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MOTHER EARTH
E. Goldman and M. Baginski
HERE was a time when men imagined the Earth as the center of the
universe. The stars, large and small, they believed were created
merely for their delectation. It was their vain conception that a
supreme being, weary of solitude, had manufactured a giant toy and put
them into possession of it.
http://dwardmac.pitzer.edu/Anarchist_Archives/goldman/ME/mev1…N8PyTuBB_5GHSLC7a7L60GUZcgKu0O67jpIZiF0M5qB7I8yiiz0GCkoE#tra
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When, however, the human mind was illumined by the torch-light of
science, it came to understand that the Earth was but one of a myriad of
stars floating in infinite space, a mere speck of dust.
Man issued from the womb of Mother Earth, but he knew it not, nor
recognized her, to whom he owed his life. In his egotism he sought an
explanation of himself in the infinite, and out of his efforts there arose the
dreary doctrine that he was not related to the Earth, that she was but a
temporary resting place for his scornful feet and that she held nothing for
him but temptation to degrade himself. Interpreters and prophets of the
infinite sprang into being, creating the "Great Beyond" and proclaiming
Heaven and Hell, between which stood the poor, trembling human being,
tormented by that priest-born monster, Conscience.
In this frightful scheme, gods and devils waged eternal war against each
other with wretched man as the prize of victory; and the priest, selfconstituted interpreter of the will of the gods, stood in front of the only
refuge from harm and demanded as the price of entrance that ignorance, that
asceticism, that self-abnegation which could but end in the complete
subjugation of man to superstition. He was taught that Heaven, the refuge,
was the very antithesis of Earth, which was the source of sin. To gain for
himself a seat in Heaven, man devastated the Earth. Yet she renewed
herself, the good mother, and came again each Spring, radiant with youthful
beauty, beckoning her children to come to her bosom and partake of her
bounty. But ever the air grew thick with mephitic darkness, ever a hollow
voice was heard calling: "Touch not the beautiful form of the sorceress; she
leads to sin!"
But if the priests decried the Earth, there were others who found in it a
source of power and who took possession of it. Then it happened that the
autocrats at the gates of Heaven joined forces with the powers that had
taken possession of the Earth; and humanity began its aimless, monotonous
march. But the good mother sees the bleeding feet of her children, she hears
their moans, and she is ever calling to them that she is theirs.
To the contemporaries of George Washington, Thomas Paine and Thomas
Jefferson, America appeared vast, boundless, full of promise. Mother Earth,
with the sources of vast wealth hidden within the folds of her ample bosom,
extended her inviting and hospitable arms to all those who came to her from
arbitrary and despotic lands--Mother Earth ready to give herself alike to all
her children. But soon she was seized by the few, stripped of her freedom,
fenced in, a prey to those who were endowed with cunning and
unscrupulous shrewdness. They, who had fought for independence from the
British yoke, soon became dependent among themselves; dependent on
possessions, on wealth, on power. Liberty escaped into the wilderness, and
the old battle between the patrician and the plebeian broke out in the new
world, with greater bitterness and vehemence. A period of but a hundred
years had sufficed to turn a great republic, once gloriously established, into
an arbitrary state which subdued a vast number of its people into material
and intellectual slavery, while enabling the privileged few to monopolize
every material and mental resource.
During the last few years, American journalists have had much to say about
the terrible conditions in Russia and the supremacy of the Russian censor.
Have they forgotten the censor here? a censor far more powerful than him
of Russia. Have they forgotten that every line they write is dictated by the
political color of the paper they write for; by the advertising firms; by the
money power; by the power of respectability; by Comstock? Have they
forgotten that the literary taste and critical judgment of the mass of the
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forgotten that the literary taste and critical judgment of the mass of the
people have been successfully moulded to suit the will of these dictators,
and to serve as a go od business basis for shrewd literary speculators? The
number of Rip Van Winkles in life, science, morality, art, and literature is
very large. Innumerable ghosts, such as Ibsen saw when he analyzed the
moral and social conditions of our life, still keep the majority of the human
race in awe.

MOTHER EARTH will endeavor to attract and appeal to all those who
oppose encroachment on public and individual life. It will appeal to those
who strive for something higher, weary of the commonplace; to those who
feel that stagnation is a deadweight on the firm and elastic step of progress;
to those who breathe freely only in limitless space; to those who long for the
tender shade of a new dawn for a humanity free from the dread of want, the
dread of starvation in the face of mountains of riches. The Earth free for the
free individual!
Emma Goldman,
Max Baginski.

The Song of the Storm-Finch*
By Maxim Gorky
HE strong wind is gathering the storm-clouds together
Above the gray plain of the ocean so wide.
The storm-finch, the bird that resembles dark lightning,
Between clouds and ocean is soaring with pride.
Now skimming the waves with his wings, and now shooting
Up, arrow-like, into the dark clouds on high,
The storm-finch is clamoring loudly and shrilly;
The clouds can hear joy in the bird's fearless cry.
In that cry is the yearning, the thirst for the tempest,
And anger's hot might in its wild notes is heard;
The keen fire of passion, the faith in sure triumph-All these the clouds hear in the voice of the bird . . . . .
The storm-wind is howling, the thunder is roaring;
With flame blue and lambent the cloud-masses glow
O'er the fathomless ocean; it catches the lightnings,
And quenches them deep in its whirlpool below.
Like serpents of fire in the dark ocean writhing,
The lightnings reflected there quiver and shake
As into the blackness they vanish forever.
The tempest! Now quickly the tempest will break!
The storm-finch soars fearless and proud 'mid the lightnings,
Above the wild waves that the roaring winds fret;
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The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the
Master’s House
Audre Lorde
1984

I agreed to take part in a New York University Institute for the Humanities conference a year
ago, with the understanding that I would be commenting upon papers dealing with the role of
difference within the lives of American women: difference of race, sexuality, class, and age. The
absence of these considerations weakens any feminist discussion of the personal and the political.
It is a particular academic arrogance to assume any discussion of feminist theory without
examining our many differences, and without a significant input from poor women, Black and
Third World women, and lesbians. And yet, I stand here as a Black lesbian feminist, having been
invited to comment within the only panel at this conference where the input of Black feminists
and lesbians is represented. What this says about the vision of this conference is sad, in a country
where racism, sexism, and homophobia are inseparable. To read this program is to assume that
lesbian and Black women have nothing to say about existentialism, the erotic, women’s culture
and silence, developing feminist theory, or heterosexuality and power. And what does it mean
in personal and political terms when even the two Black women who did present here were
literally found at the last hour? What does it mean when the tools of a racist patriarchy are used
to examine the fruits of that same patriarchy? It means that only the most narrow parameters of
change are possible and allowable.
The absence of any consideration of lesbian consciousness or the consciousness of Third World
women leaves a serious gap within this conference and within the papers presented here. For example, in a paper on material relationships between women, I was conscious of an either/or
model of nurturing which totally dismissed my knowledge as a Black lesbian. In this paper there
was no examination of mutuality between women, no systems of shared support, no interdependence as exists between lesbians and women-identified women. Yet it is only in the patriarchal
model of nurturance that women ”who attempt to emancipate themselves ay perhaps too high a
price for the results,” as this paper states.
For women, the need and desire to nurture each other is not pathological but redemptive, and
it is within that knowledge that our real power I rediscovered. It is this real connection which is
so feared by a patriarchal world. Only within a patriarchal structure is maternity the only social
power open to women.

Interdependency between women is the way to a freedom which allows the I to be, not in
order to be used, but in order to be creative. This is a difference between the passive be and the
active being.
Advocating the mere tolerance of difference between women is the grossest reformism. It is
a total denial of the creative function of difference in our lives. Difference must be not merely
tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which our creativity can spark like a
dialectic. Only then does the necessity for interdependency become unthreatening. Only within
that interdependency of difference strengths,acknowledged and equal, can the power to seek new
ways of being in the world generate, as well as the courage and sustenance to act where there
are no charters.
Within the interdependence of mutual (nondominant) differences lies that security which enables us to descend into the chaos of knowledge and return with true visions of our future, along
with the concomitant power to effect those changes which can bring that future into being. Difference is that raw and powerful connection from which our personal power is forged.
As women, we have been taught either to ignore our differences, or to view them as causes
for separation and suspicion rather than as forces for change. Without community there is no
liberation, only the most vulnerable and temporary armistice between an individual and her oppression. But community must not mean a shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic pretense
that these differences do not exist.
Those of us who stand outside the circle of this society’s definition of acceptable women; those
of us who have been forged in the crucibles of difference – those of us who are poor, who are
lesbians, who are Black, who are older – know that survival is not an academic skill. It is learning
how to take our differences and make them strengths. For the master’s tools will never dismantle
the master’s house. They may allow us temporarily to beat him at his own game, but they will
never enable us to bring about genuine change. And this fact is only threatening to those women
who still define the master’s house as their only source of support.
Poor women and women of Color know there is a difference between the daily
manifestations of marital slavery and prostitution because it is our daughters who line 42nd
Street. If white American feminist theory need not deal with the differences between us, and the
resulting difference in our oppressions, then how do you deal with the fact that the women who
clean your houses and tend your children while you attend conferences on feminist theory are,
for the most part, poor women and women of Color? What is the theory behind racist feminism?
In a world of possibility for us all, our personal visions help lay the groundwork for
political action. The failure of academic feminists to recognize difference as a crucial strength
is a failure to reach beyond the first patriarchal lesson. In our world, divide and conquer must
become define and empower.
Why weren’t other women of Color found to participate in this conference? Why were two
phone calls to me considered a consultation? Am I the only possible source of names of Black
feminists? And although the Black panelist’s paper ends on an important and powerful connection of love between women, what about interracial cooperation between feminists who don’t
love each other?
In academic feminist circles, the answer to these questions is often, ”We do not know who to
ask.” But that is the same evasion of responsibility, the same cop-out, that keeps Black women’s
art our of women’s exhibitions, Black women’s work our of most feminist publications except for
the occasional ”Special Third World Women’s Issue,” and Black women’s texts off your reading
2

lists. But as Adrienne Rich pointed out in a recent talk, which feminists have educated themselves
about such an enormous amount over the past ten years, how come you haven’t also educated
yourselves about Black women and the
differences between us – white and Black – when it is key to our survival as a
movement?
Women of today are still being called upon to stretch across the gap of male ignorance and to
educated men as to our existence and our needs. This is an old and primary tool of all oppressors
to keep the oppressed occupied with the master’s concerns. Now we hear that it is the task of
women of Color to educate white women – in the face of tremendous resistance – as to our
existence, our differences, our relative roles in our joint survival. This is a diversion of energies
and a tragic repetition of racist patriarchal thought.
Simone de Beauvoir once said: ”It is in the knowledge of the genuine conditions of our lives
that we must draw our strength to live and our reasons for acting.”
Racism and homophobia are real conditions of all our lives in this place and time. I urge each
one of us here to reach down into that deep place of knowledge inside herself and touch that
terror and loathing of any difference that lives there. See whose face it wears.
Then the personal as the political can begin to illuminate all our choices.
Prospero, you are the master of illusion.
Lying is your trademark.
And you have lied so much to me
(Lied about the world, lied about me)
That you have ended by imposing on me
An image of myself.
Underdeveloped, you brand me, inferior,
That s the way you have forced me to see myself
I detest that image! What’s more, it’s a lie!
But now I know you, you old cancer,
And I know myself as well.
~ Caliban, in Aime Cesaire’s A Tempest
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T

he struggle against patriarchy — whether organic and spontaneous, or militant and
organized — constitutes one of the oldest forms of resistance. As such, it carries some of
the most diverse arrays of experience and knowledge within it, embodying the fight
against oppression in its most ancient and universal forms.
From the earliest rebellions in history to the first organized women’s strikes, protests and
movements, struggling women have always acted in the consciousness that their resistance is
linked to wider issues of injustice and oppression in society. Whether in the fight against
colonialism, religious dogma, militarism, industrialism, state authority or capitalist modernity,
historically women’s movements have mobilized the experience of different aspects of oppression
and the need for a fight on multiple fronts.

THE STATE AND THE ERASURE OF WOMEN
The division of society into strict hierarchies — particularly through the centralization of
ideological, economic and political power — has meant a historic loss for the woman’s place
within the community. As solidarity and subsistence-based ways of life were replaced with
systems of discipline and control, women were pushed to the margins of society and made to live
sub-human lives on the terms of ruling men. But unlike what patriarchal history-writing would
have us believe, this subjugation never took place without fearless resistance and rebellion
emerging from below.
Colonial violence, in particular, has focused on the establishment or further consolidation of
patriarchal control over the communities it wanted to dominate. Establishing a “governable”
society means to normalize violence and subjugation within the most intimate interpersonal
relationships. In the colonial context, or more generally within oppressed communities and
classes, the household constituted the only sphere of control for the subjected male, who seemed
to be able to assert his dignity and authority only in his family — a miniature version of the state
https://roarmag.org/magazine/womens-internationalism-global…AR1-zA1QQKwMld9F-M8M8CfPMItwMRqi0u96yqpDb-N9MoAanUN9FdfwZwY
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to be able to assert his dignity and authority only in his family — a miniature version of the state
or colony.
Over the centuries, an understanding of familial love and affection developed that split from its
roots in communal solidarity and mutuality, further institutionalizing the idea that violence and
domination is simply part of human nature. As authors like Silvia Federici and Maria Mies have
argued, capitalist imperialism — with its inherently patriarchal core — has led to the destruction
of entire universes of women’s lifeways, solidarities, economies and contributions to history, art
and public life, whether in the European witch hunts, through colonial ventures abroad, or
through the destruction of nature everywhere.
In modern times, many
feminist activists and
researchers have critiqued
the relationship between
oppressive gender norms
and the rise of
nationalism. Relying
fundamentally on
patriarchal notions of
production, governance,
kinship and conceptions
of life and death,
nationalism resorts to the
domestication of women
for its own purposes. This
pattern is recurring in
today’s global swing to the
right, with fascists and farright nationalists often
claiming to act in the
interests of women.
Protecting women from
the unknown, after all,
remains one of the oldest
conservative tropes to
justify psychological,
cultural and physical
warfare against women.
As a result, women’s
bodies and behaviors are
being instrumentalized for the interests of an increasingly reactionary capitalist world system.
Colonialism yesterday and capitalist militarism today immediately target the spheres of
communal economy and the autonomy of women within them. As a result, epidemic waves of
violence against women destroy whatever was left of life before capitalist social relations and
modes of production took hold. No surprise then, that women, feeling capitalist domination and
violence most intensively and from all sides, are often at the forefront in the Global South to fight
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violence most intensively and from all sides, are often at the forefront in the Global South to fight
against the capitalist destruction of their lands, waters and forests.

IMPERIALIST FEMINISM AND PATRIARCHAL SOCIALISM
Let us identify two further issues that radical women’s struggles need to engage with today.
Perhaps the older of the two is the sidelining of women’s liberation by progressive, socialist, anticolonialist or other leftist groups and movements. Historically, although women have participated
in liberation movements in various capacities, their demands were often pushed aside in favor of
what was identified by (usually male) leaders as the priority objective. This, however, is not an
occurrence inherent to struggles for socialism or other alternatives to capitalism. It is, in fact,
rather a demonstration of how deep the fight against oppression and exploitation needs to reach if
real change is to be brought about.
The authoritarian traits of past historic experiences, based on their high-modernist and statist
obsessions bordering on social engineering, are very much in line with patriarchal
conceptualizations of life. As many feminist historians have pointed out, class has always meant
different things to women and to men, particularly as women’s bodies and unpaid labor were
appropriated and commodified by dominant systems in ways that naturalized their subjugated
status profoundly.
As an outcome of millennia-old feminicidal systems, many of which do not feature in history
classes even today, combined with the everyday reproduction of patriarchal domination in
hegemonic culture, intimate relationships or in the seemingly loving sphere of the family, deep
psychological traumas and internalized behaviors produce a need to radically break with societal
and cultural expectations of passive femininity and womanhood through consciousness-raising,
political action and autonomous organizing.
As the experience in our own movement — the women’s struggle in the Kurdish freedom
movement — has shown, without a total divorce from patriarchy, without a war on our
internalized self-enslavement, we cannot play our historic role in the general struggle for
liberation. Neither can we find shelter in autonomous women’s spheres without running the
danger of separating ourselves from the real concerns and problems of the society — and with
that, the world — that we seek to revolutionize. In this sense, our autonomous women’s struggle
has become our people’s guarantee to democratize and liberate our society and the world beyond.
The flipside of this negative experience of women’s movements within broader struggles for
liberation is related to the second and more recent issue that women’s struggles face today: the deradicalization of feminism through liberal ideologies and systems of capitalist modernity.
Increasingly so, progressive movements and struggles that have the potential to fight power are
confronted with what Arundhati Roy refers to as the “NGO-ization of resistance.” One of the
primary tools to enclose and tame women’s rebellion and rage is the delegation of social struggles
to the realm of civil society organizations and elite institutions that are often necessarily detached
from the people on the ground.
It is no coincidence that
https://roarmag.org/magazine/womens-internationalism-global…AR1-zA1QQKwMld9F-M8M8CfPMItwMRqi0u96yqpDb-N9MoAanUN9FdfwZwY
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It is no coincidence that
every country that has
been invaded and occupied
by Western states claiming
to import “freedom and
democracy” is now home
to an abundance of NGOs
for women’s rights. The
fact that violence against
women is on the rise in the
same aggressor countries
should raise questions
about the function and
purpose that such
organizations play in the
justification of empire.
Issues that require a radical
restructuring of an
oppressive international
system are now reduced to
marginal phenomena that
can be resolved through
corporate diversity policy
and individual behavior,
thus normalizing women’s
acceptance of cosmetic
changes at the expense of
radical transformation.
Today, women are
expected to cheerlead self-congratulatory manifestations of the most overt forms of imperialism
and neoliberalism for their “gender inclusivity” or “female friendliness.” This grotesque
appropriation of women’s struggles and gender equality was demonstrated in a recent joint article
in The Guardian, co-authored by Hollywood star and UN ambassador Angelina Jolie and NATO
secretary general Jens Stoltenberg, in which the two made public their collaboration to ensure
that NATO fulfils “the responsibility and opportunity to be a leading protector of women’s
rights.”
The imperialist mentality underlying the logic that NATO, one of the main culprits of global
violence, genocide, unreported rape, feminicide and ecological catastrophe, will lead the feminist
struggle by training its staff to be more “sensitive” to women’s rights is a summary of the tragedy
of liberal feminism today. Diversifying oppressive institutions by supplementing their ranks with
people of different ages, races, genders, sexual orientations and beliefs is an attempt to render
invisible their tyrannical pillars and is one of the most devastating ideological attacks on
alternative imaginaries for a just life in freedom.
Both right-wing conservatives and misogynist, authoritarian leftists, particularly in the West, are
quick to blame “identity politics” and their supposed fragility for today’s social problems. The
https://roarmag.org/magazine/womens-internationalism-global…AR1-zA1QQKwMld9F-M8M8CfPMItwMRqi0u96yqpDb-N9MoAanUN9FdfwZwY
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quick to blame “identity politics” and their supposed fragility for today’s social problems. The
term “identity politics”, however, was coined in the 1970s by the Combahee River Collective, a
radical Black lesbian feminist group that emphasized the importance of autonomous political
action, self-realization, consciousness-raising for the ability to liberate oneself and society on the
terms of the oppressed themselves. This was not a call for a self-centered preoccupation with
identity detached from wider issues of class and society, but rather a formulation of experiencebased action plans to fight multiple layers of oppression.
The problem today is not identity-based politics, but liberalism’s co-optation thereof to remove its
radical intersectional and anti-capitalist roots. As a result, mostly white female heads of state,
female CEOs and other female representatives of a bourgeois order based on sexism and racism
are crowned as the icons of contemporary feminism by the liberal media — not the militancy of
women in the streets who risk their lives in the struggle against police states, militarism and
capitalism.
Focusing on identity as a value in itself, as liberal ideology would like to have us, runs the danger
of falling into the abyss of liberal individualism, in which we may create sanctuaries of safe space,
but ultimately become directly or indirectly complicit in the perpetuation of a global system of
ecocide, racism, patriarchal violence and imperialist militarism.

INTERNATIONALISM MEANS DIRECT ACTION
One of the primary tragedies of alternative quests is therefore the delegation of one’s individual or
collective will to instances outside of the community-in-struggle: men, NGOs, the state, the
nation, and so on. The crisis of representative liberal democracy is very much related to its
inability to deliver its promise, namely to represent all sections of society. As oppressed groups,
particularly women, have historically experienced, one’s liberation cannot be surrendered to the
same systems that reproduce unbearable violence and subjugation. In the face of these false
binaries that women’s struggles are often confronted with, the urgency of internationalism
emergences even more insistently.
At the heart of internationalism has historically been the realization that beyond any existing
order, people must be conscious of each other’s suffering and see the oppression of one as the
misery of all. Internationalism is a revolutionary extension of one’s self-awareness to the realm of
humanity as a whole, based on the ability to see the connections of different expressions of
oppression. In this sense, internationalism must necessarily reject any form of delegation to status
quo institutions and must resort to concrete, direct action.
https://roarmag.org/magazine/womens-internationalism-global…AR1-zA1QQKwMld9F-M8M8CfPMItwMRqi0u96yqpDb-N9MoAanUN9FdfwZwY
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quo institutions and must resort to concrete, direct action.

More than one hundred years ago, the month of March was chosen by socialist working women
to be the international day of women and their militant struggles. A century on, March has
become the month to commemorate and honor women internationalists in the revolution of
Rojava. This past March, two remarkable militant women, Anna Campbell (Hêlîn Qerecox), a
revolutionary anti-fascist from England, and Alina Sanchez (Lêgêrîn Ciya), a socialist
internationalist and medical doctor from Argentina, lost their lives in Rojava during their quest
for a life free from patriarchal fascism and its mercenaries under capitalist modernity.
Three years earlier, in March 2015, one of the first internationalist martyrs of the Rojava
Revolution, the Black German communist Ivana Hoffmann, lost her life in the war on the
feminicidal rapist fascists of ISIS. Together with thousands of Kurdish, Arab, Turkmen, Syriac
Christian, Armenian and other comrades, these three women, in the spirit of women’s
internationalism, insisted on being on the frontlines against the destruction of women’s lifeworlds
by patriarchal systems. At the time of writing these words, more than three months on, Anna’s
body still lies hidden under the rubble in the midst of the colonial, patriarchal occupation of the
Turkish state in Afrin, Rojava.
At the heart of these women’s defense of humanity was a commitment to beautify life through
permanent struggle against fascistic systems and mentalities. In the spirit of the revolution that
they joined, they did not compromise their womanhood for the sake of a liberation that
marginalizes the struggle against patriarchy.
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Towards the end of last year, Kurdish, Arab, Syriac Christian and Turkmen women, together with
internationalist comrades, announced the liberation of Raqqa and dedicated this historic moment
to the freedom of all women in the world. Among them were Ezidi women, who organized
themselves autonomously to take revenge on the ISIS rapists that three years previously
committed genocide against their community and enslaved thousands of women.
Revolutionary women’s struggles — as opposed to contemporary liberal appropriations of
feminist language — have always embodied the spirit of internationalism in their fights by taking
the lead against fascism and nationalism. To stay true to the promise of solidarity, internationalist
politics in the vein of women’s struggles, must understand that oppression can operate through a
variety of modes, so that both the violence as well as the resistance against it do not have to
resemble each other everywhere.
Today’s internationalism needs to reclaim direct action for systemic change without reliance on
external powers — party, government or state — and must be radically democratic, anti-racist and

https://roarmag.org/magazine/womens-internationalism-global…AR1-zA1QQKwMld9F-M8M8CfPMItwMRqi0u96yqpDb-N9MoAanUN9FdfwZwY

Page 7 of 8

ROAR Magazine

24/10/2018, 14)57

Today’s internationalism needs to reclaim direct action for systemic change without reliance on
external powers — party, government or state — and must be radically democratic, anti-racist and
anti-patriarchal.

WRITTEN BY

Dilar Dirik
Dilar Dirik is an activist of the Kurdish women’s movement and
regularly writes on the freedom struggles in Kurdistan for an
international audience.
Source URL — https://roarmag.org/magazine/womens-internationalism-global-patriarchy/

is an independent journal of the radical imagination
providing grassroots perspectives from the frontlines of the global struggle for real
democracy.

#

Join the movement!

PATREON

DOWNLOAD >

NOT NOW

ROAR is 100% reader-funded.

https://roarmag.org/magazine/womens-internationalism-global…AR1-zA1QQKwMld9F-M8M8CfPMItwMRqi0u96yqpDb-N9MoAanUN9FdfwZwY

Page 8 of 8

Anarchist FAQ/What is Anarchism?/3.5 - Wikibooks, open books for an open world

24/10/2018, 14)58

Anarchist FAQ/What is Anarchism?/3.5
A.3.5 What is Anarcha-Feminism?
Although opposition to the state and all forms of authority had a strong voice among the early feminists of the 19th
century, the more recent feminist movement which began in the 1960's was founded upon anarchist practice. This is
where the term anarcha-feminism came from, referring to women anarchists who act within the larger feminist and
anarchist movements to remind them of their principles.
The modern anarcha-feminists built upon the feminist ideas of previous anarchists, both male and female. Indeed,
anarchism and feminism have always been closely linked. Many outstanding feminists have also been anarchists,
including the pioneering Mary Wollstonecraft (author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman), the Communard
Louise Michel, and the American anarchists (and tireless champions of women's freedom) Voltairine de Cleyre and
Emma Goldman (for the former, see her essays "Sex Slavery", "Gates of Freedom", "The Case of Woman vs.
Orthodoxy", "Those Who Marry Do Ill"; for the latter see "The Traffic in Women", "Woman Suffrage", "The Tragedy of
Woman's Emancipation", "Marriage and Love" and "Victims of Morality", for example). Freedom, the world's oldest
anarchist newspaper, was founded by Charlotte Wilson in 1886. Anarchist women like Virgilia D'Andrea and Rose
Pesota played important roles in both the libertarian and labour movements. The "Mujeres Libres" ("Free Women")
movement in Spain during the Spanish revolution is a classic example of women anarchists organising themselves to
defend their basic freedoms and create a society based on women's freedom and equality (see Free Women of Spain by
Martha Ackelsberg for more details on this important organisation). In addition, all the male major anarchist thinkers
(bar Proudhon) were firm supporters of women's equality. For example, Bakunin opposed patriarchy and how the law
"subjects [women] to the absolute domination of the man." He argued that "[e]qual rights must belong to men and
women" so that women can "become independent and be free to forge their own way of life." He looked forward to the
end of "the authoritarian juridical family" and "the full sexual freedom of women." [Bakunin on Anarchism, p. 396
and p. 397]
Thus anarchism has since the 1860s combined a radical critique of capitalism and the state with an equally powerful
critique of patriarchy (rule by men). Anarchists, particularly female ones, recognised that modern society was
dominated by men. As Ana Maria Mozzoni (an Italian anarchist immigrant in Buenos Aires) put it, women "will find
that the priest who damns you is a man; that the legislator who oppresses you is a man, that the husband who reduces
you to an object is a man; that the libertine who harasses you is a man; that the capitalist who enriches himself with
your ill-paid work and the speculator who calmly pockets the price of your body, are men." Little has changed since
then. Patriarchy still exists and, to quote the anarchist paper La Questione Sociale, it is still usually the case that
women "are slaves both in social and private life. If you are a proletarian, you have two tyrants: the man and the boss.
If bourgeois, the only sovereignty left to you is that of frivolity and coquetry." [quoted by Jose Moya, Italians in
Buenos Aires's Anarchist Movement, pp. 197–8 and p. 200]
Anarchism, therefore, is based on an awareness that fighting patriarchy is as important as fighting against the state or
capitalism. For "[y]ou can have no free, or just, or equal society, nor anything approaching it, so long as womanhood is
bought, sold, housed, clothed, fed, and protected, as a chattel." [Voltairine de Cleyre, "The Gates of Freedom",
pp. 235–250, Eugenia C. Delamotte, Gates of Freedom, p. 242] To quote Louise Michel:
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first thing that must change is the relationship between the sexes. Humanity has two parts,
women, and we ought to be walking hand in hand; instead there is antagonism, and it will last
as the 'stronger' half controls, or think its controls, the 'weaker' half." [The Red Virgin:
of Louise Michel, p. 139]

Thus anarchism, like feminism, fights patriarchy and for women's equality. Both share much common history and a
concern about individual freedom, equality and dignity for members of the female sex (although, as we will explain in
more depth below, anarchists have always been very critical of mainstream/liberal feminism as not going far enough).
Therefore, it is unsurprising that the new wave of feminism of the sixties expressed itself in an anarchistic manner and
drew much inspiration from anarchist figures such as Emma Goldman. Cathy Levine points out that, during this time,
"independent groups of women began functioning without the structure, leaders, and other factotums of the male left,
creating, independently and simultaneously, organisations similar to those of anarchists of many decades and regions.
No accident, either." ["The Tyranny of Tyranny," Quiet Rumours: An Anarcha-Feminist Reader, p. 66] It is no
accident because, as feminist scholars have noted, women were among the first victims of hierarchical society, which
is thought to have begun with the rise of patriarchy and ideologies of domination during the late Neolithic era.
Marilyn French argues (in Beyond Power) that the first major social stratification of the human race occurred when
men began dominating women, with women becoming in effect a "lower" and "inferior" social class.
The links between anarchism and modern feminism exist in both ideas and action. Leading feminist thinker Carole
Pateman notes that her "discussion [on contract theory and its authoritarian and patriarchal basis] owes something
to" libertarian ideas, that is the "anarchist wing of the socialist movement." [The Sexual Contract, p. 14] Moreover, she
noted in the 1980s how the "major locus of criticism of authoritarian, hierarchical, undemocratic forms of
organisation for the last twenty years has been the women's movement . . . After Marx defeated Bakunin in the First
International, the prevailing form of organisation in the labour movement, the nationalised industries and in the left
sects has mimicked the hierarchy of the state . . . The women's movement has rescued and put into practice the longsubmerged idea [of anarchists like Bakunin] that movements for, and experiments in, social change must 'prefigure'
the future form of social organisation." [The Disorder of Women, p. 201]
Peggy Kornegger has drawn attention to these strong connections between feminism and anarchism, both in theory
and practice. "The radical feminist perspective is almost pure anarchism," she writes. "The basic theory postulates the
nuclear family as the basis of all authoritarian systems. The lesson the child learns, from father to teacher to boss to
god, is to obey the great anonymous voice of Authority. To graduate from childhood to adulthood is to become a fullfledged automaton, incapable of questioning or even of thinking clearly." ["Anarchism: The Feminist Connection,"
Quiet Rumours: An Anarcha-Feminist Reader, p. 26] Similarly, the Zero Collective argues that Anarcha-feminism
"consists in recognising the anarchism of feminism and consciously developing it." ["Anarchism/Feminism," pp. 3–7,
The Raven, no. 21, p. 6]
Anarcha-feminists point out that authoritarian traits and values, for example, domination, exploitation,
aggressiveness, competitiveness, desensitisation etc., are highly valued in hierarchical civilisations and are
traditionally referred to as "masculine." In contrast, non-authoritarian traits and values such as co-operation, sharing,
compassion, sensitivity, warmth, etc., are traditionally regarded as "feminine" and are devalued. Feminist scholars
have traced this phenomenon back to the growth of patriarchal societies during the early Bronze Age and their
conquest of co-operatively based "organic" societies in which "feminine" traits and values were prevalent and
respected. Following these conquests, however, such values came to be regarded as "inferior," especially for a man,
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since men were in charge of domination and exploitation under patriarchy. (See e.g. Riane Eisler, The Chalice and the
Blade; Elise Boulding, The Underside of History). Hence anarcha-feminists have referred to the creation of a nonauthoritarian, anarchist society based on co-operation, sharing, mutual aid, etc. as the "feminisation of society."
Anarcha-feminists have noted that "feminising" society cannot be achieved without both self-management and
decentralisation. This is because the patriarchal-authoritarian values and traditions they wish to overthrow are
embodied and reproduced in hierarchies. Thus feminism implies decentralisation, which in turn implies selfmanagement. Many feminists have recognised this, as reflected in their experiments with collective forms of feminist
organisations that eliminate hierarchical structure and competitive forms of decision making. Some feminists have
even argued that directly democratic organisations are specifically female political forms. [see e.g. Nancy Hartsock
"Feminist Theory and the Development of Revolutionary Strategy," in Zeila Eisenstein, ed., Capitalist Patriarchy and
the Case for Socialist Feminism, pp. 56–77] Like all anarchists, anarcha-feminists recognise that self-liberation is the
key to women's equality and thus, freedom. Thus Emma Goldman:
"Her development, her freedom, her independence, must come from and through herself. First, by
asserting herself as a personality, and not as a sex commodity. Second, by refusing the right of
anyone over her body; by refusing to bear children, unless she wants them, by refusing to be a servant
to God, the State, society, the husband, the family, etc., by making her life simpler, but deeper and
richer. That is, by trying to learn the meaning and substance of life in all its complexities; by
freeing herself from the fear of public opinion and public condemnation." [Anarchism and Other Essays,
p. 211]

Anarcha-feminism tries to keep feminism from becoming influenced and dominated by authoritarian ideologies of
either the right or left. It proposes direct action and self-help instead of the mass reformist campaigns favoured by the
"official" feminist movement, with its creation of hierarchical and centralist organisations and its illusion that having
more women bosses, politicians, and soldiers is a move towards "equality." Anarcha-feminists would point out that
the so-called "management science" which women have to learn in order to become mangers in capitalist companies is
essentially a set of techniques for controlling and exploiting wage workers in corporate hierarchies, whereas
"feminising" society requires the elimination of capitalist wage-slavery and managerial domination altogether.
Anarcha-feminists realise that learning how to become an effective exploiter or oppressor is not the path to equality
(as one member of the Mujeres Libres put it, "[w]e did not want to substitute a feminist hierarchy for a masculine one"
[quoted by Martha A. Ackelsberg, Free Women of Spain, pp. 22–3] -- also see section B.1.4 for a further discussion on
patriarchy and hierarchy).
Hence anarchism's traditional hostility to liberal (or mainstream) feminism, while supporting women's liberation and
equality. Federica Montseny (a leading figure in the Spanish Anarchist movement) argued that such feminism
advocated equality for women, but did not challenge existing institutions. She argued that (mainstream) feminism's
only ambition is to give to women of a particular class the opportunity to participate more fully in the existing system
of privilege and if these institutions "are unjust when men take advantage of them, they will still be unjust if women
take advantage of them." [quoted by Martha A. Ackelsberg, Op. Cit., p. 119] Thus, for anarchists, women's freedom did
not mean an equal chance to become a boss or a wage slave, a voter or a politician, but rather to be a free and equal
individual co-operating as equals in free associations. "Feminism," stressed Peggy Kornegger, "doesn't mean female
corporate power or a woman President; it means no corporate power and no Presidents. The Equal Rights
Amendment will not transform society; it only gives women the 'right' to plug into a hierarchical economy.
Challenging sexism means challenging all hierarchy -- economic, political, and personal. And that means an anarchafeminist revolution." [Op. Cit., p. 27]
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Anarchism, as can be seen, included a class and economic analysis which is missing from mainstream feminism while,
at the same time, showing an awareness to domestic and sex-based power relations which eluded the mainstream
socialist movement. This flows from our hatred of hierarchy. As Mozzoni put it, "Anarchy defends the cause of all the
oppressed, and because of this, and in a special way, it defends your [women's] cause, oh! women, doubly oppressed
by present society in both the social and private spheres." [quoted by Moya, Op. Cit., p. 203] This means that, to quote
a Chinese anarchist, what anarchists "mean by equality between the sexes is not just that the men will no longer
oppress women. We also want men to no longer to be oppressed by other men, and women no longer to be oppressed
by other women." Thus women should "completely overthrow rulership, force men to abandon all their special
privileges and become equal to women, and make a world with neither the oppression of women nor the oppression of
men." [He Zhen, quoted by Peter Zarrow, Anarchism and Chinese Political Culture, p. 147]
So, in the historic anarchist movement, as Martha Ackelsberg notes, liberal/mainstream feminism was considered as
being "too narrowly focused as a strategy for women's emancipation; sexual struggle could not be separated from class
struggle or from the anarchist project as a whole." [Op. Cit., p. 119] Anarcha-feminism continues this tradition by
arguing that all forms of hierarchy are wrong, not just patriarchy, and that feminism is in conflict with its own ideals if
it desires simply to allow women to have the same chance of being a boss as a man does. They simply state the
obvious, namely that they "do not believe that power in the hands of women could possibly lead to a non-coercive
society" nor do they "believe that anything good can come out of a mass movement with a leadership elite." The
"central issues are always power and social hierarchy" and so people "are free only when they have power over their
own lives." [Carole Ehrlich, "Socialism, Anarchism and Feminism", Quiet Rumours: An Anarcha-Feminist Reader,
p. 44] For if, as Louise Michel put it, "a proletarian is a slave; the wife of a proletarian is even more a slave" ensuring
that the wife experiences an equal level of oppression as the husband misses the point. [Op. Cit., p. 141]
Anarcha-feminists, therefore, like all anarchists oppose capitalism as a denial of liberty. Their critique of hierarchy in
the society does not start and end with patriarchy. It is a case of wanting freedom everywhere, of wanting to "[b]reak
up . . . every home that rests in slavery! Every marriage that represents the sale and transfer of the individuality of one
of its parties to the other! Every institution, social or civil, that stands between man and his right; every tie that
renders one a master, another a serf." [Voltairine de Cleyre, "The Economic Tendency of Freethought", The Voltairine
de Cleyre Reader, p. 72] The ideal that an "equal opportunity" capitalism would free women ignores the fact that any
such system would still see working class women oppressed by bosses (be they male or female). For anarchafeminists, the struggle for women's liberation cannot be separated from the struggle against hierarchy as such. As L.
Susan Brown puts it:
"Anarchist-feminism, as an expression of the anarchist sensibility applied to feminist concerns,
takes the individual as its starting point and, in opposition to relations of domination and
subordination, argues for non-instrumental economic forms that preserve individual existential
freedom, for both men and women." [The Politics of Individualism, p. 144]

Anarcha-feminists have much to contribute to our understanding of the origins of the ecological crisis in the
authoritarian values of hierarchical civilisation. For example, a number of feminist scholars have argued that the
domination of nature has paralleled the domination of women, who have been identified with nature throughout
history (See, for example, Caroline Merchant, The Death of Nature, 1980). Both women and nature are victims of the
obsession with control that characterises the authoritarian personality. For this reason, a growing number of both
radical ecologists and feminists are recognising that hierarchies must be dismantled in order to achieve their
respective goals.
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In addition, anarcha-feminism reminds us of the importance of treating women equally with men while, at the same
time, respecting women's differences from men. In other words, that recognising and respecting diversity includes
women as well as men. Too often many male anarchists assume that, because they are (in theory) opposed to sexism,
they are not sexist in practice. Such an assumption is false. Anarcha-feminism brings the question of consistency
between theory and practice to the front of social activism and reminds us all that we must fight not only external
constraints but also internal ones.
This means that anarcha-feminism urges us to practice what we preach. As Voltairine de Cleyre argued, "I never
expect men to give us liberty. No, Women, we are not worth it, until we take it." This involves "insisting on a new code
of ethics founded on the law of equal freedom: a code recognising the complete individuality of woman. By making
rebels wherever we can. By ourselves living our beliefs . . . . We are revolutionists. And we shall use propaganda by
speech, deed, and most of all life -- being what we teach." Thus anarcha-feminists, like all anarchists, see the struggle
against patriarchy as being a struggle of the oppressed for their own self-liberation, for "as a class I have nothing to
hope from men . . . No tyrant ever renounced his tyranny until he had to. If history ever teaches us anything it teaches
this. Therefore my hope lies in creating rebellion in the breasts of women." ["The Gates of Freedom", pp. 235–250,
Eugenia C. Delamotte, Gates of Freedom, p. 249 and p. 239] This was sadly as applicable within the anarchist
movement as it was outside it in patriarchal society.
Faced with the sexism of male anarchists who spoke of sexual equality, women anarchists in Spain organised
themselves into the Mujeres Libres organisation to combat it. They did not believe in leaving their liberation to some
day after the revolution. Their liberation was a integral part of that revolution and had to be started today. In this they
repeated the conclusions of anarchist women in Illinois Coal towns who grew tried of hearing their male comrades
"shout in favour" of sexual equality "in the future society" while doing nothing about it in the here and now. They used
a particularly insulting analogy, comparing their male comrades to priests who "make false promises to the starving
masses . . . [that] there will be rewards in paradise." The argued that mothers should make their daughters
"understand that the difference in sex does not imply inequality in rights" and that as well as being "rebels against the
social system of today," they "should fight especially against the oppression of men who would like to retain women as
their moral and material inferior." [Ersilia Grandi, quoted by Caroline Waldron Merithew, Anarchist Motherhood,
p. 227] They formed the "Luisa Michel" group to fight against capitalism and patriarchy in the upper Illinois valley
coal towns over three decades before their Spanish comrades organised themselves.
For anarcha-feminists, combating sexism is a key aspect of the struggle for freedom. It is not, as many Marxist
socialists argued before the rise of feminism, a diversion from the "real" struggle against capitalism which would
somehow be automatically solved after the revolution. It is an essential part of the struggle:
"We do not need any of your titles . . . We
education and liberty. We know what our rights
fighting the supreme fight? Are you not strong
struggle for the rights of women? And then men
humanity." [Louise Michel, Op. Cit., p. 142]

want none of them. What we do want is knowledge and
are and we demand them. Are we not standing next to you
enough, men, to make part of that supreme fight a
and women together will gain the rights of all

A key part of this revolutionising modern society is the transformation of the current relationship between the sexes.
Marriage is a particular evil for "the old form of marriage, based on the Bible, 'till death doth part,' . . . [is] an
institution that stands for the sovereignty of the man over the women, of her complete submission to his whims and
commands." Women are reduced "to the function of man's servant and bearer of his children." [Goldman, Op. Cit.,
pp. 220–1] Instead of this, anarchists proposed "free love," that is couples and families based on free agreement
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between equals than one partner being in authority and the other simply obeying. Such unions would be without
sanction of church or state for "two beings who love each other do not need permission from a third to go to bed."
[Mozzoni, quoted by Moya, Op. Cit., p. 200]
Equality and freedom apply to more than just relationships. For "if social progress consists in a constant tendency
towards the equalisation of the liberties of social units, then the demands of progress are not satisfied so long as half
society, Women, is in subjection. . . . Woman . . . is beginning to feel her servitude; that there is a requisite
acknowledgement to be won from her master before he is put down and she exalted to -- Equality. This
acknowledgement is, the freedom to control her own person. " [Voltairine de Cleyre, "The Gates of Freedom", Op. Cit.,
p. 242] Neither men nor state nor church should say what a woman does with her body. A logical extension of this is
that women must have control over their own reproductive organs. Thus anarcha-feminists, like anarchists in general,
are pro-choice and pro-reproductive rights (i.e. the right of a woman to control her own reproductive decisions). This
is a long standing position. Emma Goldman was persecuted and incarcerated because of her public advocacy of birth
control methods and the extremist notion that women should decide when they become pregnant (as feminist writer
Margaret Anderson put it, "In 1916, Emma Goldman was sent to prison for advocating that 'women need not always
keep their mouth shut and their wombs open.'").
Anarcha-feminism does not stop there. Like anarchism in general, it aims at changing all aspects of society not just
what happens in the home. For, as Goldman asked, "how much independence is gained if the narrowness and lack of
freedom of the home is exchanged for the narrowness and lack of freedom of the factory, sweat-shop, department
store, or office?" Thus women's equality and freedom had to be fought everywhere and defended against all forms of
hierarchy. Nor can they be achieved by voting. Real liberation, argue anarcha-feminists, is only possible by direct
action and anarcha-feminism is based on women's self-activity and self-liberation for while the "right to vote, or equal
civil rights, may be good demands . . . true emancipation begins neither at the polls nor in the courts. It begins in
woman's soul . . . her freedom will reach as far as her power to achieve freedom reaches." [Goldman, Op. Cit., p. 216
and p. 224]
The history of the women's movement proves this. Every gain has come from below, by the action of women
themselves. As Louise Michel put it, "[w]e women are not bad revolutionaries. Without begging anyone, we are taking
our place in the struggles; otherwise, we could go ahead and pass motions until the world ends and gain nothing."
[Op. Cit., p. 139] If women waited for others to act for them their social position would never have changed. This
includes getting the vote in the first place. Faced with the militant suffrage movement for women's votes, British
anarchist Rose Witcop recognised that it was "true that this movement shows us that women who so far have been so
submissive to their masters, the men, are beginning to wake up at last to the fact they are not inferior to those
masters." Yet she argued that women would not be freed by votes but "by their own strength." [quoted by Sheila
Rowbotham, Hidden from History, pp. 100–1 and p. 101] The women's movement of the 1960s and 1970s showed the
truth of that analysis. In spite of equal voting rights, women's social place had remained unchanged since the 1920s.
Ultimately, as Anarchist Lily Gair Wilkinson stressed, the "call for 'votes' can never be a call to freedom. For what is it
to vote? To vote is to register assent to being ruled by one legislator or another?" [quoted by Sheila Rowbotham, Op.
Cit., p. 102] It does not get to the heart of the problem, namely hierarchy and the authoritarian social relationships it
creates of which patriarchy is only a subset of. Only by getting rid of all bosses, political, economic, social and sexual
can genuine freedom for women be achieved and "make it possible for women to be human in the truest sense.
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Everything within her that craves assertion and activity should reach its fullest expression; all artificial barriers should
be broken, and the road towards greater freedom cleared of every trace of centuries of submission and slavery."
[Emma Goldman, Op. Cit., p. 214]
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Feminist Class Struggle
bell hooks

Class difference and the way in which it divides women was an issue women in the feminist movement talked about long before race. In the mostly white circles of a newly formed
women’s liberation movement the most glaring separation between women was that of class.
White working-class women recognized that class hierarchies were present in the movement.
Conflict arose between the reformist vision of women’s liberation which basically demanded
equal rights for women within the existing class structure, and more radical and/or revolutionary models, which called for a fundamental change in the existing structure so that models of
mutuality and equality could replace the old paradigms. However, as the feminist movement progressed and privileged groups of well-educated white women began to achieve equal access to
class power with their male counterparts, feminist class struggle
From the onset of the movement women from privileged classes were able to make their concerns “the” issue that should be focused on in part because they were the group of women who
received public attention. They attracted mass media. The issues that were most relevant to working women were never highlighted by mainstream mass media. Betty Friedan’s The Feminist
Mystique identified “the problem that has no name” as the dissatisfaction females felt about being confined and subordinated in the home as housewives. While this issue was presented as
a crisis for women, it really was only a crisis for a small group of well-educated white women.
While they were complaining about the dangers of confinement in the home a huge majority of
women in the nation were in the workforce. And many of these working women, who put in
long hours for low wages while still doing all the work in the domestic household would have
seen the right to stay home as “freedom”.
It was not gender discrimination or sexist oppression that kept privileged women of all races
from working outside the home, it was the fact that the jobs that would have been available to
them would have been the same low-paying unskilled labor open to all working women. Elite
groups of highly educated females stayed at home rather than do the type of work large numbers
of lower-middle class and working class women were doing. Occasionally, a few of these women
defied convention and worked outside the home performing tasks way below their educational
skills and facing resistance from husbands and family. It was this resistance that turned the issue
of their working outside the home into an issue of gender discrimination and made opposing
patriarchy and seeking equal rights with men of their class the political platform that chose
feminism rather than class struggle.

From the onset, reformist white women with class priviledge were well aware that the power
and freedom they wanted was the freedom they perceived men of their class enjoying. Their resistance to patriarchal male domination in the domestic household provided them with a connection
they could use to unite across class with other women who were weary of male domination. But
only privileged women had the luxury to imagine working outside the home would actually provide them with an income which would enable them to be economically self-sufficient. Working
class women already knew that the wages they received would not liberate them.
Reformist efforts on the part of privileged groups of women to change the workforce so that
women workers would be paid more and face less gender-based discrimination and harrassment
on the job had positive impact on the lives of all women. And these gains are important. Yet the
fact that privileged women gained in class power while masses of women still do not receive
wage equity with men is an indication of the way in which class interests superceded feminist
efforts to change the workforce so that women would receive equal pay for equal work.
Lesbian feminist thinkers were among the first activists to raise the issue of class in the feminst
movement, expressing their viewpoints in an accessible language. They were a group of women
who had not imagined they could depend on husbands to support them. And they were often
much more aware than their straight counterparts of the difficulties all women would face in the
workforce. In the early 1970s, anthologies like Class and Feminism, edited by Charlotte Bunch
and Nancy Myron, published work written by women from diverse backgrounds who were confronting the issue in feminist circles. Each essay emphasized the fact that class was not simply
a question of money. In The Last Straw, Rita Mae Brown (who was not a famous writer at the
time) clearly stated:
“Class is much more than Marx’s definition of relationship to the means of production. Class
involves your behavior, your basic assumptions, how you are taught to behave, what you expect
from yourself and from others, your concept of a future, how you understand problems and solve
them, how you think, feel, act.”
These women who entered feminist groups, made up of diverse classes, were among the first
to see that the vision of a politically based sisterhood where all females would unite together to
fight patriarchy could not emerge until the issue of class was confronted.
Placing class on feminist agendas opened up the space where the intersections of class and
race were made apparent. Within the institutionalized race, sex, class social system in our society black females were clearly at the bottom of the economic totem pole. Initially well-educated
white women from working class backgrounds were more visible than black females of all classes
in the feminist movement. They were a minority within the movement, but theirs was the voice
of experience. They knew better than their priviledged class comrades of any race the costs of
resisting race, class and gender domination. They knew what it was like to struggle to change
one’s economic situation. Between them and their privileged-class comrades there were ongoing conflicts over appropriate behavior, over the issues that would be presented as fundamental
feminist concerns. Within the feminst movement women from privileged class backgrounds who
had never before been involved in leftist freedom fighting learned the concrete politics of class
struggle, confronting challenges made by less privileged women, and also learning in the process
assertiveness skills and constructive ways to cope with conflict. Despite constructive intervention, many privileged white women continued to act as though feminism belonged to them, as
though they were in charge.

2

Mainstream patriarchy reinforced the idea that the concerns of women from privileged class
groups were the only ones worthy of receiving attention. Feminist reform aimed to gain social
equality for women within the existing structure. Privileged women wanted equality with men
of their class. Despite sexism among their class they would not have wanted to have the lot of
working class men. Feminist efforts to grant women social equality with men of their class neatly
coincided with white supremacist-capitalist-patriarchal fears that white power would diminish
if non-white people gained equal access to economic power and priviledge. Supporting what in
effect became white power-reformist-feminism enabled the mainstream white supremacist patriarchy to bolster its power while simultaneously undermining the radical politics of feminism.
Only revolutionary feminist thinkers expressed outrage at this co-optation of the feminist
movement. Our critique and outrage gained a hearing in the alternative press. In her collection
of essays, The Coming of Black Genocide, radical white activist Mary Barfoot boldly stated:
“There are white women, hurt and angry, who believed that the ’70s women’s movement meant
sisterhood, and who feel betrayed by escalator women. By women who went back home to patriarchy. But the women’s movement never left the father Dick’s side. There was no war. And
there was no liberation. We got a share of the genocide profits and we love it. We are Sisters of
Patriarchy, and true supporters of national and class oppression, Patriarchy in its highest form
is Euro-imperialism on a worldscale. If we’re Dick’s sister and want what he has gotten, then in
the end we support that system that he got it all from.”
Indeed, many more feminist women found and find it easier to consider divesting of white
supremacist thinking than of their class elitism.
As privileged women gained greater access to economic power with men of their class, feminist
discussions of class were no longer commonplace. Instead, all women were encouraged to see
the economic gains of affluent females as a positive sign for all women. In actuality, these gains
rarely changed the lot of poor and working class women. And since privileged men did not
become equal caretakers in the domestic household, the freedom of privileged-class women of
all races has required the sustained subordination of working class and poor women. In the
1990s, collusion with the existing social structure was the price of “women’s liberation.” At the
end of the day class power proved to be more important than feminism. And this collusion helped
de-stablize the feminist movement.
When women acquired greater class status and power without conducting themselves differently from males feminist politics were undermined. Lots of women felt betrayed. Middle- and
lower-middle class women who were suddenly compelled by the ethos of feminism to enter
the workforce did not feel liberated once they faced the hard truth that working outside the
home did not mean work in the home would be equally shared with male partners. No-fault divorce proved to be more economically beneficial to men than women. As many black women/
women of color saw white women from privileged classes benefiting economically more than
other groups from reformist feminist gains, from gender being tacked on to racial affirmative
action, it simply reaffirmed their fear that feminism was really about increasing white power.
The most profound betrayal of feminist issues has been the lack of mass-based feminist protest
challenging the government’s assault on single mothers and the dismantling of the welfare system. Privileged women, many of whom call themselves feminists, have simply turned away from
the “feminization of poverty”.
The only genuine hope of feminist liberation lies with a vision of social change which challenges class elitism. Western women have gained class power and greater gender inequality be3

cause a global white supremacist patriarchy enslaves and/or subordinates masses of third world
women. In this country, the combined forces of a booming prison industry and workfare-oriented
welfare in conjuction with conservative immigration policy create and condone the conditions
for indentured slavery. Ending welfare will create a new underclass of women and children to
be abused and exploited by the existing structures of domination.
Given the changing realities of class in our nation, widening gaps between the rich and poor,
and the continued feminization of poverty, we desperately need a mass-based radical feminist
movement that can build on the strength of the past, including the positive gains generated
by reforms, while offering meaningful interrogation of existing feminist theory that was simply wrongminded while offering us new strategies. Significantly, a visionary movement would
ground its work in the concrete conditions of the working class and poor women.
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The Economic Relations of Sex
Voltairine de Cleyre
1891

To the Editor of The Open Court:
Possessed of rather more than ordinary interest in the sex question, and agreeing with Professor Cope that any proposition for the amelioration of the condition of women should be discussed
and decided by women, I am moved to certain remarks suggested by his article on “The Material
Relations of Sex” in the first number of The Monist.
All through its perusal I was impressed by his unconscious recognition of an underlying question, which, apart from woman’s inferiority, determines the relations of the sexes. This is plainly
apparent in the paragraph alluding to the communistic system of wealth production and distribution, in which he admits the possibility of promiscuous sex-relations. While I agree with
Professor Cope that to institute communism would be a decided blow at progress, since progress
consists in a constant widening of individual liberty while communism invokes authoritarian
direction, nevertheless, I hold that in acknowledging the possibility of variety in sex relations
under the communistic regime, he has admitted that the present social arrangement of sex is the
necessary outgrowth of our economic conditions.
Postulating the fact of woman’s mental and physical inferiority, our writer sees no possible
ultimatum for her but the service of maternity and child-bearing in return for “protection and
support” from some man, or set of men called a “state.” This brings us at once to two vital questions:
Is woman’s inferiority the cause, or the effect, of her economic subjection?
Is economic independence for woman a possible ideal?
I think it can be clearly proven that the mental constitution of woman, like that of man, has
never failed to rise where restrictions upon equal freedom have been torn down. Whenever
woman has had the same opportunity as man, results have proven that her capacities for development are as unlimited as his. It may be objected that I am instancing exceptional cases
instead of dealing with types. My reply is that only in exceptional cases have women enjoyed
the same opportunities as men. Yet these cases are sufficiently numerous to warrant the conclusion that nature affords no insuperable obstacle to sex-equality in brain; and that inferiority in
the typical woman must be regarded as the result of her dependent economic condition, created
by the artificial restrictions of man.
Concerning the physical disability of the sex, it is more difficult to show the beneficent results
of liberty, since even the most advanced of women are so hampered by body-dwarfing, dress, and

custom that we have scarcely sufficient data for opinion concerning her possibilities of physical
development. Such as we have would indicate that much of her present incompetence during
periods of gestation and nursing, is incidental to the present defective social arrangement which
condemns woman to the wasteful drudgery of individual housekeeping, and all the slavish work
of the much lauded family-life.
However, even physical inferiority need not prove the eternal barrier to economic independence which Professor Cope would make of it. To-day industrial progress demands not so much
physical strength as skill. Undoubtedly the elephant has physical strength superior to man, yet
that he is no competitor against man I need waste no space to prove. Likewise the Hercules of
ages past would have no place in competitive industry to-day simply because he would not be
adapted to his environment. Granting the present physical disability of woman, it by no means
follows that, with equal opportunity, she would be unable to compete with man in the fields of
productive industry. Indeed one general com- plaint of the workingmen is that they are competing, and, by the law of the survival of the fittest, have already driven men out of several branches
of employment, such as textile fabrics, shoe- making, etc. No great amount of strength is required,
but skill and patience; and it is the universal testimony of the overseers that women are equally
skilful and more reliable.
There is a class of economic reformers called anarchists, who contend that with opportunity to
exploit nature thrown free to the human race, the hours of labor would be so reduced as to enable
one to produce sufficient to satisfy all his needs by three hours work per day. This with our present
machinery, the possibilities of further reduction being left to further developments. They also
contend that such freedom must necessarily result in constant labor-demand, thus securing the
laborer against the present nightmare of involuntary idleness. Under such conditions, bearing in
mind that the ever increasing displacement of physical strength by machinery, keeps reducing the
physical burden of productive labor, woman’s economic independence becomes a realisable ideal,
and the whole matter of sex association changes. When woman comprehends her independence,
marriage will no longer be a matter of “protection and support,” which Professor Cope declares
is the basis of monogamic wifehood. It will become a matter of mutual co-operation, based, let us
hope on something higher than the sale of the powers of motherhood, and demanding the same
standard for man as for woman.
Whether monogamy or variety will then obtain depends on which of these systems produces
the higher type of humanity. At present it is impossible to decide, since without the independence
of woman there can be no equality, and without equality no true adjustment of sex relations.
Voltairine de Cleyre.
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THE popular notion about marriage and love is that they are synonymous, that they spring from
the same motives, and cover the same human needs. Like most popular notions this also rests not
on actual facts, but on superstition.
Marriage and love have nothing in common; they are as far apart as the poles; are, in fact,
antagonistic to each other. No doubt some marriages have been the result of love. Not, however,
because love could assert itself only in marriage; much rather is it because few people can
completely outgrow a convention. There are to-day large numbers of men and women to whom
marriage is naught but a farce, but who submit to it for the sake of public opinion. At any rate,
while it is true that some marriages are based on love, and while it is equally true that in some cases
love continues in married life, I maintain that it does so regardless of marriage, and not because of
it.
On the other hand, it is utterly false that love results from marriage. On rare occasions one does
hear of a miraculous case of a married couple falling in love after marriage, but on close
examination it will be found that it is a mere adjustment to the inevitable. Certainly the growingused to each other is far away from the spontaneity, the intensity, and beauty of love, without which
the intimacy of marriage must prove degrading to both the woman and the man.
Marriage is primarily an economic arrangement, an insurance pact. It differs from the ordinary
life insurance agreement only in that it is more binding, more exacting. Its returns are
insignificantly small compared with the investments. In taking out an insurance policy one pays for
it in dollars and cents, always at liberty to discontinue payments. If, how ever, woman's premium is
a husband, she pays for it with her name, her privacy, her self-respect, her very life, "until death
doth part." Moreover, the marriage insurance condemns her to life-long dependency, to parasitism,
to complete uselessness, individual as well as social. Man, too, pays his toll, but as his sphere is
wider, marriage does not limit him as much as woman. He feels his chains more in an economic
sense.
Thus Dante's motto over Inferno applies with equal force to marriage: "Ye who enter here leave
all hope behind."
That marriage is a failure none but the very stupid will deny. One has but to glance over the
statistics of divorce to realize how bitter a failure marriage really is. Nor will the stereotyped
Philistine argument that the laxity of divorce laws and the growing looseness of woman account for
the fact that: first, every twelfth marriage ends in divorce; second, that since 1870 divorces have
increased from 28 to 73 for every hundred thousand population; third, that adultery, since 1867, as
ground for divorce, has increased 270.8 per cent.; fourth, that desertion increased 369.8 per cent.
Added to these startling figures is a vast amount of material, dramatic and literary, further
elucidating this subject. Robert Herrick, in Together; Pinero, in Mid-Channel; Eugene Walter, in
Paid in Full, and scores of other writers are discussing the barrenness, the monotony, the
sordidness, the inadequacy of marriage as a factor for harmony and understanding.
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The thoughtful social student will not content himself with the popular superficial excuse for this
phenomenon. He will have to dig down deeper into the very life of the sexes to know why marriage
proves so disastrous.
Edward Carpenter says that behind every marriage stands the life-long environment of the two
sexes; an environment so different from each other that man and woman must remain strangers.
Separated by an insurmountable wall of superstition, custom, and habit, marriage has not the
potentiality of developing knowledge of, and respect for, each other, without which every union is
doomed to failure.
Henrik Ibsen, the hater of all social shams, was probably the first to realize this great truth. Nora
leaves her husband, not---as the stupid critic would have it---because she is tired of her
responsibilities or feels the need of woman's rights, but because she has come to know that for eight
years she had lived with a stranger and borne him children. Can there be any thing more
humiliating, more degrading than a life long proximity between two strangers? No need for the
woman to know anything of the man, save his income. As to the knowledge of the woman---what is
there to know except that she has a pleasing appearance? We have not yet outgrown the theologic
myth that woman has no soul, that she is a mere appendix to man, made out of his rib just for the
convenience of the gentleman who was so strong that he was afraid of his own shadow.
Perchance the poor quality of the material whence woman comes is responsible for her
inferiority. At any rate, woman has no soul---what is there to know about her? Besides, the less soul
a woman has the greater her asset as a wife, the more readily will she absorb herself in her husband.
It is this slavish acquiescence to man's superiority that has kept the marriage institution seemingly
intact for so long a period. Now that woman is coming into her own, now that she is actually
growing aware of herself as a being outside of the master's grace, the sacred institution of marriage
is gradually being undermined, and no amount of sentimental lamentation can stay it.
From infancy, almost, the average girl is told that marriage is her ultimate goal; therefore her
training and education must be directed towards that end. Like the mute beast fattened for
slaughter, she is prepared for that. Yet, strange to say, she is allowed to know much less about her
function as wife and mother than the ordinary artisan of his trade. It is indecent and filthy for a
respectable girl to know anything of the marital relation. Oh, for the inconsistency of respectability,
that needs the marriage vow to turn something which is filthy into the purest and most sacred
arrangement that none dare question or criticize. Yet that is exactly the attitude of the average
upholder of marriage. The prospective wife and mother is kept in complete ignorance of her only
asset in the competitive field---sex. Thus she enters into life-long relations with a man only to find
herself shocked, repelled, outraged beyond measure by the most natural and healthy instinct, sex. It
is safe to say that a large percentage of the unhappiness, misery, distress, and physical suffering of
matrimony is due to the criminal ignorance in sex matters that is being extolled as a great virtue.
Nor is it at all an exaggeration when I say that more than one home has been broken up because of
this deplorable fact.

If, however, woman is free and big enough to learn the mystery of sex without the sanction of
State or Church, she will stand condemned as utterly unfit to become the wife of a "good" man, his
goodness consisting of an empty head and plenty of money. Can there be anything more outrageous
than the idea that a healthy, grown woman, full of life and passion, must deny nature's demand,
must subdue her most intense craving, undermine her health and break her spirit, must stunt her
vision, abstain from the depth and glory of sex experience until a "good" man comes along to take
her unto himself as a wife? That is precisely what marriage means. How can such an arrangement
end except in failure? This is one, though not the least important, factor of marriage, which
differentiates it from love.
Ours is a practical age. The time when Romeo and Juliet risked the wrath of their fathers for love
when Gretchen exposed herself to the gossip of her neighbors for love, is no more. If, on rare
occasions young people allow themselves the luxury of romance they are taken in care by the
elders, drilled and pounded until they become "sensible."
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elders, drilled and pounded until they become "sensible."
The moral lesson instilled in the girl is not whether the man has aroused her love, but rather is it,
"How much?" The important and only God of practical American life: Can the man make a living?
Can he support a wife? That is the only thing that justifies marriage. Gradually this saturates every
thought of the girl; her dreams are not of moonlight and kisses, of laughter and tears; she dreams of
shopping tours and bargain counters. This soul-poverty and sordidness are the elements inherent in
the marriage institution. The State and the Church approve of no other ideal, simply because it is
the one that necessitates the State and Church control of men and women.
Doubtless there are people who continue to consider love above dollars and cents. Particularly is
this true of that class whom economic necessity has forced to become self-supporting. The
tremendous change in woman's position, wrought by that mighty factor, is indeed phenomenal
when we reflect that it is but a short time since she has entered the industrial arena. Six million
women wage-earners; six million women, who have the equal right with men to be exploited, to be
robbed, to go on strike; aye, to starve even. Anything more, my lord? Yes, six million age-workers
in every walk of life, from the highest brain work to the most difficult menial labor in the mines and
on the railroad tracks; yes, even detectives and policemen. Surely the emancipation is complete.
Yet with all that, but a very small number of the vast army of women wage-workers look upon
work as a permanent issue, in the same light as does man. No matter how decrepit the latter, he has
been taught to be independent, self-supporting. Oh, I know that no one is really independent in our
economic tread mill; still, the poorest specimen of a man hates to be a parasite; to be known as
such, at any rate.
The woman considers her position as worker transitory, to be thrown aside for the first bidder.
That is why it is infinitely harder to organize women than men. "Why should I join a union? I am
going to get married, to have a home." Has she not been taught from infancy to look upon that as
her ultimate calling? She learns soon enough that the home, though not so large a prison as the
factory, has more solid doors and bars. It has a keeper so faithful that naught can escape him. The
most tragic part, however, is that the home no longer frees her from wage slavery; it only increases
her task.
According to the latest statistics submitted before a Committee "on labor and wages, and
congestion of Population," ten per cent. of the wage workers in New York City alone are married,
yet they must continue to work at the most poorly paid labor in the world. Add to this horrible
aspect the drudgery of house work, and what remains of the protection and glory of the home? As a
matter of fact, even the middle class girl in marriage can not speak of her home, since it is the man
who creates her sphere. It is not important whether the husband is a brute or a darling. What I wish
to prove is that marriage guarantees woman a home only by the grace of her husband. There she
moves about in his home, year after year until her aspect of life and human affairs becomes as flat,
narrow, and drab as her surroundings. Small wonder if she becomes a nag, petty, quarrelsome,
gossipy, unbearable, thus driving the man from the house. She could not go, if she wanted to; there
is no place to go. Besides, a short period of married life, of complete surrender of all faculties,
absolutely incapacitates the average woman for the outside world. She becomes reckless in
appearance, clumsy in her movements, dependent in her decisions, cowardly in her judgment, a
weight and a bore, which most men grow to hate and despise. Wonderfully inspiring atmosphere for
the bearing of life, is it not?
But the child, how is it to be protected, if not for marriage? After all, is not that the most
important consideration? The sham, the hypocrisy of it! Marriage protecting the child, yet
thousands of children destitute and homeless. Marriage protecting the child, yet orphan asylums
and reformatories over crowded, the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children keeping busy
in rescuing the little victims from "loving" parents, to place them under more loving care, the Gerry
Society. Oh, the mockery of it!
Marriage may have the power to "bring the horse to water," but has it ever made him drink? The
law will place the father under arrest, and put him in convict's clothes; but has that ever stilled the
hunger of the child? If the parent has no work, or if he hides his identity, what does marriage do
http://dwardmac.pitzer.edu/Anarchist_Archives/goldman/aando/ma…=IwAR19Eb5gti1o-kf03Gwb51ycCllxsjhJYhkKoJNnpTF6ZZi-qe15ptVYobM

Page 3 of 5

MARRIAGE AND LOVE

24/10/2018, 14)58

hunger of the child? If the parent has no work, or if he hides his identity, what does marriage do
then? It invokes the law to bring the man to "justice," to put him safely behind closed doors; his
labor, however, goes not to the child, but to the State. The child receives but a blighted memory of
its father's stripes.
As to the protection of the woman,---therein lies the curse of marriage. Not that it really protects
her, but the very idea is so revolting, such an outrage and insult on life, so degrading to human
dignity, as to forever condemn this parasitic institution.
It is like that other paternal arrangement ---capitalism. It robs man of his birthright, stunts his
growth, poisons his body, keeps him in ignorance, in poverty and dependence, and then institutes
charities that thrive on the last vestige of man's self-respect.
The institution of marriage makes a parasite of woman, an absolute dependent. It incapacitates
her for life's struggle, annihilates her social consciousness, paralyzes her imagination, and then
imposes its gracious protection, which is in reality a snare, a travesty on human character.
If motherhood is the highest fulfillment of woman's nature, what other protection does it need
save love and freedom? Marriage but defiles, outrages, and corrupts her fulfillment. Does it not say
to woman, Only when you follow me shall you bring forth life? Does it not condemn her to the
block, does it not degrade and shame her if she refuses to buy her right to motherhood by selling
herself? Does not marriage only sanction motherhood, even though conceived in hatred, in
compulsion? Yet, if motherhood be of free choice, of love, of ecstasy, of defiant passion, does it not
place a crown of thorns upon an innocent head and carve in letters of blood the hideous epithet,
Bastard? Were marriage to contain all the virtues claimed for it, its crimes against motherhood
would exclude it forever from the realm of love.
Love, the strongest and deepest element in all life, the harbinger of hope, of joy, of ecstasy; love,
the defier of all laws, of all conventions; love, the freest, the most powerful moulder of human
destiny; how can such an all-compelling force be synonymous with that poor little State and
Church-begotten weed, marriage?
Free love? As if love is anything but free! Man has bought brains, but all the millions in the
world have failed to buy love. Man has subdued bodies, but all the power on earth has been unable
to subdue love. Man has conquered whole nations, but all his armies could not conquer love. Man
has chained and fettered the spirit, but he has been utterly helpless before love. High on a throne,
with all the splendor and pomp his gold can command, man is yet poor and desolate, if love passes
him by. And if it stays, the poorest hovel is radiant with warmth, with life and color. Thus love has
the magic power to make of a beggar a king. Yes, love is free; it can dwell in no other atmosphere.
In freedom it gives itself unreservedly, abundantly, completely. All the laws on the statutes, all the
courts in the universe, cannot tear it from the soil, once love has taken root. If, however, the soil is
sterile, how can marriage make it bear fruit? It is like the last desperate struggle of fleeting life
against death.
Love needs no protection; it is its own protection. So long as love begets life no child is deserted,
or hungry, or famished for the want of affection. I know this to be true. I know women who became
mothers in freedom by the men they loved. Few children in wedlock enjoy the care, the protection,
the devotion free motherhood is capable of bestowing.
The defenders of authority dread the advent of a free motherhood, lest it will rob them of their
prey. Who would fight wars? Who would create wealth? Who would make the policeman, the jailer,
if woman were to refuse the indiscriminate breeding of children? The race, the race! shouts the
king, the president, the capitalist, the priest. The race must be preserved, though woman be
degraded to a mere machine, --- and the marriage institution is our only safety valve against the
pernicious sex-awakening of woman. But in vain these frantic efforts to maintain a state of
bondage. In vain, too, the edicts of the Church, the mad attacks of rulers, in vain even the arm of
the law. Woman no longer wants to be a party to the production of a race of sickly, feeble, decrepit,
wretched human beings, who have neither the strength nor moral courage to throw off the yoke of
poverty and slavery. Instead she desires fewer and better children, begotten and reared in love and
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poverty and slavery. Instead she desires fewer and better children, begotten and reared in love and
through free choice; not by compulsion, as marriage imposes. Our pseudo-moralists have yet to
learn the deep sense of responsibility toward the child, that love in freedom has awakened in the
breast of woman. Rather would she forego forever the glory of motherhood than bring forth life in
an atmosphere that breathes only destruction and death. And if she does become a mother, it is to
give to the child the deepest and best her being can yield. To grow with the child is her motto; she
knows that in that manner alone call she help build true manhood and womanhood.

Ibsen must have had a vision of a free mother, when, with a master stroke, he portrayed Mrs.
Alving. She was the ideal mother because she had outgrown marriage and all its horrors, because
she had broken her chains, and set her spirit free to soar until it returned a personality, regenerated
and strong. Alas, it was too late to rescue her life's joy, her Oswald; but not too late to realize that
love in freedom is the only condition of a beautiful life. Those who, like Mrs. Alving, have paid
with blood and tears for their spiritual awakening, repudiate marriage as an imposition, a shallow,
empty mockery. They know, whether love last but one brief span of time or for eternity, it is the
only creative, inspiring, elevating basis for a new race, a new world.

In our present pygmy state love is indeed a stranger to most people. Misunderstood and shunned,
it rarely takes root; or if it does, it soon withers and dies. Its delicate fiber can not endure the stress
and strain of the daily grind. Its soul is too complex to adjust itself to the slimy woof of our social
fabric. It weeps and moans and suffers with those who have need of it, yet lack the capacity to rise
to love's summit.
Some day, some day men and women will rise, they will reach the mountain peak, they will meet
big and strong and free, ready to receive, to partake, and to bask in the golden rays of love. What
fancy, what imagination, what poetic genius can foresee even approximately the potentialities of
such a force in the life of men and women. If the world is ever to give birth to true companionship
and oneness, not marriage, but love will be the parent.
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