny ||e ysiym o1, siydu  d1seq ay jo auo
st |enuajod |enpialput §3u0 jo Juawdo[aAap 231) ay1 ‘Funum 1siydseue
1sow jo 19ua) awd e st KA1ud1a1aa0s |enplalpu],, ‘uoniped siydseue
ysiueds ay) jo ssiwaid di1seq B Sem ‘'A113q1| [BNPIAIPUL 1O ‘WOP3alg
“uawtamodwa pue a3ueyd-s52USNOIISUND JO §53201d 3y pue ‘A131d
-0s uellei|eds ue jo UOISIA 3Y) ‘WOP3al] Jo aInjeu [e1d0s ay) :ddueyd

|B190s uelIRIIOYINEBUOU JO 3o110ead pue A10ayl ay) jo wawdojaaap Yl

01 UDHINQLNIUOD $31qIT Sa1a(N A|1e3] 150W 238 [[1M am Ydiym ydnoaifl
pue saiqi7 satalnpy 10j aouedstjiudis Jenonted jo aq 01 a1am 1BY)
UO1IN[0AL JO AI03Y) 1SIYdIRUE Y1 Jo s1dadse asoyr 13t ydy im | AN
-lenbaui jenxas 10 '[eanjod ‘[e120s 10) paau ay Bunelaqo sny; ‘fenuajod
1IN} 12y 1O SIY 3A31YdR 01 3uoAldA3 1amodwa 01 asodoid Aay) ‘uoneu
-1wop pue Ayaselaiy jo ade|d uf ‘wsijeiapa) pue ‘A1do4didal ‘wsieninw
13)j0 sisiyoseue ‘uoneziuedio jo siseq e se Aljenbaut jo aseyd uf
3wy 1240
J12s11 areniadiad 01 A13100s € 10j 3|qissod 11 IjEW 1BY) UOIIBZI|BID0S PUE
uoNeINPa JO SWAlsAs 3ul0duo asoy) 0) Pue ‘SUOIIB|II I[BLUIJ-I[BLL PUE
Al1|ENXas 01 'UOIBUIPI00) 10) SWwsIueydaw 0] ‘sdiysuotiefal d1wouod? ol
uonualie asnbas pue 1X31U0d [BUNWIWOD B Ul A[WIY S[ENPIAIPUL 31820]
SUOISIA YONG 'ISUIS 1SIPROIQ 3Y) ul Altjenba pue wopaal) yioq Apbqu?
1241 4121008 3Z1ue310 01 SABM 2A11BUIII|B 2qLIISIP SISIydieue ‘asuodsal
U] *3J1] [B190S 10] AIBSSIIIU AIE (W|BII [ENXIS 10 ‘d1wouodd ‘[edntjod ayl
Ul 13419y M) UOHBUIPIOGNS PUB UOIHIBUILIOP ‘SAINIONIIS [BIIYdIedly JO
$133]J aanedau ay) J1dsap ‘1ey) pandie sy ‘9SIN0D JO 'S1S1I0IY) AUBW

Anjenby pue Ljjunwwo)

12 HIWOM O HONID4IQIT 21{) PUD LONNIOAIY ISIYI4DUY

ay) ur sontjod snedowap Liojeddnied pue ISiUILD) Aresodwduod
01 21NQLIUOD Y31 1BY) $21q1] Sasa(npy WOI) MEIP M UED SUOSSI| 1BYM

£2]1]]0d JO uoj1dadouo) MaN € piemo]

‘K1ap0s uerennjeda £|nn e jo saniqssod ayy
J0 “A|1e12ua8 210w ‘pue dimeu uewny jo adues dy) Jo os|e 1nq ‘sanijiqed
-B2 113Y) PUB UdWOM |0 A[UO 10U ‘SUOISIA Pauljap-dJBW O SSaUdAlIEW
-10u ay) paduajjeyd aaey pinom sauried euoneziuedio jenba £)n)
€ SE JUIWDAOW UBLIBLIAGI 1|1 01Ul sa1qi] sasalnpy jo uonelodiooul
Y1 'UOIISE 19311 JO ULIOJ B SeM ‘UdY) ‘20udISIXd K124 $21Q1T sasalnpy
*SI1ISLIAIITIRYD PIN|EA [0 138 JUAIJJIP © Yiim uoneziuedio
1ayioue Judwasow eyl ojul Melodiodur 0) sem ‘Buindae oq o) pawdas
£ay) ‘siudwasow 1SI|EdIPULS-OYdIBUE pUE ISIYIIEUR DY) JO SuLIoU
pautjap-afew a1 umuad-op 01 yoeoadde duQ ‘smiers Jreaedos e uo
asuaisisur st up Jundwdne sem saaqry sadalnpy 1BYM pueisiopun 0) Aem
U0 0S| S1 1] ' 2818] 18 A121208 DY) UIYIIM pUE JUIWIAOUL § UDUWIOM D)
uryim uoissasddo SSe|D pue WSIXSO121IY ‘WSIIEL JUOLJUOD 0] SISIUNUI)
10) S110 pue ‘aK1] uA|eW ‘YarY duudLpy ‘apao aapny Aq sjes
ay) sarpaapun aandadsaad e yang (,,|esaaatun  se Jjasit yuasaad Keur i
12ADMOL) WLIOU AT NI U0 1O S2IUMIIJIP JO uey) Dy ‘A1IsIdAIp
10 SULId Ul (JUAWAAOW 10) £191508 B dZ1jendadund 01 uiBaq pue waisis
anjea jueutuwiop ay) jo Fupjues jesydaeidng Y dFud|jeyd isnuw o
PAIRLS A]IPIM DIOW DIIM SIISLID)
-3BIRYD ASOY] JO AUBW JI JJ0 19110q 2q PINom djoym e st £12100s 1ey)
1sisur £ay) ‘awn awes ay) 1y sy1Buons aenonaed 11ay) anjea 0) UdWOM
adun j|e ,,'s3210a 1UALA)JIP,, S,udwom Furiedy uo 1s1sul oym Kep umo
ANO 0 SOY) PUER ‘JudwdAowW (siydieue ay ut | aandadsiad s uowom
e jo ssuepodwt oy paunijje oym saiqi saaalnpy ur asoy ) g¢'wiou
pauyap A|jesryaseldny suios 01 Suipioade way) Supjuel inoyiim 3ulaq
0 sAea 12unIsSIp sajeprea pue saziudodor yorym ‘A11saaalp jo sontjod e
YIIM ‘WLIOU DUO 0] DATIE|AL PAULIP DIE [[B YIIYM Ul ‘2duaId)jip Jo sontjod
e ase|dos pynom 11 ‘sannuapt (s,ajdoad jje jo pue) s udwom jo 1a1dereyd
patoke|n|nu ay) susije 11 dw) dwes ay) 1y "dnoad djuyia-|rIded 10 ssepd
JI2Y) Y11m L1LIEPIOS PUR UMUOM Y10 Y1IM K1LIEPI[OS UDIMIIQ 1UOLJU0D
0] pey aaey udwom [ednijod Kuew 0s 3DIOYI Y SISNJAL I0J2IY)
11 "2uo 1snf 10U ‘S31IANDI]|0D JO AIILIBA B UIYIIM DPIIBIO| I8 UIWOM
“1sow jou i ‘Kueur 1ey) SuizinBoddd d|1m ‘SINTATIII|0D UIIIM UIWIOM
funeso| uo sisisul 1] ‘saanaadsiad jo L)driea e ajepiea pue wirep
0] Wool dew pue suolnnsul pue ‘suipueisiapun ‘suoiiulap jueu
-ILOP Y1 IDIUI-AP 1SN IM 1Y) BUNSISul  Is10,, Se (19310M 10 “10[0D
10 uosiad 10) uRWIOM |0 UOHOU JY) 1931 aandadsad e Yong “ddudad)Ip
uo aandadsiad Suifiowa ue jo uawdoaaap oy 01 Bunngrnuod way)
295 ued am “quednpiudis aae sdnoad asay) Juowe sUOIBLIBA J3Y) d[IYyMm

LLl HOISNINO))




Free Women of Spain
22

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
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Phis | focus on economic structures, however, particularly
._.._.:v nn_.._..:w terized by a sharp sexual division of labor, raised wn_,.o:m
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w_”: n%c.”u.“_. mwﬁw_ﬂm...qmwu.nm:c: effectively belied the anarchist insistence
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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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24 Free Women of Spain

making body would be composed of “‘everyone who works.” The only
ones exempted from this requirement would be the young, the sick, and
the aged.?’ This resolution, of course, based social and political rights
on economic productivity, even in the “free commune.”

As we will see in the next chapier, to the extent that there was any
resolution of questions of organizational structure and vision, it was
achieved through the practice of the anarcho-syndicalist movement,

rather than through theoretical debates in the press. It is important to.

note here that the Spanish movement differed from most other Euro-
pean working-class movements of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries in the place it accorded to activities and organizations
that were not strictly union-based. The differences between the Spanish
and other movements took on particular significance in the context of
discussions about “woman's place.”'2¢ ’
Significantly, neither Montseny's nor Puente's discussion of the free
commune mentioned women—or, for that matter, unemploved men. As
for the latter, we might well be meant to assume that, in a properly
ordered society, there would be no unemployment—except of those who
refuse to work—and that refusal to participate in the common business
would justify deprivation of political rights. Nevertheless, the position
of women was much less clear, since these writers did not state whether
both men and women would work (they make no mention of arrange-
ments for child-care or child-rearing); whether they would count
women's domestic work as work (but, then, would there be a “‘union” to

certify that women are working properly in their homes?); or whether

they simply did not expect to recognize women with small children as
full citizens. While Puente seemed to assume that all women would be
workers, Mella addressed women as wives and daughters, rather than
as workers: ““Workers: your obligation is to throw yourselves into the
struggle. Your wives will go with you, as they are no less slaves of the
brutality of the bourgeoisie.”?” Maranén argued that motherhood was
incompatible with work (since motherhood was, or at least should be, a
full-time occupation if done properly). Nevertheless, he argued that
work was important for nonmothers, whom he seemed to treat as a
special, even possibly abnormal, class of women .28

Sexuality and the Subordination of Women

In fact, the lack of agreement on these issues is evidence of a divergence
among anarchist writers not only about the place of women within
working-class organizations, but also about the nature of women’s sub-
ordination and of what would be necessary 1o overcome it. Mary Nash
has suggested that two differing streams of thought about the nature of
male-female relationships developed among Spanish anarchists during
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although most of the leadership of Mujeres Libres continued to be
active in other organizations of the libertarian movement, their influ-
ence was relatively limited. As long as Mujeres Libres was denied
organizationul access to ongoing discussions and policy debates (a lim-
itation it attempted to overcome through its claim for autonomous
incorporation into the movement in October 1938), the libertarian
movement never fully incorporated women or issues of concern to
women into its agenda. In fact, the FIJL's decision 1o create a Women's
Burcau illustrates the widespread perception that women were not
adequately engaged in the movement as a whole. As it was, independent
women's voices were marginalized. Autonomy allowed Mujeres Libres
1o continue its work with women virtually unconstrained except finan-
cially, but it did not necessarily help the organization 1o make its case
effectively with men.

Mujeres Libres' claim 1o organizational autonomy was based both on
its understanding of the gender dynamics of intraorganizational rela-
tions and on its views of women’s “dilference” from men. In its argu-
ment that women were triply oppressed by ignorance, by capitalism,
and as women, we can find an attempt to articulate a perspective on the
workings of institutional oppression. Mujeres Libres drew from its anal-
ysis the lesson that these forms of institutional oppression were prob-
lems not just fur women, but for all workers. Consequently, overcoming
the subordination of women—whether in the home, at the workplace, or
in the larger culture—was essential to the well-being of all workers, men
as well as women. Therefore, Mujeres Libres argued, the appropriate
response of working-class organizations (c.g., the CNT and FAI) to dif-
[erences between men and women based in institutional oppression was
to struggle to eliminate them.

Nevertheless, many of Mujeres Libres' writings and programs seemed
to assume that at least some of the differences between men and women
were not based solely in oppression. These differences also represented

values that ought to be retained in the new socicty. A number of articles
in Mujeres Libres, for example, scem almost to foreshadow Carol
Gilligan's call for listening to that “different voice’ often associated
with women. We read in an editorial celebrating the founding of the
National Federation of Mujeres Libres in August 1937:

In identifying its goals with the CNT and the FAI, |Mujeres Libres) has
gathered the most genuinely Spanish and the most authentically revolu-
tionary and cnriched it with the best of its own specilically feminine
characteristics. Mujeres Libres desires that the new sucial structure not
be afflicted by that same unilateral quality that has been the undving of
the world to date. Mujeres Libres desires that in the new Society, the two
angles of vision—masculine and feminine— will converge—that they will
* provide the equilibrium necessary on which 1o pour the foundations of
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26 Free Women of Spain

that the abolition of private property will lead to free love and the
emancipation of women: “Only the reign of libertarian communism can
provide a humane solution to the problem of women's emancipation.
With the destruction of private property, this hypocritical morality will
fall by the wayside, and we will be free. . .. We will experience love
with the complete freedom of our appetites, respecting all the various
forms of amorous and sexual life.""3?

For many anarchist writers and activists, a reorganization of sexual
and family life and a reconstitution of women’s roles were essential
components of the revolutionary vision. In this attention to the “pri-
vate” relations of family and sexuality, Spanish anarchists shared much
both with nineteenth-century utopian socialists and with contemporary

“feminists.?? But there was more than one way 1o apply an-anti-
authoritarian analysis o sexual and familial relations. What was' to be

the structure and nature of families and familv relations in a new"

anarchist society? And how was woman's social participation to relate
to her [amilial or reproductive roles? Was the unquestioned authoritv of
the husband/father in the family to be preserved, as Proudhon and his
followers advocated, or was that authority, too, to be abolished and
replaced with voluniary egalitarian relationships? Sume Spanish anar-
chists apparently agreed with Proudhon; others advocated asceticism,
opposed the use of alcohol and tobacco, and advocated monogamy or
sexual chastity. The majority of writers who addressed this topic in the
early vears of the twentieth century, however, advocated gender equal-
ity and [ree love. This last group insisted that true freedom meant the
full expression and development of all human capacities, including the
sexual. To them, prevailing social ideals of chastity, monogamy, and

. fidelity reflected a legacy of Christian repression and would be replaced
in an ideal anarchist society by free love and egalitarian family struc-
Lures.

This latter position gained strength and legitimacy during the 1920s
and 1930s, particularly as the works of Sigmund Freud, Havelock Ellis,
and other sexologists began 1o be known. By the 1930s, Spanish anar-
chists—writing in such journals of cultural criticism as La Revista
Blanca and Estudios**—were combining Freudian psvchology, neo-
malthusian rhetoric, and doctrines of free love to develop a broad
picture of the importance of sexuality and sexual emancipation 1o
human development and, ultimately, 10 social revolution.

A plethora of contributors 1o Estudios during the 1930s argued for a
new sexual ethics, one based on the positive value of sexuality and
opposition to the double standard of sexual moralitv for men and
women. These writers ridiculed anarchists who advocated chastity and
the repressing of sexual urges. Thev insisted, 10 the contrary, that
enforced abstinence led not only to the classic double standard (result.
ing in prostitution and the oppression of women) but also to stunted
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“disorderly” and their characters and actions devalued. This labeling
seems to have been the consequence of a number of factors. First, it
suggests a denial of the legitimacy of organizations structured dil-
ferently [rom the norm: the truly political is the formally structured;
lemporary organization is not deserving of that title. Second, it may
also reflect an attempt 10 undermine and devalue those activities by
women that challenge male dominance.2e

One way this latter process is elfected is through the use of sexuality
to label and undercut the activities of women protesters. On the one
hand, those women who claim the same prerogatives to sexual freedom
that men enjoy are often made the butt of ridicule designed 1o negate
the seriousness of their activism. But even those who do not make
sexual freedom a focus of their protest often find themselves defined by
their sexuality. Thus, both Nancy Hewitt and Jacquelyn Hall have
noted that radical women labor union activists and organizers in the
southern United States met frequently with sexual innuendos and slurs,
not only [rom representatives of management, but even from male
unionists who apparently resented their independence and autonomy.
Such labeling recalls the ways in which members of Mujeres Libres
were taunted with the epithet “Mujeres Licbres.”

In such cases, gender again becomes a constitutive element of what is
defined as political. Women, as women, cannot be political beings. But
this splitting of sexuality from activisim or, more properly, from person-
hood is not required of men. In fact, 10 the contrary, male political
activists tend 1o be described, and to describe themselves, in language
that emphasizes their maleness as a component of their “politicalness.”
Of course, not all men are allowed the free expression of their sexuality,
cither. A focus on sexuality has been used in the United States to control
black men as well as all women,

These patterns of gender differentiation may help to explain some of
what has happened to women in traditional mixed-sex organizations.
The Spanish case illustrates this point. The forms of activism most

common to women—through which many of them came to con-
sciousness and became active in more traditional unions or protest
organizations—were devalued by the male members of those organiza-
tions. For example, although “quality of life” strikes mobilized many
thousands of women in the first two decades of this century and many
anarchist men recognized that women's protests had accomplished
much that traditional union activity had not been able to achieve, the
CNT did not change its sense ol the form that organization ought o take
or of how 10 mobilize women. The vast majority of the women who
participated in those strikes were never fully incorporated into the
anarchist movement because the movement was unable to acknowledge
difference, cither in forms of participation or in its definitions of ac-
tivisin,
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tempted to distinguish between “sexual inversion” (“congenital homo-
sexuality”) and “'sexual perversion” (that practiced “voluntarily, out of
snobbery or curiosity, or for utilitarian ends”). Despite his efforts 10
delineate the two types, the article acknowledged that it is often difh-
.cult to determine which cause is primary. Finallv, he asserted that there
was nothing immoral about homosexuality and, therefore, that homo-
sexual behavior should not be punished (any more than we would find it
appropriate 10 punish a kleptomaniac who cannot help stealing!). At the
same time, however, he made clear his beliel that homosexuality was
deviant and that homosexuals were “victims™ of “sexual inversion."4?

Many writers recognized the potentially liberating impact of new
attitudes toward sexuality for women. Abandonment of traditional at-
titudes toward chastity (which had always bound women much more
strongly than men—apparently even in anarchist circles) would free
women to explore and express their own sexuality. More specifically,
many writers—both men and women—had viewed women's reproduc-
tive activity as the kev to their subordination. As long as married
women were subject to their husband's sexual desires (an aspect of
marital relations that was apparently only rarely questioned at that
time) and as long as there was no way to regulate fertility, women
would be subject to the emotional, phyvsical, and psvchic drain ol re-

peated childbirths and the managing of a large household. The dis-

abilities fell most dramatically on women of the working class. The
control of fertility, then, could be particularly liberating for women.
Maria Lacerda de Moura, a frequent contributor to Estudios on issues of
women and sexuality, criticized anarchist men who opposed the dis-
semination of birth control information among the working classes:
“For them, a woman is just a fertile and inexhaustible womb, destined
to produce bourgeois soldiers or, more accurately, red soldiers for the
social revolution.” On the contrary, she insisted, birth control could
become a fundamental arm of the struggle for the liberation of
women.*!

As had feminists and birth control advocates in the United States and
in a variety of European contexts, Lacerda, Maranon, and other Spanish
anarchists argued that both working-class families and individual
working-class women suffered from the production of more children
than a family could properly maintain and that the emancipation of
women must also involve the choice of whether, when, and how often o
become a mother. But thev also insisted on the benelits of birth control
for individual women: it could relieve women, both married and un-
married, of the fear ol pregnancy and thus allow them to enjoy sexual
relations more fully #2

Some analvsts took these arguments further, linking malthusianism,
birth control, and class analvsis 1o articulate an anarchist neomalthu-
sianism. Dr. Juan Lazarte argued that the meaning and consequences of
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recognize women with their gender differences. But they were largely
unsuccessful. 2% Forced 1o chuose between loyalties, most of these
women, whose political identities were rooted in socialist urganizations
and who certainly had little sympathy for bourgeois feminists, el they
had no option but 1o “chuose socialism,” effectively abandoning their
efforts to appeal to women workers in their particularity. Constructions
of women's difference and gendered understandings of politics and
protest combined to assure that both parties and union movements,
even those committed to radical social transformation, accepted gen-
dered delinitions of what was an appropriate issue and of how people
ought 1o be mobilized around it. Dominani understandings of
“women’s difference” cither denied the significance of any differences
between men and women—and therefore of the need to make a special
appeal to working women—or else defined women so completely in
terms of their difference from men that there seemed 10 be no place for
them within party or union vrganizations. The pattern ol “forced
choice,” in lact, continues to our own day. Yasmine Ergas has noted in
her discussion of women in the lalian Left in the post-World War 11
decades, for example, that women confronted a "bipolar process of
validation [between the mutually exclusive categories ol ‘'woman as
_..-_c_rcq. or 'woman as worker’], based on the alternative between speci-
ficity and marginality on une side, and integration and assimilation on
the other."'2!

While the approaches may have differed, the consequences were sim-
ilar. Women were thoroughly underrepresented in vrganized socialist
movements in western Europe in the carly years of this century, and
those women who were present lought a losing battle for attention to
their needs as women. Although socialist parties and organizations
recognized that prevailing understandings of politics were biased
against the working class, they were unable 10 recognize the social
construction of their own views about women. Women's “otherness”
was as encoded into the programs of socialist oppositional groups as it
was into the policies of the capitalist regimes they opposed,

As 1 noted earlier, a parallel set of blinders affected many [eminist
movements. With the exception of working-class sufllragists in England,
for example, virtually all feminist organizing cffectively ignored the
class dimension 1o their critique of “male hicrarchy.”22 1t was, of
course, for this reason (hat Mujeres Libres refused o identily itselfl as
“feminist.” .

: ==J.c3n= are marginalized in mainstream politics, there is also a
Lp”..ﬂ":.e_q_c.a._”.“_“nm :_._....z”._w__”:mw_wﬁ_rm .“_z_.r._..n:uncm cnn.m.:v.r..q.mv.cm..: prevailing
of sucial movements ofien .F__ ._bc _.._...cc :.._:...:Ev E.m_.s...:.. m_:._ E..rc_w_...m

. recognize women's activism when it
does not follow conventional lines. And women's activism often does
not. Women are much less likely than men to take on leadership roles in
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30 Free Women of Spain

of monogamous love and marriage. "'Love,” she insisted, “has always
been in open struggle with monogamy.” In a truly egalitarian society, in
which men and women were respected equally, monogamy would be
replaced by plural love, the only form of sexual expression that would
allow all people (in particular, women, who had been denied any sexual
autonomy) the full growth, expression, and meeting of their sexual
needs. By allowing both women and men to have more than one lover at
a time, she insisted, plural love would eliminate most problems of
jealousy, allow women 1o be truly free to choose their mate Acw. males),
and end prostitution and the sexual exploitation of women (since un-
married, sexually active women would no longer be m:m_ﬂw:ﬁ.amn:;
vulnerable) 7

Nevertheless, many writers were not as sanguine as she was. At the
very least, they recognized that doctrines of n::nn. free love or v__.:..n_
love would be much more complicated to apply in practice than in
theory. Manyv writers, especially women, were quick to point out that
few anarchists actuallv practiced what they preached when it came 10
equality for women. Soledad Gustavo noted, for nxnav._.... that “a man
may like the idea of the emancipation of women, but he is not so fond ._:
her actually practicing it. . .. In the end, he may desire the other's
woman, but he will lock up his own."™* )

In response 1o criticisms raised of Clara, the sexually emancipated
female heroine of her novel La Victoria, Federica Montseny argued that
the notion of a weak, adoring woman protected by a strong man, :...cm..m—._
appealing to some male anarchists, was hardly a libertarian vision.
-Very few women may have been ready to live according to, or even (o
conceive of, a free and unlimited mutual freedom. But “there [were]
even fewer men capable of accepting her."'4%

In Montseny's view, the fact that few Spanish women were 30.3:.,_
ready for their emancipation, enslaved as they were by _z:.__:c:n_
attitudes and beliefs, presented a more serious problem than did male
resistance to sexual and economic equality. Emma Goldman had ar-
gued that women neceded internal emancipation to know their own
value, respect themselves, and refuse 10 become psychic or economic
slaves to their male lovers. But, Montseny lamented, Goldman gave no
real guidance about how to achieve that liberation 3¢ :

In the case of familial and sexual relations, as in the economic realm,
the ideal was equality with difference. Both women and men should be
free to develop and express their sexuality, inside or outside what we
might now term a “‘committed sexual relationship.” Both should be free
10 enter—and to leave—sexual relationships without bringing down on
themselves social condemnation or ostracism. Families, too, should be
egalitarian institutions—the unquestioned authority of the father ought
to be replaced by reciprocity and mutual respect.
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they make? How ought they be incorporated organizationally? Whay
could it mean for us to create a society that recognizes diverse groups of
people with diverse needs without treating the perspectives and charac-
teristics of sume as the norm for all?

Women's Difference, Different Politics?

Prevailing definitions and expectations of what constitute legitimate
political issues and forms of political behavior have important implica-
tions for our understandings of politics, for what we recognize as politi-
cal activism or protest, and for the creation of policies and programs. In
the political realm, the claim that women are fundamentally different
from men has been used both to justify women's relative marginality
from political and social power and 1o blame women for it.'? Unions
and political parties have set their agendas according 1o male-defined
crileria, ignored issues of primary concern to women (such as maternity
leave, equal pay for equal work, child care), and devoted little attention
to mobilizing women into their ranks. In addition, they have tended 10
ignore, ridicule, or deny the political significance of protest actions
women did undertake, whether on their own or others' behall. As a
result, women have rarely seen themselves, or been seen by others, as
“political animals" capable of engaging in joint action to address issues
of common concern.'4

The experience of women within the Spanish anarchist and anarcho-
syndicalist movements has illustrated some of the ways in which these
understandings of dilference constrained women's activism within the
movement. A burgeoning literature on women in social protest move-
ments, particularly in socialist organizations, makes clear that the
frustrations Spanish anarchist women experienced were hardly unigue.

In western Europe and the United States, political parties and work-
place-based unions have been the dominant normative structures of
social and political participation. But with a few notable exceptions,
each of these types of organization has appealed overwhelmingly to

men. Denied the right to vote through the nineteenth century and well
into the twentieth on the grounds that it would "defeminize” them,
women were largely ignored by political party organizations, except
when these organizations were pressured on the question of sulfrage.'
Although women were joining the paid industrial work force in increas-
ing numbers during the early years of the twentieth century, only rarely
did unions actively mobilize women as members or make women's
issues their priority demands in negotiations with management. Pre-
vailing gender ideology construcied work as a male responsibility and
treated any women who did engage in paid work as, somehow, anoma-
lies. With the exception of unions inspired by traditions of direct action
(for example, the Wobblies in the United States, in addition to the CNT
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32 Free Women of Spain

hierarchical revolutionary process seems to require that people recog-
nize their own abilities in order to participate. Successful anarchist
revolution apparently depends on the prior achicvement of what is
perhaps the most complex aim of the revolutionary movement itself:
popular empowerment.

The solution 1o this paradox is to be found in anarchist understand-
ings of the revolutionary process. People are expected 1o prepare them-
selves for revolution (and for living in a communitarian mc....mw_.i by
participating in activities and practices that are themselves nmm._:nln:.
empowering, and therefore transformative. There can be no hierarchy
structured into the process of social change. The way to create a new
society is 1o create new reality.

Direct action

We can best understand the Spanish anarchist perspective on em-
powerment and the process of consciousness-change by examining their
commitment to decentralism and "direct action.” Decentralism re-
ferred 10 an insistence that revolution must be, at its core, a local
phenomenon, growing out of the concrete realities of _unov._n_m day-to-
day lives. A revolutionary movement develops from people’s struggles
to overcome their own subordination, and it must speak to the par-
ticularities of their situation. Thus, as we will sce, one important new
institution that Spanish anarchisis created was the ateneo libertario
(storefront cultural center), which served as a school, a recreational
group, and gathering place for working-class voung people in the vears
preceding the war. As Enriqueta Rovira explained, describing one such

Bgroup,

We were in a group called Sol v Vida [sun and life] with both boys and
girls. . .. We did theater picces, gvmnastics, went on trips 1o the moun-
tains, to the sea. . . . It was both a culiural and a recreational group. . . .
There was alwavs a little [educatiunal] 1alk of some sort. And in that way,
ideas got stirred up, thev created a sense of being companeros and
companeras. True, people went 1o union meetings and the like, but
relations within our group were more intimate, the explanations more
extensive. That's where we were formed, moust deeply, ideologically 53

Direct action meant that the goal of any and all of these activities was
to provide ways for people 10 get in touch with their own powers and
capacities, 1o take back the power ol naming themselves and their lives.
It was to be distinguished from more conventional political activity
even in a democratic system.>* Instead of atiempting 10 make change by
forming interest groups to pressure politicians, anarchists insisted that
we learn to think and act for ourselves by joining together in organiza-
tions in which our experience, our perception, and our activity can
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of change. Collective confrontation with structures of authority and/or
the creation of some new social-political reality in the interstices of
existing power relations generates changed consciousness and encrgizes
continued action (resistance).” | would emphasize here the importance
of collective conlrontation. Radicalization seems to require—or at leas|
be enhanced by—the existence of a community ol others with whom one
shares the experience and which then continues 1o validate the new
sense of self (though, of course, not all experiences of commonality are
radicalizing in a progressive sense).'? It is that community which Mu-
jeres Libres provided to its members, and it is that sense of community
among contemporary feminists (and those of the “first wave' as well)
which has been crucial to feminist conscivusness-change,

The expericnce of consciousness-raising and of empowerment

through shared experience is not the only parallel between contempo-
rary [eminism and Mujeres Libres. Another side of the recognition of the
importance ol community is the insistence that we can devise ways (o
overcome oppressive relations only by taking account of the familial,
work, and other relationships in which all of us are embedded. Feminist
theory and practice have begun to make clear that the “social glue”
holding many societies together is not a formal structure of authority
but, rather, patierns of human relationships rooted in common needs,
Communities—and even political movements—succeed not because of
hierarchical lines of command, but because groups of people build the
day-10-day connections that sustain them.!'" The aflinity groups of the
FAL the atencos, the agrupaciones in which Mujeres Libres structured
itsell were more or less egalitarian collectives, in which everyone could
feel part of the community. The interpersonal connections on which
those structures were based (and which they fostered) in turn sustained
the group and its members. The emphasis in feminist theory on the
importance of mutually supportive relationships is strikingly similar 1o
the Spanish anarchist insistence that the ideal society is one based on,
and regulated through, relationships of mutuality and reciprocity,
rather than of hierarchy and dominance.

Nevertheless, the women of Mujeres Libres were also aware of the
ambiguous nature of communitics. Specilically, communities that ig-
nore or deny differences can perpetuate relations of hicrarchy and
domination despite an ostensible commitment 10 equality. Mujeres
Libres’ criticisms of the failure of anarchist organizations adequately 1o
address women's uniqueness parallels the criticisms that working-class
and ethnic minority women have leveled against US. feminist move-
ments. Networks may be crucial 1o the creation and maintenance of
communities. But il the communities are truly to be cgalitarian and
transflormative, those networks must include the previously dominated,

as well as the previously dominant, members of the minority and the
majority.
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34 Free Women of Spain

representatives of local groups (unions, neighborhood associations, con-
sumer coops, or the like). The crucial point was that neither the individ-
ual groups nor the larger coordinating body could claim 1o speak or act
for others. Ideally, they would be more forums for discussion than
directive organizations. Spontaneous organization would demonstrate
in practice that those who had experienced oppression were still cap-
able of rational thought and action, able to come to know what their
needs were and to develop ways to meet them 5

Preparation

Finally, and most important, direct action could take place only
within a context of “preparation.” In the words of Federica Montseny,
“Una revolucion no se improvisa” (one doesn’t improvise a revolu-
tion).*® Although all people had within them a sense of equality and
justice based in their participation in social relationships, that almost

instinctive sense was insufficient to lead to revolutionary action. Prepa- .

ration was necessary both 1o point out to people the communal nature
and context of their plight and to enable them to recognize the pos-
sibilities of their collective action. Without such preparation, “revolu-
tion” would lead only to the reinstitution of authority in new forms. In
fact, many anarchists, writing in the vears just after the Russian Revo-
lution, pointed to the USSR as a negative example of how hierarchy was
easily reimposed in the absence of sufficient preparation.®!

However paradoxical i may seem, people must be prepared to act
spontaneously on their own behalf. Along with Marx, anarchists be-
lieved that the best preparation, the best technique for what we call
consciouness-raising, was action. “Capitalism is mortally wounded, but
its agony will be prolonged until we are ready to substitute for it
successfully. And we will not achieve that by pretty-sounding phrases,
but by demonstrating our constructive and organizing capacity.''®?
People would develop a critical, revolutionary consciousness through
reflection on the concrete realities of their lives—a reflection often
sparked by their own and others’ activities.®?

Attention to the particular needs and situation of women. and to the
activities ol Mujeres Libres, can help 1o explicate the multidimensional
nature of this understanding of the process of consciousness-change and
to highlight its relevance 1o many contemporary debates. I noted above
that Spanish anarchists argued that one important context for prepara-
tion was participation in working-class organizations, particularly
unions. Yet, following Bakunin and breaking with Marx, they had also
insisted that urban industrial workers were not the only people capable
of coming 10 a revolutionary consciousness. Rural peasants and mem-
bers of the urban petit bourgeoisic, as well as industrial workers, could
develop a consciousness of their own oppression and join in a revolu-
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munity of empowerment” for working-class women and, at the same
time, an organizational context for women’s empowerment within the
libertarian movement as a whole.

The organization clearly contributed to the empowerment of many of
its members, both those who had little prior involvement in the anar-
chist and anarcho-syndicalist movements and those who had been ac-
tivists in them. Each experienced the fears—and the pride—of having
“to do for onesell” that went along with being an activist in a group of
women dependent only on themselves. The sense of community they
developed and shared with others through the years transformed them.
Having lived through those times, and having planned and organized
new arenas of social life, they came to know a much wider range of their
own capacities. The community of other women with whom they
shared those activities became a primary source of validation of their
new sense of sell. Continued connection with other Spanish libertarians
and with women of Mujeres Libres in the years since the war helped to
keep alive not only the memory of their activities together, but the
reality of their personal transformations.

The long-range impact of the expericnces varied greatly with the
individual and with the social and political contexts that they found or
created for themselves.* The empowerment each of these women expe-
rienced was connected not only to what she personally had achieved
but, more importantly, to the community of activists, male and female,
with whom she lived and worked—both during the revolution and in
the years of exile and repression that followed it. This finding should
hardly be surprising. Contemporary feminist theorists have placed in-
creasing emphasis on the importance ol relationships among women.

Some have argued that women's networks provide important supports
for women in their families, workplaces, and communities, and enable
them to engage in what is commonly recognized as “political action.”s

Others have focused un the ways women's location within networks of

friends, family, and associates and their particular relationship 1o so-

cial institutions define the ways women experience themselves in the
world to the extent that women may develop psychological orienta-
tions, patterns of moral reasoning, and criteria for action that differ
significantly from prevailing (male-delined) norms.¢

Attention to context, a defining characieristic of what we might term

a “feminist world-view,"? was also an important element of the Spanish

anarchist oricntation. Many of Mujeres Libres' programs had a strong

“‘consciousness-raising” component, which enabled the participants to

locate their experiences in a social context and 1o build solidarity with

others on the basis of shared perspectives. As in consciousness-raising

(CR) groups in the early days of the contemporary women's movement

in the United Siates, the realizations an individual woman experienced
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36 Free Women of Spain

permanent than any imposed on people by church or state.® “To prac-
tice justice,” Proudhon had insisted, “is 1o obey the social instinct.” It is
through our patterns of interaction with one another that we learn and
experience both who we and others are and what justice is. The _ua\.: and
most effective educational sysiem therefore is society itsell**

Another major factor operative in the development of a sense of

justice is public opinion, what Mella referred to as “moral coercion”
[coaccion moral). Our moral sense develops out of the “exchange of
reciprocal influences,” which, although it may come initially from out-
side ourselves, eventually is taken in as a sense of justice and becomes
the basis for our own self-regulation. A well-ordered egalitarian society,
left 1o itsell, will generate people with the proper sense of justice;
anyone who seems lacking in such a sense will be held in check by the
opinions of others. Over time, those opinions will have an educative
cffect; public opinion will be internalized as conscience.”

The goal of anarchists, then, was to eliminate those institutions—for
example, church, siate, judges and courts—whch impeded the develop-
ment of such a moral sense by taking over the responsibility of looking
after others and oneselfl. Once such authorities were eliminated, reci-
procity would become a norm of action; simply living in the com-
munity—participating in its activities, in the context of an open
educational system, and in communal ownership and disposition of
property—would be sufficient 1o foster and saleguard the development
of the individual's sense of justice, in turn necessary to sustain the
community,

The complexities of this position are revealed quite clearly when we
look specifically at efforts 1o address women'’s subordination and em-
powerment. Both those who emphasized a union-based strategy and
those who insisted on the broader cultural components of women's
subordination recognized that women were devalued and disem-
powered, culturally and economically. Both accepted the perspective
that means and ends are intimatelv connected. But how were those
principles and perspectives to be realized in practice? How were
women in carly twenticth-century Spain, who thought of themselves
(and were viewed by others) as dependent on men, to begin behaving in
ways that developed their own sense of competence and capacity?

These questions are, of course, crucial ones for anv would-be revolu-
tionary movement, since a sense ol one's own capacities and powers is
preciscly what oppressors attempt 1o deny to the oppressed. But even
agreement on the importance ol the perspective did not guarantee
unanimity on its implications lor practice. In fact, the question of how
best 10 address and challenge the subordination of working-class
women within Spanish society was never effectively resolved within the
anarcho-svndicalist movement. Mujeres Libres was created precisely

CONCLUSION
COMMUNITY AND THE EMPOWERMENT
OF WOMEN

One can talk for a long time about
experiences such as those we lived.,
The most important thing, though,
is not having made the revolution,
but having continued the struggle in
the years since, each in his or her
particular setting, or in many
seltings at once, without trumpet or
drum.

—Anna Delso

As women whose particular needs had been neglected by the larger
society and by their libertarian comrades, the women of Mujeres Libres
had a special commitment to the creation of a society that recognized
and valued diversity. Empowerment would come through the struggle
for the anarchist vision of coordination without hicrarchy, diversity
without inequality, and individuality with collectivity.

However short-lived the revolution in which Mujeres Libres played so
important a role, the experience of participating in it had a dramatic
and long-lasting impact on the lives of the women active in the organi-
zation, Women who were only in their teens and early twenties at the
time of the revolution reflected years later that those events changed
their lives dramatically. The energy, enthusiasm, and sense of personal
and collective empowerment that they experienced stood as markers for
them of what life could be and of what people could achieve, if they
worked together with commitment and hope. The most rewarding as-
pect of engaging in this study was the contact with people, both women
and men, who retained that vision through years of exile and/or oppres-
sion. Surely one of the rcasons they were able 1o do so was that, for
them, social revolution had not been simply a vision or a hope; they had
actually lived a change in their daily life.!

I wish 1o explore the implications of Mujeres Libres' activities for
some of the central issues confronting contemporary feminists and
social change activists—questions of empowerment, the incorporation
of diversity, and the meaning and nature of political and social par-
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18 Free Women of Spain

to help, but the initiative must come from the woman. It must vn her
issue.” .
That the debate sounds so contemporary should not be surprising. It
was laking place among people who, while they did not grow upr with
the contemporary feminist movement, had obviously w.nn: :._:_._n:nmn_
by it. Nevertheless, the issues they raised and the particular ways in
which they discussed them echoed the written debates of the early part
of this century. In 1903, José Prat had urged women to take respon-
sibility for their own emancipation. Some vears later, Federica
Montseny had insisted that one way for women to work toward the
abolition of the sexual double standard was for them to take themselves
seriously, to stand up and punish the men who had seduced and aban-
doned them, rather than to cower in shame. And Soledad D.:m..»co.
echoing Emma Goldman's claims about internal emancipation, insisted
that if there were to be a new order of sexual equality, women would
have to “demonstrate by their deeds that thev think, are .muumc_n of
conceiving ideas, of grasping principles, of striving for ends.”7?
The question they were all addressing was preciselv that of empower-
" ment and the overcoming of subordination: how best to !mno_.:_u:mr
them consistent with a commitment to recognize both the impact of
culwural conditioning and the potential for w:.o:oq:w.oq each person.
Nevertheless, the question of the significance of women's subordination
and of its place within the anarchist project was Fw from resolved,
whether in the theoretical writings of Spanish anarchists or, as we shall
see, in the activities of the movement. Debates continued i.:.:.: the
movement throughout the 1930s and led ultimately to the founding of
Mujeres Libres.
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they felt a lack of moral as well as of financial support. In December
1938, for example, the Ministry of the Interior attempted to dispossess
Mujeres Libres of the building on the Paseo Pi y Margall in Barcelona
that housed the Casal de la Dona Treballadora and to turn the building
over to the Bank of Spain. Aflter repeated, though unsuccessful, at-
tempts Lo have the decision reversed, Mujeres Libres agreed 1o move if
the Ministry found them a suitable replacement building. But the Min-
istry was unresponsive, sending police 1o evict them. Mujeres Libres
requested assistance from the FAI, CNT, and FIJL in Barcelona, The FAL
responded, arranging special meetings between representatives of Mu-
jeres Libres and of the Bank of Spain, and calling on Federica Montseny
to intervene with the Ministry of the Interior, which she did. FAI repre-
sentatives supported Mujeres Libres' decision to remain in the building
and 1o engage in passive resistance 10 eviction until a suitable replace-
ment site should be found.5* But Mujeres Libres received little support
[rom the CNT, and expressed disgust with the CNT's attitude, charac-
terizing it as “rather timid, and little inclined 1o support a lirm position
on our part.” "It is a pity,” Lucia wrote to the National Committee of
the CNT, “that you companeros have always had so little time 1o
acquaint yourselves with the valuable work of Mujeres Libres and that
the consequence of this is the little interest you have shown in respond-
ing to our plea.”! Mujeres Libres was still a long way [rom being fully
accepted by other libertarian organizations.

Nevertheless, it had made considerable progress. Conchita Guillén
mentioned one poignant detail that may shed some light on the rela-
tions between Mujeres Libres and other organizations in the last days of
the war,

On the very day of the evacuation of Barcelona [January 24, 1939), when
the fascists were practically at the gates, we were called 10 a meeting of
the libertarian movement: CNT, FAI, JJLL, and Mujeres Libres. Jacinta
Escudero and I attended as delegates of the Local Federation of Mujeres
Libres. It was a meeting of some importance, because it was a crucial
moment: we had either to resist, or to abandon [Barcelonal. . . . We put
ourselves at the disposition of the movement; they thanked us, but said it
would be a uscless sacrilice, since they had no strength at all, and we all
should get out as quickly as possible.5

The first time that Mujeres Libres was called, as an organization, to a
meeting of the libertarian movement was 10 be, in fact, its last. Even so,
Conchita’s memory of the event was clear and strong: for once, they
were accorded the status as equal members of the movement that they
had struggled so long to achieve.
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A study of the debate at the congress and of the documents Mujeres
Libres circulated before and after it reveals a great deal about the
position of Mujeres Libres within the movement, both organizationally
and ideologically. Organizationally, Mujeres Libres analogized its sit-
uation to that of the AMA in other political movements and to that of
the FIJL within the libertarian movement. Mujeres Libres pointed to
the support the FIJL was receiving from the CNT and FAI, despite the
fact that it was an organization devoted “only” to young people, and
argued that Mujeres Libres ought to be accorded comparable support
and recognition for its work in mobilizing women. Idcologically, Mu-
jeres Libres insisted that libertarians ought to recognize that the spe-
cific needs of women would require particular ideological, as well as
organizational, attention.

The analogy with the Juventudes did not serve Mujeres Libres well, at
least in part because the status of the FIJL was also ambiguous. At one
point in the debate, for example, delegates argued that, since the FIJL
was only an auxiliary organization, Mujeres Libres should be consid-
cred in the same category. Representatives ol the FIJL objected to this
characterization, noting that the FIJL had been invited to the congress.
Later in the debate, however, others commented that, although the FIJL
was present as a result of a fait accompli, there was no reason to “repeat
the same mistake’ with Mujeres Libres.#Y

In the end, the FIIL and Mujeres Libres were treated very differently.
The FLIL had been invited as an organization; its secretary sat as one of
the three members of the credentials committee, and its delegates
participated with voice and vote in all the debates of the congress.
Further, the congress approved a proposal 1o provide the FIJL with
regular and substantial financial assistance. 1t is true that, even within
the debates about that proposal, representatives of the FLIL chaled at
what they regarded as insullicient recognition of their own autonomy
and achicvements as an organization. Nevertheless, FIJL succeeded in
asserting its own delinition of its mission and goals and received wide-
spread support, both financial and moral, for its activities and lor its
status as a constituent organization of the libertarian movement 50

There was no such support for Mujeres Libres. One alter another the
delegations indicated that, although they were willing 1o provide moral
and material support to Mujeres Libres, they opposed granting the
organization cqual status as a fourth branch ol the movement. A
number of dilferent arguments were adduced: (1) that anarchism (and
syndicalism) admitted of no differences by sex, and, therefore, that an
organization oriented only to women could not truly be a libertarian
organization; (2) that Mujeres Libres was causing confusion because it
was engaging in work that should be done by unions; and (3) that
Mujeres Libres should not be functioning as an autonomous organiza-
tion, but should be operating within the unions and cultural centers.
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.
:F.:&c:vicc_a::_wvﬁ._..c_:w_n_:...mc_uc_.p:_..w:c:cqicwrz_.m.n_mmm
women,! .

One purpose for which Mujeres Libres was founded, then, was to meet
those women's needs which existing movement organizations had ne-
glected. Nevertheless, as the civil war within a civil war progressed,
Mujeres Libres’ activities took on a further dimension and purpose: lo
compete with socialist organizations for the allegiance of the Spanish
working woman. In a retrospective justification of its activities, Mujeres
Libres argued to the libertarian movement:

With the advent of the Republic in Spain, there began a veritable
countest of captacion among the political parties. . . .

It was then, in view of the danger these events posed for the libertarian
tendency and for the society as a whole, that a group ol companeras
conceived the idea of creating a journal, managed and directed by vur
women, that would begin to work among the feminine sectors of our
country, introducing among them . . . an inclination toward libertarian
tendencies. This journal was the magazine Mujeres Libres, which ap-
peared in May 1936.2

Of course, some libertarian women's groups (those in Terrassa and in
Barcclona, for example) existed even before the journal began 1o be
published. Mercedes and Lucia had sent letters to many of those groups
in an cffort 10 begin a network as early as 1935, But since those groups
were explicitly rooted in the libertarian movement, they may not have
fit the broader scenario Mujeres Libres was attempling to sketch out in
these memoranda.

In fact, it is not at all clear that competition with socialist organiza-
tions was a primary goal at first. However, once the various leftist
partics launched women's organizations, the captacion piece of Mujeres
Libres' agenda intensified, particularly the competition with the AMA.

In the prewar period, most other leftist organizations and partics,
while committed in theory to overcoming the subordination of women,

had tended to adopt the traditional Marxist perspective that the subor-

dination of women was secondary to the divisions of a class sociely.
Consequently, the most effective way to overcome that subordination
was lo organize women into working-class organizations to st ruggle
jointly for an end 10 class oppression. In general, they denied what Mary
Nash has termed the “specilicity of women's oppression,” and argued
that “the emancipation of woman would be achieved exclusively
through her incorporation into the class struggle.”? Many of the organi-
zations developed “women's sections,” aimed at mobilizing women to
participate in their activities,

Left-wing and dissident socialis organizations differed slightly in
their orientation. They addressed the need for equality between men
and women in the workplace and at home, and actively supported
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The harbors were being bombarded every night, and we were totally
illegal travelers on this British boat, which had 1o sail right by Franquista
ships. We were due o arrive the next morning, but as we neared the
harbor, we could hear the explosions ol the fascist bombing of the port.
The captain headed north, and we sailed around all that day and night,
finally arriving in Barcelona, exhausted and hungry, on the morning of
the 9th. We were tremendously excited, and ready 1o argue the case for
Mujeres Libres on the floor of the congress. But they would not even allow
us into the meeting!43

The delegate accreditation committee (comprised of the secretaries of
the three major organizations) brought the issue of Mujeres Libres'
attendance to the full congress for decision. Interestingly, in addition to
the delegation from Mujeres Libres, there was another person present
who had requested permission to join in the proceedings: Emma Gold-
man, the official representative of the CNT in London. The assembly
readily agreed to allow her to sit in on the mectings as an observer,
given her “special character.” But the matter of the delegation from
Mujeres Libres was not so casily resolved. Aflter much debate the assem-
bly agreed that “Mujeres Libres should attend only [the discussion of]
that point which affected them directly.” Consequently, while some of
the would-be delegates were able to stay through the meeting as dele-
gates from other organizations, Mujeres Libres’ delegation was present
only for the congress’s cighteenth and nincteenth sessions (October 25
and 26, 1938), 10 participate in the discussion of the fifth puint of the
agenda, "How 1o assist the work of auxiliary organizations of the liber-
tarian movement,”'44

Mujeres Libres had attempted 1o lay the groundwork for its atten-
dance and proposal in the preceding months. In Junuary it circulated a
document entitled “*Some Considerations from the National Committee
of Mujeres Libres 1o that of the CNT about the Political Importance ol
the Former.” In September it sent a nine-page statement to the national
and peninsular committees, reviewing its history and accomplishments
and emphasizing its work of captacion vis-a-vis the AMA.,

In its presentation at the congress, Mujeres Libres discussed the
particular disabilitics conlronting women in Spain, the need to coun-
teract “political” forces (that is, the Communist party and the AMA),
and the importance of a separate libertarian organization to meet these
needs. Its statements repeatedly emphasized both the libertarian
character and commitments of Mujeres Libres, and the necessity for its
autonomy within the context of the larger movement.,

The only way to serve both aspects of our movement, the syndical und the
specific [anarchist], was by maintaining the autonomy of the new organi-
zation. That autonomy would permit us 1o work with the female sector in
the pure territory of ideological and professional capacitacion, providing
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deeply political and as a direct challenge to the unions. Mujeres Libres
saw its own programs of apprenticeship and capacitacion as efforts 10
compete with AMA at the workplace: “The primordial preoccupation of
Mujeres Libres was to preserve the syndical strength on which our
libertarian movement rests.”” The aim was 1o develop a revolutionary
social consciousness that would enable women to join in the union-
based struggle al the workplace and withstand the ideological influence
of the Communist party in technical training programs.

This competition with AMA for the loyalties of women in factorics,
however, formed only a small part of Mujeres Libres' broader concern
with developing a female force that was oriented toward revolutionary
social transformation in all its dimensions. The other major context in
which the competition revealed itself was in Mujeres Libres’ response to
the AMA's calls for the “unity” of all women and women's organizations
(including republicans, socialists, and communists, along with Mujeres
Libres) under the umbrella of the AMA, :

Consistent with the position of the larger libertarian movement, Mu-

jeres Libres vocilerously opposed all calls for “feminine unity” that
denied the important ideological and political differences among the
groups. It insisted on the need 10 maintain an independent libertarian
women's presence in a true coalition, in which cach group would main-
tain its identity and autonomy. Such a coalition could draw strength
from the variety of perspectives, rather than attempting to present a
unified—and not coincidentally nonrevolutionary—common front.
From the first, Mujeres Libres expressed deep distrust of the motives
and intentions of the AMA and other “unity” organizations, emphasiz-
ing the political and ideological context in which these calls for unity
were taking place. For example, in response to an invitation to attend
the congress of the “Unié de Donas de Catalufa” in November 1937,
Mujeres Libres issued a critique of the congress’s statement of goals. |
reproduce part of that response here, to provide a sense of its tone and
intensity:

1v To contribute 10 antifascist unity:

Response: End the persecutions against antifascist organizations that
are not represented in the government. . .
2v To work for equality of salary with men:

+ -« the problems of working-class familics will not be resolved by
equality of salaries. . ., .
5¢ To save our country from the fascist invasion.

From the two invasions: that which is being fought at the fronts, and
that which is uperating in the rearguard. . . .
6v To emancipate women for work, teaching them new skills,

For Mujeres Libres, this is a fact that has been a reality for some time,
and not a point (o attract people tu a congress ¥
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that the Secretarias Femeninas would simply be duplicating its work
and draining the movement'’s scarce resources.

The Secretariado was well aware of this sentiment, and apparently
devoted as much energy to discussions of how to deal with Mujeres
Libres as it did to dealing with the AJA and other Communist-affiliated
youth organizations. Relations with Mujeres Libres were strained, at
best. The Secretarias frequently referred 1o Mujeres Libres as a “'young”
or “immature” organization, one with little success in organizing
women—although they did acknowledge that Mujeres Libres’ “'weak-
ness” might be due 1o its precarious financial condition, They were well
aware of Mujeres Libres' opposition to the existence of the Women's
Bureau: “Its position with relation to our Secretariats is of opposition.
They believe that they should be the only ones in the libertarian camp
to win over [captar] women—and the ones to distribute the activists
they don't need to their sister organizations.’3#

Of course, Mujeres Libres did not see its role as “distributing excess
militants” to other organizations. It saw itsell as preparing women to
participate in whatever libertarian movement organization they might
choose. What these passages and other documents reveal is a strong
sense of organizational rivalry.® Mujeres Libres saw the creation of the
Women's Bureaus as redundant. The Women's Bureaus, for their part,
wanted Mujeres Libres-to become a “dependent” organization of the
Libertarian movement: “all of us orient its [Mujeres Libres'] work, and
we should have the responsibility for its development and activities and
for providing it with economic means,™0

In October 1938, the Secretariado Femenino prepared a report of its
activities for presentation to the National Plenary of the FIIL, in which
it reiterated carlier claims that Mujeres Libres was acting improperly
in attempting to incorporate both young and adult women in its pro-
grams, and raised with the congress whether it might wish 1o bring 10
the forthcoming joint congress of the libertarian movement a resolution
that Mujeres Libres be an organization for adult women only. Further,
the report revealed that the Peninsular Committee had experienced
considerable dilliculties in convincing some of its own regional commit-
tees of the need for a Women's Bureau. Apparently, both the Local
Federation of Barcelona and the Catalan Regional Committee had re-
jected the proposal [or a bureau, arguing that "‘a number of the tasks we
set out were being addressed already by Mujeres Libres, and that there
was no reason for us o put ourselves in competition with them."4!

The report may be even more important, however, for what it re-
vealed about the frustration ol the Sceerctaria with its position in the
FIJL. Despite the carlier claims that Mujeres Libres had been largely
ineffective in achieving its goals (and that the Women's Bureaus were
much better placed to engage clfectively in this work), what is evident is
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Part of its disappointment may, in fact, have been a consesquence of

the confusion evidently gencrated by its simultancous insistence on |

u.:n_zm_c: and autonomy within the larger movement. Until its estab-
_E—E.E:. as a national federation in August 1937, Mujeres Libres had
consisted of a serics of more or less independent agrupaciones’ Mer-
cedes Comaposada recalled that, at various times during the first ru:‘.i
1937, she and Lucia had traveled to Valencia (the seat of the national

government and the national committees of libertarian movement or-

ganizations) to request official recognition and s ;
Libres. B nd support for Mujeres

One time 1 had with me all sorts of pamphlets and ree

different kinds ol work we had done. __.nu_:_..”_ Marianet, ..ciqnw m._....”.___ u”n_...“
recognize us as an organization?” And he said, “How can we recognize
you as an organization? We know what you're doing, and you're doing it
s...._._. But until you come 10 us with an organization, that is r.cz.q.._:_n:mu
_.nn:.:m-_ committees, a national committee, people who _-_.n ready to
serve in positions of responsibility, etc., there is nuthing we can ._c...wu

That conversation and others like it i i
: r . provided an impetus for calli

wﬂ“” :.m:c:m__ n._.s_.n_.n“._nr. in August 1937, which brought together qa.”quw
entatives ol ninety local groups and establishe jeres Libre
i groups and established Mujeres Libres as a
..;r. ncz_‘nwnsmn established a federal structure with provincial, re-
m_c_:.._. and national committees, a form of organization designed (o
provide maximum (lexibility. Not cvincidentally, it was a form based
ﬁ. .:_n :._n.ﬁr._ of the CNT and the FAI, with which the members of
“ m_n_.nm __..._u_.um were thoroughly familiar. In addition, the conference
vllowed wcou._u.ne_ federal procedures™ as these had been developed
o,.n...__ﬁ years in the CNT and the FAIL For example, rather than naming
m.vno:_n _:p_.c_.n:-_m to particular 1asks, the conference named delega-
1 .o._..m A”w. locality), .:E. :._.... delegations, in turn, designated the individu-
”_.“nﬂ.nwu J.c:__n _E:.:a_uu.u in the particular committee.'® These
ncE_.::_...:uwpq y located the organization within the larger libertarian

cm_,u;”_—n_..nn MH..__..S :n___..z__:ﬁa itsell ideologically with the goals and meth-
‘and the FAL At the same time, it jealous :d its
w_”:c_.ww_,.;sx. Its _J.sn_cw.m chose “Mujeres Libres” M_._.r.u Ewam.ﬂﬂ.qn_qu___._hw
_urw:.c Ecw_n..nu_ _.._v....‘_w..wn...: A:._un:elw: women), as its name, [or exam-
:..o.<n=.n=. nvn ear (hat it had _a.r........wcﬁns_ connections to the libertarian
o nso_r.m_ .“.._ ﬂwwa__c_ a subsidiary organization.!* The tension was
e B...:..vn“m_”. cbate over the design for what was 1o be Mujeres
bl _c:aznmm:_“y card. After some discussion of the companeras’
gty .Cq red and _u._»nr (the colors of the CNT and FAI), it
o a1 e Bn.__”_.dn::.u card should carry those colors—but

s "CNT-FAL" Although “we are a related organization, we

PPV RS ————— SR
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Communist women not only receive aid, but are also collecting money
outside the country from women in factorics. . .. Mujeres Libres is
being left behind on all fronts.”

You must know that 1 have struggled for the emancipation of women for
some years, so it is natural that I should be interested in Mujeres Libres. 1
am very surprised that our organizations CNT, FAL and even the Juven-
tudes have done so little to help them, and have shown so little interest.
Don't you think, dear compadero, that it would also be in the interest of
the CNT and of the FAI 10 assist Mujeres Libres as much as you can??

Vazquez was quite defensive in his response, insisting that the CNT
was "just as concerned about Mujeres Libres as you are” and that the
libertarian movement had provided whatever assistance it could 1o
Mujeres Libres—although, since it did not have the backing of a strong
international organization, its financial capabilities were far inferior to
those of the Communists. ‘1 must, therefore, reject totally your claim
that the CNT has not done everything possible for Mujeres Libres. It is
true that the CNT has not been able to give it [Mujeres Libres] the
millions that other urganizations and partics can give (o their women's
organizations. And we have not done so, because we don’t have them
{the millions of pesetas].'” > The CNT's resources were inferior to those
of the Communist party. Nevertheless, as we will see, budgetary consid-
erations were not the only factor in these decisions. The question of the
autonomy of Mujeres Libres seems, in fact, 10 have been much more
significant.

The Women's Sceretariats ol the FIJL

Questions of autonomy and inclusion came clearly to the fore in
Mujeres Libres' relations with the FIIL. When the FUL established a
Secretarfa Femenina (women's burcau) at the end of 1937, Mujeres
Libres found itsell in a directly competitive relationship. Pepita Car-
pena, who had long been a member of both Juventudes and of the CNT,
and who had originally refused 10 join Mujeres Libres on the grounds
that she saw no need for the separation of men and women in the
struggle, described her reaction:

I was active in the Juventudes. . . . They called a meeting and put forward
the proposition to establish a Secretariado femenino inside the FUL. It
seems that the companeros had this idea from the Communists, who were
becoming quite powerful, and had established “women's sections” every-
where. Now, 1 had been committed to the emancipation of women from
the beginning. But 1 accepted the prevailing view that the struggle should
be carricd out equally by men and women. So [didn't like this business of
a “women’s bureau” in the FUL at all. .. 1 said that 1 was totally
opposed. Nevertheless, even though my group aceepted the propusition, |
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150 Free Women of Spain

The struggle for full urganizational recognition was relentless, Repre-
sentatives of Mujeres Libres often joined representatives of CNT and
FAl when a car went out o the countryside on propaganda trips,
marking shared goals and purposes in a symbolic way. Mujeres Libres
further insisted that when the libertarian movement held rallies, a
speaker from Mujeres Libres should be on the podium, along with those
from the CNT, FAI, and FIJL. Announcements of such rallies in the press
indicate that they were often successful. In preparation for the events
commemorating the lirst anniversary of the death of Durruti, for exam-
ple, the national committee of the CNT sent a circular to all the regional
committees with instructions that, at cach event, there should be live
speakers, one from Mujeres Libres, one from SIA, one from FIJL, one
from the CNT, and one from FAL'®

Nevertheless, 1 could find no other circulars from the National Com-
mittee following up on this one nor any documents of those organiza-
tions that mentioned cither Mujeres Libres or SIA along with FAI and
CNT as equivalent organizations. Further, Sara Berenguer Guillén re-
ported that, when plans were announced for the second anniversary
commemoration, there were no representatives from Mujeres Libres on
the list of speakers. According to Sara, Sovledad Estorach raised a fuss
with the Catalan regional committee, demanding that representatives
of Mujeres Libres also take part in the mectings. She succeeded in
convincing the committee, but then they had 10 come up with speakers
1o go to rallies in towns and cities throughout Catalonia. Sara and
Amada de N6 were among the young women who represented Mujeres

Libres at some of these gatherings. Sara was (o go Hospitalet and
Granollers, though she was not able to speak at the former because the
highway had been cut by fascist bombs and the event was cancelled.

Amada went to Gerona. To deal with her nervousness, she memorized

an article Soledad had written [or a newspaper and recited it en route .2

Within this complex and oflten confusing context, Mujeres Libres did
receive some recognition and support from other movement organiza-
tions. Much of the anarchist press seems to have been at least support-
ive, and at times cnthusiastic, about Mujeres Libres’ work and
accomplishments. Acracia, the anarchist daily in Lérida, referred to the
work of Mujeres Libres with some regularity, usually in the most
laudatory of terms.?' Tierra y Libertad, Solidaridad Obrera, Tienipos
Nuevos, and a variety of other periodicals also made [requent reference
to the work and activities of Mujeres Libres,

Locally, Mujeres Libres received help from individual CNT unions.
Many locals participated actively in the apprenticeship programs and
readily opened the doors (and temporarily stopped the assembly lines)
of collectivized factories 10 Mujeres Libres' tcams of speakers. There
were also examples of direct support. When Pepita Carpena's com-
pancro was killed at the front, the metalworkers’ union, of which he had
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been a member and with which she had been involved since her youth,
paid his weekly salary to her, so that she could continue her work with
Mujeres Libres. Some local unions and many soldiers at the front also
sent regular contributions to Mujeres Libres in support of its work.22 At
least in some communities, Mujeres Libres scems to have achieved the
recognition it desired: being included as an organization as part of the
larger liberiarian movement. Minutes of meetings of the local federa-
tion of ateneos libertarios in Madrid, between July 1937 and April 1938,
for example, report the attendance of Mujeres Libres, the local FAL the
local federation of CNT unions, and the local [ederation of the FIJL.2?

Mujeres Libres sent a steady stream of requests for financial and
other substantive assistance to the CNT and FAI at the national and
regional levels. It appealed to them as “one more member of the liber-
tarian family"” in need of linancial support to carry out work that was
critical to all libertarian organizations. Mujeres Libres requested finan-
cial support and facilities [or regional congresses (one held in Barcelona
in February 1938, another held there in October 1938), for publications
and propaganda work, lor maintaining offices, and for salarics for mem-
bers of the regional committee. Both the CNT and the FAl, particularly
in Catalonia, seemed quite prepared to provide meeting space, lood,
and support for these conferences. In addition, between July and Oc-
tober of 1938, both the Catalan Regional Committee of the FAI and the
National Committee of the CNT offered small but regular subventions
to Mujeres Libres, which subsidized the printing of issue no. 13 of
Mujeres Libres.2* While the financial contributions usually fell short of
what Mujeres Libres had requested, rarely was the organization turned
away emply-handed.25 Although litte of the correspondence among the
organizations indicates that Mujeres Libres was treated as an equal
member ol the libertarian family, it was certainly treated as a member,
cven if as a younger and perhaps immature sister.

Mujeres Libres nevertheless expressed [rustration at not being
treated with respect and seriousness by members of these organiza-
tions. All too often, individual companeros referred to Mujeres Libres in
sexually degrading or derogatory ways: calling them Mujeres Licbres,
for example. (“Licbre” means hare; the term was obviously one of
opprobrium, implying that they jumped from bed 1o bed like rabbits.
This labeling of female activists as sexual deviants was not unique to
Spain.)?® Mujeres Libres repeatedly appealed to both the regional and
national committees of the CNT and the FAL asking them to “rein in”
the hostility of their local groups and encourage them to provide direct
support.??

Mujeres Libres also sought support from regional and national organ-
izations of the libertarian movement. For example, in 1937, Mujeres
Libres requested of the National Committee of the CNT that local
unions regularly allow women time for extra apprenticeship training



