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Speaking Among Friends:
Whose Empowerment, Whose Resistance?

Luz delAlba Acevedo

You are the friends that I chosefor mysel£
the word that I want to proclaim.

- CESAREO GABARAIN, You Are the Seed

THIS IS A STORY of friendship and betrayal, of despair, resistance, and
empowerment among feminist scholars. Remembering it brings pain but
also affirmation'pain, because the friends Ichose for myself proved to share
some of the same prejudices as the enemies we constructed. Affirmation,
because in this painful journey of reflection among my Latina friends, aswell
as in some recent works by other feminists, Ifound that my experience is not
isolated. Ihope that in politicizing my personal experience with institutional
feminism, this testimonio ("the word that Iwant to proclaim") become the
source ("the seed") of empowerment for others enduring prejudice and
isolation. f ~ '>

My encounter with academic feminism in the United States came at a time
when both the women's srudies and ethnic minority movements had suc-
ceeded in compelling the university establishment to become more repre-
sentative of the growing sociocultural diversity that characterizes North
American society. The challenge was, and continues to be, to confront and
overcome ethnocentrism by transforming the undergraduate liberal arts cur-
riculum. Although the United States does not have a national curriculum,
the debate on curriculum transformation has become a political and ideolog-
ical terrain in which diverse groups compete and struggle for the inclusion of
their voices in the production of knowledge. The recognition, affirmation,
and validation of the cultural attributes that make us different from one
another have become important elements in these projects of curriculum
transformation.

In this contradictory context of conflict and resistance, multicultural cele-
bration and empowerment, Women's Studies departments have adopted
"diversity projects" as part of the curricular agenda for the twenty-first cen- .



tury that amount to mainstreaming minority women's studies projects.
These projects include adding minority women's experiences as topics of
discussion in introductory Women's Studies courses; substituting the plural
"feminisms" for the singular "feminism" in academic discourse; and hiring
faculty who embody the trilogy of race, gender, and cultural/ ethnic diversity.

The implementation of diversity projects within feminism have had im-
portant theoretical and methodological consequences, as well as pedagogi-
cal and administrative ones. They provide a space for questioning the essen-
tialist premise on which Women's Studies is based. The theoretical challenge
they present is not about discovering what a woman is but discovering "who
we are as women:' since the multiple definitions of womanhood are deter-
mined by the intersection of our experiences and social locations. This theo-
retical quest has created a tension between giving meaning to our own
personal experience and explaining the plurality of identities that are con-
structed through specific social relations of class, ethnicity, sexual prefer-
ence, age, life cycles, religion, ete., which are formed in diverse cultural
contexts. This questioning has reshaped the feminist view of a global femi-
nist "sisterhood" and opened up the possibility for initiating a multicultural
and transnational dialogue among women concerning their identities, femi-
nist perspectives, and political practices. This dialogue, in turn, serves as a
basis for rethinking, from different sociocultural and class localities, the
political practices and power relations involved in theorizing feminism and
understanding latinidades. I believe that this process of knowledge building,
anchored in women's testimonies, will empower the voices of difference in the
Women's Studies academic experiment with multiculturalism.LI want to share my experience to show the politics of historical conflicts
and ideological contradictions between feminism and race/ ethnicity within
the context of diversifying the Women's Studies curriculum. My intention is
to critique the use of power, authority, and resistance in our intellectual and
social practices as feminists. My goal is not to dilute my experience in a
discussion of the merely personal but to bring the personal experience to the
level of the political and ideological debate where the meaning and signifi-
cance of the "other" gets constructed. J

Testimoniando en resistencia

I began this dialogue, which I believed to be among friends, by raising ques-
tions about the specificity of my position and contribution as an island-born
Puerto Rican middle-class heterosexual mulatta woman professor of women's
studies, in shaping the diversity project advanced by a Women's Studies de-
partment with a predominantly white and lesbian view of the world.
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Having taught courses on Puerto Rican and Latina women as a graduate
student, I became a professor in a Department of Women's Studies in the
1990S. My first assignment was to be the instructor of record for an introduc-
tory course on "feminisrnsj" a course, that according to the newly adopted
university guidelines, met the "values and diversity" requirements of the cur-
riculum. This course was organized and taught by members of a teaching
collective, which included a group of students and one or two faculty, who
worked together to design and coordinate the course, "Introduction to Femi-
nisms" The student facilitators were primarily responsible for selecting topics
and readings for the class, preparing the class outline, presenting class mate-
rial, leading class discussions, designing assignments, and evaluating and
grading students. Each section of the course was taught by a team of two or
three students of the teaching collective with the support and assistance of a
faculty member, not necessarily a participant of the teaching collective, who
served as the instructor of record. The student facilitators, however, had a
degree of autonomy and academic responsibility that was not the norm in the
university. The instructor of record assisted student facilitators when class-
room discussions got"out of hand and served as a "shock absorber" when
student and parent complaints about the class were subject to administrative
scrutiny by universityofficials. With this pedagogical model, the power rela-
tions between professor and student were shifted to the student facilitators.

As an instructor of record for "Introduction to Ferninisms," my role was
that of a detached observer, a role that I assumed with naive enthusiasm. I saw
this as a unique opportunity to relive my experience as an undergraduate
student, devoting myself to the task of reading and studying the materials used
in the course. I had some mixed feelings, however, because I was entering into
a situation where my agency was constrained by the imposition of boundaries
negotiated in a collective process in which I had no part. My participation in
this "collective" course became an intense process. I experienced some strong
emotions and feelings of alienation, indignation, and resistance. I read narra-
tives that did not represent my existence, I listened to the all-encompassing
dominant discourse of the predominantly white women students, voicing
anger, indignation and hostility against the dominant white male discourse.
Yet I felt that my experience as a Latina (Caribbean, Puerto Rican) and a
heterosexual were obliterated by the totalizing appellative ''woman.'' While
both the students and class facilitators devoted themselves to the process of
discovering who "we" (they) were as women and the sources of" our" (their)
oppression, I discovered that for the students in this class, my identity was
invisible and my experience nonexistent in their "map" of knowledge and
power relations. I was a missing person whose experiences were only to be
found at the borderlands of knowledge; I was the "other:' From the margins, I
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became an observer of a process that reflected the tensions of the race and
ethnic divide in feminist theory and practice in the United States. That is, of a
process of producing knowledge that seeks to understand differences among
women while simultaneously remaining within the discursive framework and
perspective of those in a position of privilege and power. What for the stu-
dents was a process of empowerment turned out to be a process of resistance
for me. Through their process of empowerment I began to feel resistance to
knowledge and pedagogies anchored in a homogeneous, universalistic, and
ahistorical understanding of who we are as women.

I broke my silence of "detached overseer;' hoping to cut the distance be-
tween me and those who had thus far defined my identity as a woman while
condescendingly ignoring my existence. In teaching another core course,
"Women's Perspectives;' there was a significant shift in the power relations
between the Women's Studies students and me. I moved from being invisible
to being the "visible minority" professor, that is, the authority figure in the
classroom. This made me an object of great curiosity and some resentment,
curiosity surrounding all that was different about me: my accent, the color of
my skin, the rhythm of my gestures, my "colorful" clothes. Immediately fol-
lowing the curiosity about the exotic, the folkloric, the "other;' I found re-
sistance. The resistance came mostly from students who were white, middle
class, and lesbian, who felt the challenges of being confronted with racist and
classist views in Women's Studies. These students resisted the inclusion of
multiple voices and nondominant discourses as a central component in the
study of women's experiences. During class discussions of the diverse expe-
riences of nonwhite and poor women of different cultural backgrounds, I
repeatedly listened to some of these students say, "The problem of 'those
women' is not race, they are oppressed because they are 'women.''' Others,
referring to African Americans, remarked that "their poverty was due to the
fact that they are women;' while others questioned the frequency of our dis-
cussions on race: "Why are we talking about race?We should be talking about
sexuality." The comments reached the level of gossip in the halls, "If we are
going to go around the world looking for the sources of oppression of 'those
other women; then 'Intro' should be a class that offers a safe space for coming
out of the closet."

Soon my classes began to attract Latinas and Latinos, African Americans,
Asians, and white women, lesbians, heterosexuals, and even a few male stu-
dents. I became an atypical professor in the Women's Studies milieu. My
classes were not simply a "safe space for coming out" but a terrain of contesta-
tion about the complacent assumptions of the advocates of diversity. Reduc-
tionist arguments about the oppression of women and minorities were crit-
ically examined and everyone was called upon to question and critically examine
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their social locations and determinants of their multiple identities in a racist,
homophobic, and classist society. I quickly discovered that the intellectual
investment of my students in learning about women was shaken by a histor-
ically and culturally grounded understanding of difference among women's
social locations and positionalities. In a sign of appreciation for the introduc-
tion of new perspectives in the study of women, some white female students
majoring in Women's Studies remarked in a letter sent to the department,
"She is very passionate about the subject she teaches and passes that on to her
students;' Another wrote, "She was able to maintain a significant level of
discussion that expressed very diverse points of view in a way that was respect-
ful of each student?' An Afro-Caribbean male wrote, "Your teachings allow us
to re-examine and re-evaluate a variety of experiences in our lives:' while a
Latina student said, "She clarified complex issues without oversimplifying and
used examples relevant to our experiences;'

On the contrary, most of the comments made by the white, radical feminist
students, predominantly lesbian, revealed a one-dimensional intellectual point
of reference within Women's Studies and a set political agenda for feminist
practices in academe. "1 heard students commenting that "the objective of
Women's Studies courses is to affirm sexual differences:' "provide a safe space
for coming out:' and "build a network of support for lesbians;' It became clear
to me that these students did not want to engage in dialogues on the intersec-
tion of gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation that could lead to a
critique of the use of power and authority between and within genders. These
students, and even some Women's Studies faculty members, were uncomfort-
able sharing the academic space conquered by the women's movement and
feminist practice with "minority" women. The students and faculty who es-
poused such views seemed to have developed a sense of ownership over the
women's movement agenda that pretended to dictate to all the other women
the terms, conditions, and degrees of inclusion of our different experiences.
This, in spite of arguing that the space for teaching Women's Studies had been
conquered on behalf of all women.

I soon realized that by introducing a discourse on differences - grounded in
the analysis of social relations that structure and organize inequalities based on
gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation - I was challenging the static
and celebratory notion of diversity "added" to the Women's Studies curricu-
lum. I was unsettling the power relations that maintained white privilege in
the governance of a Women's Studies department and I was empowering
students from diverse sociocultural localities and sexual orientations. By refus-
ing to assume the discourse of sameness, I subverted the role assigned to me as
the token Latina who was supposed to accept being the vacuous embodiment
of the Women's Studies diversity project. Instead, I became the affirmation of
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difference, la mujer puertorriqueiia mulata y heterosexual who taught Women's
Studies and openly challenged the intellectual project and institutional prac-
tices of the first and second wave of feminisms in the United States. My
oppositional politics made me the target of feminist struggles in an unsuccess-
ful attempt to recolonize my body and my mind, my whole self. The battle
over the ideological and political meaning of diversity among feminists started
with the purpose of domesticating "difference" (Latina, African American,
and Asian women) and setting the example for disciplining noncompliant
women.

At Women's Studies faculty meetings there were discussions on issues of
exclusion and inclusion concerning the feminist participation in the diversity
project. The faculty was composed of two Puerto Ricans, two African Ameri-
cans, and about twelve white women among whom there were three lesbian
couples. At one meeting, someone raised a crucial question: Who defines
diversity? The very formulation of this question in such terms revealed a desire
to create a new "master narrative" of diversity. It revealed a view of the world
intended to subsume differences into a unifying discourse of "the diverse:' The
answers to that question reflected the predominance of the white women's
discourse. In this discourse the core view of diversity would be concerned
with understanding issues of sexual orientation, while relegating issues of
race, class, and ethnicity to the margins. The search for an answer trapped us in
a game of identity politics (sexual politics vs. racial and ethnic politics) and
derailed the focus of our academic debate from the analysis of the construction
of multiple subjectivities and the complex formation of cross-cultural identi-
ties to an individualistic, and ahistorical, understanding of difference.

The substantive theoretical questions underlying the game of resistance
were not considered. These were: What are the theories of "gender;' of "race;'
of "class" operating in Women's Studies that were determining its practices in
terms of knowledge building, pedagogy, and personnel? What were the as-
sumptions about "woman/women;' and how do these affect its practices?
How were the standards of teaching and research set and validated? N everthe-
less, the unfocused debate uncovered racism, homosexism (heterosexism is
usually the norm in other contexts), and classism in academic feminism. My
stand in the debate over the critique of the all-encompassing category of
women, the unproblematized notion of difference, and the challenge to the
political agenda of sexual correctness unleashed a power struggle masked
by differences in race and sexual orientation among women faculty. The re-
sistance to the inclusion of new and rigorous knowledge and pedagogies,
grounded in the study of difference, soon translated to discriminatory institu-
tional practices against minorities.

In a document proposing a master's program in Women's Studies, the
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Puerto Rican, African American, and Asian women professors were lumped
into the category of "women of color;' while the rest of the faculty were
identified by name. The "women of color" category was not defined in ideo-
logical or political terms. It was used for classification purposes to "codify;' to
"other" professors in the department according to a totalizing racial criterion
that disregarded and devalued our professional identity in our working envi-
ronment. As part of the "women of color" group, my name, academic creden-
tials, and expertise were erased by a homogenizing category, ironically, used in
opposition to white women who retained their personal and professional
identities. I found myself boxed in an alien feminist agenda that counted my
presence as a necessary gesture of inclusion and multiculturalism devoid of any
reference to issues of racism and exclusion. This practice made me realize that 1
was assigned the role of a second-class citizen and was only tolerated as a silent
and subordinate partner in the diversity project. This behavior was certainly
contrary to my ethical standards, feminist academic principles, and commit-
ment to diversity, equality, and justice for all of us who believe in Women's
Studies education. I felt that the practice of labeling and codifying difference
was an exercise of power that amounted to discrimination against the Puerto
Rican, African American, and Asian faculty with the object of controlling our
input in the diversity project curriculum. 1 brought this issue to a faculty
meeting where 1faced silence, resistance, and indignation from my colleagues.
As the untenured Latina, I had dared to trespass the unstated hierarchical
boundaries among women.

This act of discrimination was formally reported to the head of the Office of
Affirmative Action, a feminist active in the governance of Women's Studies,
who responded to my complaint, replying, "1 do not think that you want me
to intervene. How would you feel if a friend of yours scorns you? You should
plan an activity that can contribute to the understanding of these issues and
get Women's Studies faculty involved." Without a second thought, the head of
Affirmative Action had brushed aside my white colleagues' illegal behavior
and ignorance, thrusting on me the onus of "educating" them in matters of
race. This solution, in my view, masqueraded that the Office of Affirmative
Action served only the interests of a group of "corporatist" women bent on
holding onto positions of power within the institution and perpetuating re-
ductionist, racist forms of feminism. The Office of Affirmative Action became
a sword pointed at me rather than a shield to protect me from racism. 1 soon
found myself on a collision course with a powerful clique of white, upper-
middle-class women, whom I labeled "corporatist feminists" because of their
power-oriented views and undemocratic style of governance.

On academic and political grounds, I rejected all attempts at "domestica-
tion" by a biased-mentorship program. 1 chose not to surrender my intellec-
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tual production, academic achievements, and intellectual contributions to the
scrutiny of mentors alien to my experience. The mentorship program in
Women's Studies was designed to reproduce the same mentality and "ways of
knowing" of a generation of white, middle-class academic feminists, well en-
trenched in the power structures of the university. The mentor / mentee rela-
tionship was characterized by an asymmetrical power relation that subjugated
the mentee to the ever-demanding desires of the mentor to conform to a status
quo. The mentor would discipline mentees with the threat of nontenure,
while "colonizing" their intellectual work. I discovered that mentors used the
academic brokerage of the "underrepresented classes" (minorities) to climb
the administrative ladder to positions of institutional power in the name of the
diversity project. The mentees were trained to become insiders through a
process of reward and punishment that required their active participation in
the devaluation and exclusion of other minorities (outsiders). This meant that
minority women were pitted against each other in order to foster academic
struggles rooted in the ideological and structural dynamics of white domi-
nance in Women's Studies.

My critique of the way in which the mentorship program was implemented
made me the object of power abuses designed to put me in my place and bring
me to order. I was construed as a "problem:' In the discursive construction of
that imaginary identity, oppositional binaries were activated to wipe me out of
the terrain of feminist knowledge and women's political action. My academic
work and my teaching were devalued, as if I were a racist white male. I became
the target of a witch-hunt designed to punish me, to make me hurt, and make
me pay for my intellectual and political transgressions. My scholarship was
devalued for critiquing the theoretical and pedagogical canon prevalent in
women's studies. My academic contributions were disrupted in order to pre-
vent me from speaking out against the power abuses by an institutionally
entrenched feminist "clique:' I was portrayed as the unruly illegitimate daugh-
ter of feminism, an unfaithful and undeserving Latina sister who formed
part of a group of disposable people in academe. I went from being the
token Latina needed for the diversity project to being the "troublemaker;' the
traitor.

By demonizing me and devaluing my academic achievements and intellec-
tual and professional contributions, a hostile working environment erased my
identity as a Puerto Rican middle-class heterosexual mulatta woman professor.
I became the target of intellectual defamation and personal persecution. These
took the form of anonymous threatening letters and telephone calls. In a clear
attempt at character assassination, a flyer attributing to me the characteristics
of a mentally disturbed person was distributed to the faculty of my college.
One of the perpetrators of these hostile acts was arrested for making harassing
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calls to my house, and a restraining order was issued against this so-called
"progressive;' "pro-diversity" faculty who was part of the feminist/ diversity
coalition. All these acts of intimidation, humiliation, and vindictiveness were
made while the same feminist coalition used the Office of Affirmative Action
to fabricate a case of sexual harassment against my husband, also a faculty
colleague. This case collapsed for lack of evidence, yet it was part of the
punishment delivered to me for speaking out of line.

I was further declared a public enemy of Women's Studies in a letter signed
by the Women's Studies faculty. The letter alleged that I was part of an anti-
feminist education conspiracy that was preparing the terrain for the future
retrenchment of Women's Studies faculty. It was addressed to the patriarchal
figure of the university's president and sought to elicit an investigation that
would "take appropriate disciplinary action" against the attackers of Women's .
Studies. In a perverse twist of feminist politics, this letter attempted to cover
up a campaign of harassment and hostility rooted in a desire to repress diver-
sity by presenting the corporatist feminists as the "victims of political attacks."
In a typically male fashion, the corporatist feminists were resorting to institu-
tional retaliation as-a means to intimidate and silence me. It was as if I had
broken the silence from an abusive family and deserved to be punished for
speaking out against feminist "sisters."

I answered the corporatist clique's renewed threats and innuendoes in a
public letter, stating:

[ . . . ] I am not attacking Women's Studies. I believe in multicultural
feminist education based on rigorous scholarship and critical thinking.
That is why I challenge the political practices that have taken the ped-
agogical and intellectual substance out of feminist education. As I said at
the beginning of this letter, I belong to ageneration offeminist scholars whose
work is guided by high ethical standards) an open critical perspective) and
academic substance) not byfeelings offear, hatred and desire to punish.

As a feminist scholar, I believe as well that the university, as a site of
feminist education, must be an open and democratic space for the free
and uninhibited exchange of ideas.

Through this eye-opening academic experience, I discovered that the white
corporatist feminist concepts of woman and sisterhood embodied hierarchical
power relations with centers and margins. And that the apparently unified
discourses constructed around multicultural power-neutral understandings of
diversity remained a contested terrain for ideological debate and political prac-
tice. I was punished for challenging whiteness and uncovering the misguided
centrality of sexual correctness in the feminist agenda for the diversity project.
I believe that my experience of inclusion in the feminist multicultural project
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shows that, in the name of supporting women, a new form of antifeminism
has been instituted in women's studies, an antifeminism that, by incorporating
the voices of difference, suppresses the meaningful research and theoreti-
cal work that is outside the normative boundaries of mainstream feminist
scholarship.

Testimoniando con Poder / Politicizing Personal Experience

As I see it, this testimonio represents a catalyst for comprehending and pol-
iticizing my experience with feminism. The anger and indignation that sus-
tained my political resistance to the academic and institutional aggressions
inflicted to silence my voice, suppress my thinking, and erase me from the map
of knowledge was transformed into a source empowerment for anchoring my
critique and emerging perspectives on feminisms and Women's Studies.

My battles of resistance coincided with a process of self-affirmation and
intellectual empowerment. As I was subjected to psychological battery and
ostracism by a white corporatist feminist clique, The Latina Feminist Group
embraced me and provided the intellectual and emotional shelter in which to
reflect on a painful experience as I was living through it. The solidarity of my
Latina peers provided an extraordinary intellectual and political environment
in which to foster a process of empowerment. Notwithstanding the common
denominator Latina) this was an extremely diverse group of women not only
culturally but ill terms of sexual orientations (heterosexual, bisexual, and les-
bian), ages, life cycles, spiritual beliefs, academic experiences, and political
views. This made the group a challenging terrain for contestation. It served as
a space in which to confront our own biases and internalized sources of op-
pression, sexism, and racism, as well as to face the breaking points and em-
powering experiences in our lives that shape the multiplicity of identities each
of us represents: We listened to each other's testimonios but the power of each
story and its resonance with some of our own experiences inevitably made
each of us ask ourselves questions about how we know what we know and
reflect on the meanings we have constructed out of the knowledge we have
built. For example, through the testimonios on sexuality, I was able to rethink
and politicize the nature and extent of the "body politics" that was engaged in
my own experience with academic feminism and the project of diversity dur-
ing the 1990S in the United States. A diversity of lived sexual experiences, of
views about sexuality, the meaning of the Latina "body' and what is con-
structed from it were central issues in some of the testimonias. But these discus-
sions on sexuality were always aimed at validating our differences (as hetero-
sexuals, bisexuals, lesbians), rather than imposing a sexually correct vision of
each other. And this process of validation was achieved without giving a
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hierarchical interpretation to diverse sexual identities and avoided the con-
struction of a dominant single view of women's sexuality by a particular
group. In this process I realized that the contention surrounding the discus-
sions on sexual difference and body politics is not rooted in what sex is but in
what sex is for; it is about who regulates sexuality and for whom. In my view,
this is a political issue of power between and among genders for the control of
minds, bodies, and souls and the elaboration and imposition of a particular
dogma of body politics. This was at the center of the struggles I lived through
with lesbian and white feminism over the definition and institutionalization of
diversity in academe.

At a methodological level, my testimonio was more than a balm to heal a
wounded soul and an instrument to anchor new knowledge. Testimoniando con
poder became a useful political strategy. It kept me centered on the fundamen-
tal theoretical issues and political practices and the development of a truly
multicultural feminism that had been challenged by my involvement with the
diversity project in Women's Studies. My theoretical understanding of the
intersection of gender, race, class, and sexuality in constructing diverse women
in a multiethnic society was constantly reshaped by the experience I was living.
I was not indifferent to anyone but had to contextualize and historicize my
experience to bring· it to the level of the political. I had to tell my story
repeatedly, with all its complexities, in different academic, political, and legal
forums in order to move away from the oppositional categories into which I
was boxed, obfuscating the understanding of difference in my knowledge-
building agenda. As I gave my testimonio) its political strength uncovered
unseen intellectual adversaries, gained new feminist friends, and strength-
ened old friendships. The intellectual exchanges and political discussions over
pieces of my testimonio contributed to focusing my political lens and to con-
stantly reshape the strategy I would follow. In turn, the outcome of these
strategies became the source of a new story in my testimonio.

As I kept my testimonio alive, other women (students, 'colleagues, and
friends) broke their silence and began giving their own testimonies, sharing
similar experiences of erasure. At a time when my personal safety was jeopar-
dized by the interisified campaign of harassment, letters of attack, and anony-
mous threats, Latina and white women abandoned their work and private
spaces to provide support and companionship. We broke bread and talked
about politics and theory, and about life and friendship. Recounting my expe-
rience of violent threats and physical intimidation allowed the opportunity to
affirm difference, establish friendships, and develop commitments and coop-
eration between us, women in the margins of corporatist feminism. This
process of mutual empowerment and feminist reciprocity, forged through the
politicization of our testimonies, provided the basis for political solidarity, in-
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tellectual collaboration, and personal empathy among women with different
academic expertise, of diverse races, ethnicities, sexual orientations, ages, and
religious identities.

Power relations did emerge in our Latina feminist group, but these nudos de
poder (nodes of power) could be loosened and united through a process of
collaboration and polyphonic negotiation of difference without compromis-
ing the validation, understanding, and affirmation of diversity. We did not
avoid confrontation and we acknowledged our ideological disagreements and
looked for other ways to understand the strength that comes out of difference.

My experience with institutional feminism as a Puerto Rican middle-class
heterosexual mulatta woman has raised intriguing theoretical questions and
analytical puzzles for further research: How do we theorize difference? What
is the conceptual language that captures the complexities of difference with-
out diluting the singular experience of the diverse? How do we construct a
feminist multicultural critique to counter processes for the recolonization of
women's intellectual identities and knowledge building? How do we under-
stand power struggles among women within difference and across difference?
What are the implications of feminist power struggles for bridging alliances,
building coalitions, and political practices?

My personal experience, the methodological discussions among the Latinas
in this volume, the dialogues with white lesbian and heterosexual American
feminists, and the literature produced by other Latinas and non-U.S. feminists
have made me.realize that the discourse of global sisterhood provides the ide-
ological support for an ethnocentric feminist agenda. Sisterhood as a model
for invoking feminist solidarity and rallying women's political support needs
to be historically scrutinized and politically challenged from the standpoint of
multicultural difference and how the "other" women get constructed. J

In the process of telling our stories and reflecting on our testimonies, my
experience in participating with the Latina Feminist Group cannot be de-
scribed as one of sisterhood but of friendship. I did not experience women
bonding on the basis of shared victimization by a common enemy, nor a sense
of sisterhood that sought to avoid conflict and minimize disagreement. What
I experienced was the kind of friendship built through disagreements, critical
discussions, and caring constructive arguments directed to enrich rather than
diminish and discredit our personal lives or work. This experience led me to
imagine an alternative framework to sisterhood as a model of feminist solidar-
ity. Such a model has to be anchored in friendship and based on strength
derived from women's different experiences, socioeconomic diversity, plural-

1. Maria C. Lugones (1995) and bell hooks (1997) presented the concept of friendship as an
alternative to the concept of sisterhood as a framework of women's political solidarity.
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istic political practices, and multicultural identities. The group dynamics that
emerged as we were testimoniando taught me that friendship requires good
listeners, the capacity to empathize with the experience of the other, and
the acceptance of the autonomous character of the other without giving up
your own separate and individual self and experience. Friendship ties among
groups of women ought to be sustained through empathy with the other, the
friend with whom we establish a promise to understand the particularities of
our identities, the diversity of our experiences, the complexity of our realities
and to unlearn the biases, prejudices, and stereotypes we have constructed
about each other. As friends, a mutual commitment to confront our inter-
nalized sexist (heterosexist, homosexist), racist, and class-biased ideologies
must emerge to transform pervasive perspectives and lay the foundation for
truly political solidarity.

A view of women's solidarity as friendship, as opposed to sisterhood, could
afford the possibility of reconstructing relations among women within a plu-
ralistic and heterogeneous context that confers centrality to sociocultural dif-
ferences. Therefore, the understanding among diverse groups of women
found through friendship and solidarity relations does not presuppose the
existence of unanimity or consensus on which to establish support. Since
friendship is not an unconditional relation of inequality among sisters, the
space for dialogue is always a contested terrain for building feminist alliances
and multicultural coalitions that rely on mutual commitment to eliminate
diverse sources of women's oppression, to engage in egalitarian politics, and
to struggle for social justice. The political practice in a friendship paradigm
should aim at the creation of. a political project that constructs identities
forged on politics rather than from politics based on identities that tend to
defend and perpetuate inequalities among women. Friendship as a model of
relationships among women should be based on respect for difference and
sustained on the basis of a constant negotiation and renegotiation of shares of
power, not subject to rules that define rights and responsibilities along the
lines of unequal sisterhood. The solidarity that emerged among us on the basis
of friendship has the possibility to open and democratize the political base of
feminism across our latinidades and beyond.
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