
Watney offers a sophisticated theoretical 
account of the ideology-laden meta
phors that have shaped discourse about 
AIDS in the British media, while Shilts 
adopts a classically melodramatic narra
tive with a huge cast of blind bigots, 
self-aggrandizing scientists, right-wing 
ideologues , weak and cautious bur
eaucrats, and irresponsible and dog
matic gay leaders pitted against lonely 
·prophets who knew from the start how 
to end the epidemic. Shilts' book is a 
rich source for the politicaf history and 
sociology of the epidemic, but fails to 
do justice to the ideological "frames" 
that determined the response of the gay 
community to the uncertain early infor
mation about AIDS. Where Watney is 
strong, Shilts is weak; and vice-versa. 
Ultimately, only an approach that com
bines the strengths of both books can 
enable one to understand why powerful 
industrial nations will not easily solve 
the AIDS crisis. 
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• 
Bork was nominated 
to the U.S. Supreme 
Court , there sprang 
up a coalition of 
feminists, gays, 

1--------1 Afro-Americans and 
J ERE M Y other minorities, civil 
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~------' libertarians , and 
labor activists who together dealt Bork 
an unexpectedly solid defeat. These 
groups, brought into alliance by a com
mon enemy, clearly represented the 
large majority of the American people, a 
power which even the most entrenched 
forces of conservatism could not 
withstand. If these same groups came 
together around a common program and 
strategy for the future, they could very 
likely transform American society. 

Liberating Theory is an effort by 
seven veteran activists to hack away 
some of the intellectual underbrush that 
keeps such groups on separate and con
flicting paths. The primary culprit they 
call "monism," the idea that all of 
society's ills spring from a single sphere 
and can be cured by revolutionizing that 
sphere alone. The)' propose an alterna
tive, "complementary holism," to help 
such diverse movements act in 
solidarity yet retain their autonomy. 

Monism comes in various flavors, 
from the economic emphasis of Mar
xists to the gender focus of feminists, 
from the preoccupation of nationalists 
with cultural identity to the narrowed 
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concern of anarchists with the state. Ac
cording to Liberating Theory, each 
aspect reveals important truths, but each 
tends to deny or treat as secondary and 
diversionary the truths of the others. 
Each reduces a complex human reality 
to a single dimension, be it cultural, 
economic, gender-based, or political. 

So why not simply say that each is 
valid in its own area: that Marxist 
analysis tells us what we need to know 
about the economy and feminist 
analysis what we need to know about 
gender roles? Because, the authors 
answer, society is a whole whose dif
ferent aspects interact, so that the 
economy cannot be understood without 
examining sexism, or marriage under
stood without reference to economics. 
This may sound like a truism imported 
from freshman sociology; but the 
authors assert it can help remedy 
monism-and thus promote cooperation 
among different movements. 

Liberating Theory carves society into 
four interacting (and rather heter
ogeneous) spheres: 

•The community sphere in this schema 
includes groups based on a shared 
sense of historical identity or heritage, 
such as nations, ethnic, racial, and cul
tural groups, religions, and neighbor
hoods. Such communities provide in
dividuals a sense of identity, but they 
may also oppress or battle destructive-
1 y with other communities. 

•The kinship sphere involves such ele
ments of interpersonal relations and 
human life cycles as sexuality, pro
creation, child. rearing, socialization, 
and aging. In our society, like many 
others, this sphere is marked by male 
dominance, prime female respon
sibility for parenting, and constraints 
on gay and other forms of sexuality 
outside dominant norms. 

•The economic sphere involves the 
making and allocating of products and 
the way those processes affect dif
ferent people. Contemporary econo
mies ·divide people into workers, 
capitalists, and the higher-level 
'managers and professionals the 
authors dub "coordinators": these 
coordinators dominate the economies 
of Communist countries and play a 
growing role in "capitalist" ones. 

•The political sphere grows out of the 
need to balance. different goals and 
achieve collective ends. It includes the 
state, political parties, lobbying groups 
and ideologies. Many contemporary 
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political systems that claim to express 
the will of the people, including U.S .. 
and Soviet models, are actually dom
inated by small elites. 

For complementary holism, each of 
these four spheres is affected both by its 
own internal forces ·and by the other 
spheres: the workplace, for example, is 
marked not only by class but also by 
gender and race divisions. Even workers 
doing the same job are likely to endure 
different conditions and see things dif
ferently depending on whether they are 
white or black, male or female. 

The structure of one ' sphere may 
either reinforce or undermine the struc
ture of another. Racism may help 
strengthen employer power in the work
place by dividing workers and giving 
white workers a stake in the status quo. 
Conversely, advanced education for 
women (part of the kinship sphere in 
this schema) can create expectations for 
non-menial jobs that the economy fails 
to fulfill. 

The complementary holist vision of 
an alternative society refuses to be 
limited to one social sphere. The authors 
reject terms like socialism and anar
chism for their vision and call rather for 
a "humanist" society defined as one 
which maximizes the fulfillment of 
human potential. It would be based on 
the trinity of diversi ty, solidarity, and 
egalitarian self-management-a sort of 
revisionist version of liberty, fraternity, 
and equality. In the economic sphere, 
cooperation would replace competition; 
participatory planning would replace the 
market; restructured work roles would 
empower all workers equally. Socially 
imposed gender roles would be replaced 
by generically human ones; parenting 
roles would no longer be dictated by· 
gender; sex would be pursued in 
homosexual, heterosexual, monoga
mous, or non-monogamous forms for 
emotional, physical, and spiritual 
pleasure and development. Commun
ities would be free to develop their own 
identities and cultures; they would func
tion within an "intercommunalism" that 
defends both their right to autonomy 
and their need to respect and learn from 
each other; individuals would be free to 
dissent within or leave them. The politi
cal sphere would expand participatory 
democracy, equalize access to informa
tion and means of expression, and en
courage diversity. In the complementary 
holist vision, these arrangements should 
reinforce each other to create a har
monious whole. 
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