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EDUCATION FOR EMPOW ERMENT 

Preparation as Revolution 

The demands of confronting both revolution and war led Muj eres Libres to 
develop a set of programs with two separate but related goal s :  capac­

itaci6n, "preparing" women for revolutionary engagement, and captaci6n, 

actively incorporating them into the libertarian movement. This  dual ori­
entation was expressed clearly in its statement of purpose: 

(a) to create a conscientious and responsible female force [originally, a 

"revolutionary force"] that can act as a vanguard of progress; and (b) to 

this end, to establish schools,  institutes, conferences, special courses,  etc . ,  

designed to empower women and emancipate them from the triple en­

slavement to which they have been, and continue to be, subject, the 

enslavement of ignorance, enslavement as a woman, and enslavement as  

a worker. I 

Capacitaci6n i s  a word that has no exact English equivalent. S ome 
combination of consciousness-raising and empowerment (in the sense of 
developing and feeling confident in one ' s  own abilities) is probabl y  the 
closest we can get. It signified Mujeres Libres'  commitment to enable 
women to overcome their subordination and to recognize and act on their 
potential . Capacitaci6n was Mujeres Libres'  appropriation of the concept 
of preparation to the specific situation of women in Spain. It is best under­
stood to refer to the content of the organization's activities-activities 
designed to overcome women's  i l literacy, to prepare them to participate 
actively and effectively in the work force,  to provide them with informa­
tion about themselves as women (e.g . ,  on motherhood, child care, sexual­
ity),  and, u ltimately, to enable them to experience themselves as competent 
historical actors . 

Captaci6n, a goal which took on ever greater importance as the coun­
terrevolution grew in strength, referred to the organizational and ideo-
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logical context of capacitaci6n. I have already noted that one concern of 
those who established Mujcres Libres was the dearth of women activi sts ;  
they had committed themselves to encouraging female mil itancy in  the 
CNT and FAI, increasing women ' s  participation in movement organiza­
tions was important to them precisely because they saw in the l ibertarian 
movement the best hope for change that would benefit women as wel l as 
men. As the Civil War dragged on, Mujeres Libres '  concern with captaci6n 

came to signify not just a commitment to the greater involvement of 
women in the CNT but also a competition with the Asociaci6n de Mujeres 
Antifascistas (and the Communist and Socialist parties) for the loyalties of 
newly mobi l ized women . 

Mujeres Libres rejected both feminism (by which they meant treating 
men as the enemy and striving for equal ity for women within an exi sting 
system of privileges)" and the relegation of women to a secondary position 
within the libertarian movement: 

We are aware of the precedents set by both feminist organizations and hy 
political parties . . .  We could not fol l ow either of these paths .  We could not 
separate the women's  problem from the social problem, nor could we 
deny the significance of the first by converting women into a simple 
instrument for any organization, even . . .  our own li bertarian organization. 

The intention that underlay our activities was much broader: to serve a 
doctrine, not a party, to empower [capacitarl women to make of them 
individuals capable of contributing to the structuring of the future society, 
individuals who have leamed to be self-determining, not to follow blind­
ly the dictates of any organization. 3 

In oractice. howevPL a" the "'()mpmh�t defer.sive tC:1e (;f the prccc�ing 
quotation suggests, these goals were sometimes in tension. For example, 
both the CNT and FAI (whose financial and moral support Mujeres Libres 
desperately needed) were more interested in captaci6n than in capac­
itaci6n. They would have been more than willing to support Mujeres 
Libres'  efforts to organize women into unions, for example, but they were 
less than enthusiastic in their support for broad-based programs of capac­
itaci6n. These movement organizations never accepted capacitaci6n as an 
independent goal that required organizational autonomy. Yet, from 
Mujeres Libres' point of view, captaci6n without capacitaci6n made no 
sense, because women were not yet prepared to enter the movement as 
equals .  

Anarchism provided the basic grounding for Mujeres Libres'  analysis 
and programs .  Its a im was an egalitarian, non hierarchical society in which 
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people respected themselves and were respected by others . However, given 
the relative neglect with which women and women's issues had been treat­
ed within the anarcho-syndicalist movement, Mujeres Libres'  main con­
cern was to address  those aspects of the societal system of inequalities and 
hierarchies that specifically affected women. Treating women' s  subordina­
tion as part of a larger system of hierarchies located its project firmly with­
in an anarchist framework, while a focus on the specific gender conse­
quences of those inequalities differentiated Mujeres Libres from the main­
stream of the movement at the time. 

Organizational autonomy was crucial to this vision. Women needed a 
separate organization, Mujeres Libres argued, not because men could not 
be trusted and not because men might be less than fully committed to 
women's  emancipation, but because, in the end, only through their own 
self-directed action would women come to see themselves as capable and 
competent, able to participate as equals in the movement. As Lucfa 
Sanchez Saornil had written in 1 93 5 :  "I believe it is not the place of men 
to establish the role of women in society, however elevated that might be. 
The anarchist way .. .is to let the woman act on her own freedom, without 
either guides or enforcement; to let her move in the direction that her incli­
nations and abilities direct."4 

This chapter explores the nature and functioning of Mujeres Libres '  
programs of  capacitaci6n-specifically, its efforts to adapt anarchist prin­
ciples of preparation to the particular situation of women in Spain . Key to 
understanding these programs was Mujeres Libres ' analysis of women ' s  
difference, both the nature and sources of  women' s  subordination to  men 
in Spanish society and the particular contributions women could make to 
the revolution and to the construction of a new society. Although these 
views were rarely spelled out in  any direct way, much can be pieced 
together from an examination of Mujeres Libres'  writings and programs.  

Mujeres Libres focused on the links among economic, cultural , and 
sexual subordination. We can find in its writings an analysis of women' s  
subordination that runs something l ike this :  Women who stayed at home 
were economically (and therefore sexually) dependent on men. That 
dependence contributed to, and was reinforced by, their lack of education 
which, in turn, contributed to a societal devaluation of women and a lack 
of self-respect on the part of women themselves .  The situation was scarce­
ly different for those women who were paid for their labor, whether in 
domestic service or in factories. Their low salaries were 'justified" on the 
grounds that they were secondary workers, not supporting a family. The 
low salaries, in turn, contributed to women's subordinate status and lack of 
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self-respect.  Final l y, the combi nation of economic subordi nation and rela­
tive cultural backwardness made women particularly vulnerable to sexual 
exploitation-whether in marriage or outside it . s  

Consistent with anarchist analyses of relations of domination and sub­
ordi nation, Mujeres Libres never attributed women ' s  subordination to any 
s ingle factor. Education would be crucial to overcome women ' s  cultural 
subordination, but it would not be sufficient in  i tself to make women ful l  
partici pants in  the economy o r  society. Jobs,  too ,  would be essential ,  but 
work alone would not overcome c u l tu ral and sexual exp loi tatio n .  
Consequently, effective programs of capacitacion would have to focus on 
overcoming each aspect of women ' s  "ensl avement" and thei r  interactions.  
Activities would have to be di rected to many fronts at once. 

Mujeres Libres '  position on what women specifical ly had to contribute 
ei ther to the revol ution or to the new society was ambiguous.  While most 
of its activities and propaganda focused on overcoming the subordinati on 
that prevented women from taking their places alongside men in  creating 
the new society, some writings expl icitly stressed women 's difference from 
men and the importance of i ncorporating women-with all their  differ­
ences-i nto the revolutionary process .  An editorial celebrating the found­
i ng of the National Federation of Mujeres Libres in  August 1 937,  for 
example, stated: 

In identifying its  goal s with the CNT and the FAI, [Muj eres Libresl  has 

gathered the most genuinely Spanish and the most authenticall y  revolu­

tionary and enriched it with the hest of i ts  own, specifical l y  feminine, 

characteristics . . .  Mujeres Libres desires that in the new Society, the two 

angles of vision-masculine and feminine-will converge, to provide the 

eqUlli bnum necessary . . .  There cannot be a j ust society unless mascul ine 

and feminine are present i n  equal proportions.6 

Here, the writer seems to be arguing for the i ncorporation of the unique 
perspective women bring to political/social l ife ,  foreshadowing Carol 
Gil l igan ' s  recent call  for l i steni ng to woman' s  "different voice." But exact­
ly what that perspective was remained elusive. The question of what fem­
inine characteristics are and what women have to offer to society, a focus 
of debate and discussion among contemporary feminists,7 was also  raised 
by the members of Muj eres Libres .  As we wil l  see,  ambiguity about what 
constituted woman' s  nature was evident in many of Mujeres Libres '  pro­
grams. 
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