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First published in 1990 in the collection of Power: Women's Multicultural Alliances 

(edited by lisa Albrecht and Rose M. Brewer), this essay is a much-expanded version of 
Anzaldua's address delivered in June 1988 at the Lesbian Plenary Session of the 
annual conference for the National Women's Studies Association (NWSA). In addition to 

the linkages between identity and alliance-making, Anzaldua offers suggestions 

for activists interested in engaging in coalition work. The essay illustrates some of the ways 

Anzaldua's theories were developing during the 1980s: it looks back, toward hertheorization 

of bridges and her alliance work in This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of 

C%r, and forward, toward her radically inc!usionary theorization of "(Un)natural 
perspectives, and new tribalism. 

Bridge, Drawbridge, Sandbar, or Island 
Lesbians-of-Color Hacienda Alianzas1 

Hablando se entienden las cosas. 

(People understand each other by talking) 

- Mexican proverb 


Buenos dras marimachas, lesberadas, tortilleras, patlaches,2 dykes, 
bulldaggers, butches, femmes, and good morning to you, too, straight 
women. This morning when I got up I looked in the mirror to see who I 
was (my identity keeps changing), and you know how hair looks when 
you've washed it the night before and then slept on it? Yes, that's how mine 
looked. Not that I slept that much. I was nervous about making this talk 
and I usually never get nervous until just before I'm on. I kept thinking, 
What am I going to tell all those women? How am I going to present and 
represent myself to them and who, besides myself, am I going to speak 
to and for? Last night lying in bed in the dorm room I got disgusted with 
my semi-prepared talk so I wrote another one. I threw that out too. Then 
I skimmed several papers I was working on, looking for ideas_ I realized 
that I couldn't use any of this material and ordered my unconscious to 
come up with something by morning or else. This morning I walked over 
here, picking lint offmy shirt, feeling wrinkled, and thinking, Here I am, 
I'm still the poor little Chicanita from the sticks. What makes me think I 
have anything useful to say about alliances? 

Women-of-color such as myself do have some important things to 
say about alliance and coalition work. The overlapping communities of 
struggle that a mestiza lesbian finds herself in allows her to playa pivotal 
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role in alliance work. To be part of an alliance or coalition is to be active, 
an activist. Why do we make alliances and participate in them? We are 
searching for powerful, meaning-making experiences. To make our lives 
relevant, to gain political knowledge, to give our Jives a sense of involve
ment, to respond to social oppression and its debilitating effects. Activists 
are engaged in a political quest. Activists are alienated from the domi
nant culture but instead of withdrawing we confront, challenge. Being 
active meets some basic needs: emotional catharsis, gratification, politi
cal epiphanies. But those in an alliance group also feel like a family and 
squabble and fight like one, complete with a favorite (good child) and a 
scapegoat (bad child). 

The Fracture: At Homeness I Estrangement 

I look around me and I see my carnalas, my hermanas, the other halfand 
half's, mita' y mita'* (as queer women are called in South Texas), and I 
feel a great affinity with everyone. But at the same time I feel (as I've felt 
at other conferences) like I am doing this alone; I feel a great isolation 
and separateness and dtiferentness from everyone, even though I have many 
·allies. Yet as soon as I have these thoughts-that I'm in this alone, that I 
have to stand on the ground ofmy own being, that I have to create my own 
separate space - the exact opposite thoughts come to me: that we're all in 
this together, juntas, that the ground of our being is a common ground, 
la Tierra, and that at all times we must stand together despite, or because 
of, the huge splits that lie between our legs, the faults among feminists 
like the fractures in the earth. Earthquake country, these feminisms. Like 
a fracture in the Earth's crust splitting rock, like a splitting rock itself, 
the quakes shift different categories ofwomen past each other so that we 
cease to match, and are forever disaligned-colored from white, Jewish 
from colored, lesbian from straight_ If we indeed do not have one com
mon ground but only shifting plots, how can we work and live and love 
together? Then, too, let us not forget la mierda between us, a mountain of 
caca that keeps us from "seeing" each other, being with each other. 

Being a mestiza queer person, una de las otras ("of the others") is having 
and living in a lot ofworlds, some of which overlap_ One is immersed in 
all the worlds at the same time while also traversing from one to the other. 
The mestiza queer is mobile, constantly on the move, a traveler, callejera, 

* Shortened form of"mitad y mitad." 
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a cortacalles. Moving at the blink of an eye, from one space, one world, 
to another, each world with its own peculiar and distinct inhabitants, not 
comfortable in anyone of them, none of them "home," yet none of them 
"not home" either. I'm fiying home to South Texas after this conference, 
and while I'm there, I'm going to be feeling a lot of the same things that 
I'm feeling here-a warm sense of being loved and of being at home, ac
companied by a simultaneous and uncomfortable feeling ofno longer fit
ting, of having lost my home, of being an outsider. My mother, and my 
sister and my brothers, are going to continue to challenge me and to ar
gue against the part of me that has community with white lesbians, that 
has community with feminism, that has community with other mujeres
de-color, that has a political community. Because I no longer share their 
world view, I have become a stranger and an exile in my own home. "When 
are you coming home again, Prieta," my mother asks at the end of my 
visit, of every visit. "Never, Momma."3 After I first left home and became 
acquainted with other worlds, the Prieta that returned was different, thus 
"home" was different too. It could not completely accommodate the new 
Prieta, and I could barely tolerate it. Though I continue to go home, I no 
longer fool myself into believing that I am truly "home." 

A few days ago in Montreal at the Third International Feminist Book 
Fair (June 1988), I felt a great kinship with women writers and publishers 
from all Over the world. I felt both at home and homeless in that foreign 
yet familiar terrain because ofits strangeness (strange because I had never 
been there). At the conference, and most especially at the lesbian reading, 
I felt very close to some white lesbian separatist friends. Then they would 
make exclusionary or racist remarks and I would feel my body heating up, 
I would feel the space between us widening. Though white lesbians say 
that their oppression in a heterosexist, homophobic society is similar to 
the suffering of racism that people-of-color experience, they can escape 
from the more Overt oppressions by hiding from being gay (just as I can). 
But what I can't hide from is being Chicana - my color and features give 
me away. Yes, when I go home I have to put up with a lot of heterosexist 
bullshit from my family and community, from the whole Chicano nation 
who want to exclude my feminism, my lesbianism. This I have in common 
with women-of-all-colors. But what really hurts, however, is to be with 
people that I love, with you mujeres-de-todos-colores, and to still feel, 
after all our dialogues and struggles, that my cultural identity is still being 
pushed off to the side, being minimized by some of my so-called allies 
who unconsciously rank racism a lesser oppression than sexism. Women-
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of-color feel especially frustrated and depressed when these "allies" par
ticipate in alliances dealing with issues ofracism or when the theme ofthe 
conference we are attending is racism. It is then that white feminists feel 
they have "dealt" with the issue and can go on to other "more important" 
matters. 

At the Montreal Conference I also felt an empathy with heterosexual 
women-of-color and with the few men who were there, only to be sad
dened that they needed to be educated about women-only space. It also 
made me sad, too, that white lesbians have not accepted the fact that 
women-of-color have affinities with men in their cultures. White lesbians 
were unconsciously asking women-of-color to choose between women 
and men, failing to see that there is more than one way to be oppressed. 
Not all women experience sexism in the same way, and for women-of
color sexism is not the only oppression. White lesbians forget that they too 
have felt excluded, that they too have interrupted women-of-color-only 
space, bringing in their agenda and, in their hunger to belong, pushed 
ours to the side. 

Alliance work is the attempt to shift positions, change positions, reposi
tion ourselves regarding our individual and collective identities. In alli

, ance we are confronted with the problem of how we share or don't share 

space, how we can position ourselves with individuals or groups who are 

different from and at odds with each other, how we,can reconcile one's 

love for diverse groups when members of these groups do not love each 

other, cannot relate to each other, and don't know how to work together. 


The Activist y la Tarea de Alianzas 

Alliance-coalition work is marked or signaled by framing meta
communication, "This is alliance work."4 It occurs in bounded specific 
contexts defined by the rules and boundaries of that time and space and 
group. While it professes to do its "work" in the community, its basis is 
both experiential and theoretical. It has a discourse, a theory that guides 
it. It stands both inside (the community one is doing the work for) and 
outside ordinary life (the meeting place, the conference). Ideally one takes 
alliance work home. 

In alliance-coalition work there is an element of role playing, as if one 
were someone else. Activists possess an unspoken, untalked about ability 
to recognize the unreality and game-playing quality oftheir work.sWe very 
seriously act/perform as well as play at being an ally. We adopt a role model 
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or self-image and behave as if one were that model, the person one is try
ing to be. Activists picture themselves in a scenario: a female hero ventur
ing out and engaging in nonviolent battles against the corrupt dominant ! 

:'Y 

world with the help of their trusted comadronas. There are various nar
ratives about working at coalition, about making commitments, setting 
goals, and achieving those goals. An activist possesses, in lesser orgreater 
degree, a self-conscious awareness ofher "role" and the nature ofalliance 
work. She is aware that not only is the alliance-coalition group struggling 
to make specific changes in certain institutions (health care, immigration 
laws, etc.) but in doing so the group often engages in fighting cultural 
paradigms-the entire baggage of beliefs, values, and techniques shared 
by the community.6 But in spite ofall cultural inscriptions to the contrary, 
the activist with her preconceived self-image, her narrative, and her self
reflectivity resists society's "inscribing" cultural norms, practices, and 
paradigms on her. She elects to be the one "inscribing" herself and her 
culture. Activists are agents. 

In Collusion, in Coalition, in Collision 

For now we women-of-color are doing more solidarity work with each 
other. Because we occupy the same or similarly oppressed cultural, eco
nomic space(s) or share similar oppressions, we can create a solidarity 
based on a "minority" coalition. We can build alliances around differ
ences, even in groups which are homogenous. Because people-of-color 
are treated generically by the dominant culture-seeing and treating us 
as parts of a whole, rather than as individuals-this forces us to experi 'k~ 

ence ourselves collectively. I have been held accountable by some white 
people for Richard Rodriguez's views and have been asked to justify Cesar 
Chavez's political strategies. In classes and conferences I am often called 
to speak on issues of race and am thereafter responsible for the whole 
Chicano/Mexican race. Yet, were I to hold a white woman responsible for 
Ronald Reagan's acts, she would be shocked because to herself she is an 
individual (nor is her being white named because it is taken for granted 
as the norm). 

I think we people-of-color can turn this fusion or confusion of indi
vidual/collectivity around and use it as a tool for collective strength and not 
as an oppressive representation. We can subvert it and use it. It could serve 
as one base for intimate connection between the personal and collective in 
solidarity work and in alliances across differences. For us the issue ofalIi-
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ances affects every aspect of our lives - personal growth, not just social. 
We are always working with whitewomen or other groups unlike ourselves 
toward common and specific goals during the time the work ofcoalition 
is in process. Lesbians-of-color have always done this. Judit Moschkovitz 
wrote: "Alliances are made between people who are different."7 I would 
add between people who are different but who have a similar conscience 
that impels them toward certain actions. Alliances are made between per
sons whose vague unconscious angers, hopes, guilts, and fears grow out 
ofdirect experiences ofbeing either perpetrators or victims of racism and 

sexism. 
Feelings of anger, guilt, and fear rose up nine years ago at Storrs, Con

necticut, at the 1981 NWSA Women Respond to Racism Conference, when 
issues of alliances and racism exploded into the open. Along with many 
women-of-color I had aspirations, hopes, and visions for multiracial 
comunidades, for communities (in the plural) among all women, ofmun
dos zurdos (left-handed worlds). Cherrfe Moraga and I carne bringing an 
offering, This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women oJColor; it made 
its debut at that conference. Some ofmy aspirations were naive, but with
out them, I would not have been there nor would I be here now. This vision 

.of comunidad is still the carrot that I, the donkey, hunger for and seek at 

conferences such as this one. 
At the 1981 conference we laid bare the splits between whitewomen 

and women-of-color, white lesbians and lesbians-of-color, separatists 
and nonseparatists. We risked exposing our true feelings. AngerS was the 
strongest in/visible current at that conference, as it is at this one, though 
many of us repressed it then and are still repressing it now. Race was the 
big issue then, as it is now for us. Race, the big difference. When asked 
what I am, I never say I'm a woman. I say I am a Chicana, a mestiza, a 
mexicana, or I am a woman-of-color-which is different from "woman" 
(woman always means whitewoman). Monique Wittig claims that a les
bian is not a woman because woman exists only in relation to men; woman 
is part of the category of sex (man and woman) which is a heterosexual 
construct.9 Similarly, for me a woman-of-color is not just a "woman;" she 
carries the markings of her race, she is a gendered racial being- not just 
a gendered being. However, nonintellectual, working-class women-of
color do not have the luxury of thinking ofsuch semantic and theoretical 
nuances, much less exempting themselves from the category "woman." 
So though I myself see the distinction, I do not push it. 

A large part of my identity is cultural. Despite changes in awareness 
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since the early eighties, racism in the fottn of"Your commitment has to be 

to feminism, forget about your race and its struggles, struggle with us not 

them" is stilI the biggest deterrent to coalition work between whitewomen 

and women-of-color. Some white feminists, displacing race and class and 

highlighting gender, are StiI1 trying to force us to choose between being 

colored or female; only now they've gone underground and use uncon

scious covert pressures. It's all very subtle. Our white allies or coUeagues 

get a hurt look in their eyes when we bring up their racism in their inter

actions with us and quickly change the subject. Tired ofour own "theme 

song" (Why aren't you dealing with race and class in your conference, 

classroom, organization?) and notwanting to hurt them and in retaliation 

have them turn against us, we drop the subject and, in effect, turn the other 

cheek. Women-of-color need these and other manipulations named so 

that we can make our own articulations. Colored and whitewomen doing 

coalition work together will continue to reflect the dominated/dominator 

dichotomy UN LESS whitewomen have or are dealing with issues ofracial 

domination in a "real" way. It is up to them how they will do this. 


Estranged Strangers: A Forced Bonding 

Alliance stirs up intimacy issues, issues oftrust, relapse of trust, intensely 
emotional issues. "We seem to be more together organizationally and es
tranged individualIy."lo There is always some, no matter how minimal, 

~' 

unease or discomfort between most women-of-color and most white
women. Because they can't ignore our ethnicity, getting our approval and 
acceptance is their way to try to make themselves more comfortable and 
lessen their unease. It is a great temptation for us to make whitewomen 
comfortable. (In the past our lives may have depended on not otten ding 
a white person.) Some of us get seduced into making a whitewoman an 
honorary woman-of-color-she wants it so badly. But it makes us fidget, 
it positions us in a relationship founded on false assumptions. A reversed 
dependency ofthem upon us emerges, one that is as unhealthy as our pre
vious reliance on them. There is something parasitic about both of these 
kinds of dependencies. We need to examine bondings of this sort and 
to "see through" them to the unconscious motivations. Both white and 
colored need to look at the history ofbetrayal, the lies, the secrets and mis
information both have internalized and continue to propagate. We need 
to ask: Do women-of-color want only patronage from white women? Do 
white feminists only need and expect acceptance and acknowledgment 
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from women-of-color? Yet there is an inherent potential for achieving re
sults in both personal and political cross-racial alliances. We could stick 
to each other like velcro, whose two different sides together form a great 
bond - the teeth of one fasten onto the fabric of the other half and hold 
with a strength greater than either halfalone. 

Though the deepest connections colored dykes have is to their native 
culture, we also have strong links with other races, including whites. 
Though right now there is a sttong return to nationalist feeling, colored 
lesbian feminists in our everyday interactions are truly more citizens of 
the planet. "To be a lesbian is to have a world vision." 11 In a certain sense 
I share this vision. Ifwe are to create a lesbian culture, it must be a mes
tiza lesbian culture, one that partakes ofall cultures, one that is not just 
white in style, theory, or direction, that is not just Chicana, not just black. 
We each have a choice as to what people, what cultures, and what issues 
we want to live with and live in and the roles we want to play. The danger 
is that white lesbians will "claim" us and our culture as their own in the 
creation of "our" new space. 

"Chusando"t Movidas I A Choice ofMoves 

There are many roles, or ways of being, of acting, and of interacting in 
the world. For me they boil down to four basic roles: bridge, drawbridge, 
sandbar, and island. Being a bridge means being mediator between your
self and your community and white people, lesbians, feminists, white men. 
You select, consciously or unconsciously, which group to bridge with -or 
they choose you. Often the you that'S the mediator gets lost in the dichoto
mies, dualities, or contradictions you're mediating. You have to be flexible 
yet maintain your ground, or the pull in different directions will dismem
ber you. It's a tough job; not many people can keep the bridge up. 

Being a drawbridge means having the option to take two courses of 
action. The first is being "up," i.e., withdrawing, pulling back from physi
cally connecting with white people (there can never be a complete dis
connection because white culture and its perspectives are inscribed on 
us/into us). You may choose to pull up the drawbridge or retreat to an 
island in order to be with your colored hermanas in a sort of temporary 
cultural separatism. Many of us choose to "draw up our own bridges" for 
short periods oftime in order to regroup, recharge our energies, and nour

t From the English word "choosing." 
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ish ourselves before wading back into the frontIines. This is also true for 
whitewomen. The other option is being "down" - that is, being a bridge. 
Being "down" may mean a partial loss of self. Being "there" for people all 
the time, mediating all the time risks being "walked" on, being "used." I and 
my publishing credentials are often "used" to "colorize" white women's 
grant proposals, projects, lecture series, and conferences. If I don't co
operate I am letting the whole feminist movement down. 

Being an island means that there are no causeways, no bridges - maybe 
no ferries, either- between you and whites. I think that some women-of
color are, in these reactionary times, in these very racist times, choosing 
to be islands for a little while. These race separatists, small in numbers, 
are disgusted not only with patriarchal culture, but also with white femi
nism and the white lesbian community. To be an island, you have to reject 
certain people. Yet being an island cannot be a way of life; there are no 
lifelong islands because no one is totally self-sufficient. Each person de
pends on others for the food she eats, the clothes she wears, the books she 
reads, and though these "goods" may be gotten from within the island, 
sequestering oneself to some private paradise is not an option for poor 
people, for most people-of-color. 

At this point in time, the infrastructures of bridge and drawbridge feel 
too man-made and steel-like for me. Still liking the drawbridge concept, 
I sought and found the sandbar, a submerged or partIy exposed ridge of 
sand built by waves offshore from a beach. To me the sandbar feels like a 
more "natural" bridge (though nature too, some argue, is a cultural con
struction). There is a particular type of sandbar that connects an island to 
a mainland - I forget what it is called. For me the important thing is how 
we shift from bridge to drawbridge to sandbar to island. Being a sandbar 
means getting a breather from being a perpetual bridge without having to 
withdraw completely. The high and low tides ofyour life are factors which 
help you to decide whether or where you're a sandbar today, .tomorrow. It 
means that you're functioning as a "bridge" (maybe partially underwater, 
invisible to others) and that you can somehow choose who you'll allow 
to "see" your bridge, who you'JI allow to walk on your "bridge" -that is, 
who you'll make connections with. A sandbar is more fluid and shifts loca
tions, allowing for more mobility and more freedom. Of course there are 
sandbars called shoals, where boats run amuck. Each option comes with 
its own dangers. 

So what do we, lesbians-of-color, choose to be? Do we continue to func
tion as bridges? Do we opt to be drawbridges or sandbars? Do we isolate 
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ourselves as islands? We may choose different options for different stages 
of our process. While I have been a persistent bridge, I have often been 
forced to "draw the bridge," or have been driven to be an island. Now I 
find myself slowly turning into a sandbar-the thing is that I have a fear 

of drowning. 
Mujeres-de-color, mujeres blancas, ask yourselves what are you now, 

and is this something that you want to be for the next year or five years or 
ten? Ask yourself ifyou want to do alliance-coalition work and if so what 
kind and with whom. The fact that we are so estranged from whitewomen 
and other women-of color makes alliance work that much more impera
tive. It is sad that though conferences allow for short-term alliances, the 
potential for achieving some feminist goals are short-circuited by partici
pants' politically correct "performances" instead ofmore "real" and hon
est engagement. Choosing to be a bridge, a drawbridge, and a sandbar 
allows us to connect, heart to heart, con corazones abiertos. Even islands 
come to NWSA conferences - perhaps they come to find other islands. 

Terms ofEngagement 

Mujeres-de-color, there are some points to keep in mind when doing coali
tion work with whitewomen. One is to not be lulled into forgetting that 
coalition work attempts to balance power relations and undermine and subvert the 
system of domination-subordination that affects even our most unconscious 
thoughts. We live in a world where whites dominate colored and we par
ticipate in such a system every minute of our lives; the subordinationl 
domination dynamic is that insidious. We, too, operate in a racist system 
whether we are rebelling against it or are colluding with it. The strategies 
ofdefense we use against the dominant culture we also knowingly and un
knowingly use on each other.12 Whites ofwhatever class always have cer
tain privileges over colored people ofwhatever class, and class oppression 
operates among us women-of-color as pervasively as among whites. 

Keep in mind that if members of coalitions play at the deadly seri
ous and difficult game of making alliances work we must set up some 
ground rules and define the terms we use to name the issues. We need to 
"see through" some common assumptions. One is that there is no such 
thing as a common ground. As groups and individuals we all stand on 
different plots. Sisterhood in the singular was a utopian fantasy invented 
by whitewomen, one in which we women-of-color were represented by 
whitewomen, one in which they continued to marginalize us, strip us of 

http:other.12
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our individuality. (One must possess a sense of personhood before one 
can develop a sense ofsisterhood.) It seems to me that through extensive 
coalitions, various "hermanidades"! may be created-not one sisterhood 
but many. We don't all need to come together, juntas (total unity may be 
another utopian myth). Some of us can gather in affinity groups, small 
grassroots circles and others can bridge more broadly. All parties involved 
in coalitions need to recognize the necessity that women-of-color and 
lesbians define the terms of engagement: that we be listened to, that we 
articulate who we are, where we have come from (racial past), how we 
understand oppression to work, how we think we can get out from under 
oppression, and what strategies we can use in accomplishing the particu
lar tasks we have chosen to perform. When we don't collectively define 
ourselves and our locations, the group will automatically operate under 
white assumptions, white definitions, white strategies. Formulating a 
working definition, preferably one subject to change, ofalliance/coalition, 
racism, and internalized racism will clear the Boor of patriarchal, white, 
and other kinds ofdebris and make a clean (well, sort ofclean) space for us 
to work in. I've given you my definitions for alliance and coalition. Racism 
is the subjugation ofa cultural group byanother for the purpose ofgaining 
economic advantage, ofmastering and having power over that group- the 
result being harm done, consciously or unconsciously, to its members. 
We need to defy ethnocentrism, the attitude that one culture is superior 
to all others. Ethnocentrism condones racism. Racism is theory, it is an 
ideology, it is a violence perpetuated against colored ethnic cultures. 

The intensity of the violence may range from hidden, indirect forms of 
discrimination (housing) through overt forms ofethnocidal practices (en
forced schooling, religious harassment) to forms of physical and direct 
violence culminating in genocide (holocaust) .... It becomes structur
ally institutionalized as the basis of hegemony, it turns into systematic 
racism.13 

Internalized racism means the introjecting, from the dominant 
negative images and prejudice against outsider groups such as people-of
color and the projection ofprejudice by an oppressed person upon another 
oppressed person or upon her/himself. It is a type of "dumping."14 

On the phone the other day I was telling my mother that I'd confronted 
my neighbor-a black man who "parties" everyday, from morning till 

• Anzaldua's variation on "hermandades.» 
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with a dozen beer-drinking buddies-and demanded that he not 
intrude on my space with his noise. She said, "No, don't tell them any
thing, black men kill. They'll rape you." This is an example of internalized 
racism; it is not racism. Chicanos as a group do not have the power to 

subjugate black people or any other people. Where did my mother learn 
about blacks? There are very few black people in the Rio Grande Valley of 
South Texas. My mother has internalized racism from the white domi
nant culture, from watching television, and from our own culture which 
defers to and prefers light-skinned giieros and denies the black blood in 
our mestizaje-which may be both a race and class prejudice, as darker 
means being more indio or india, means poorer. Whites are conditioned 
to be racist, colored are prone to internalize racism and, for both groups, 
racism and internalized racism appear to be the given, "the way things 
are." Prejudice is a "stabilized deception of perception."15 I call this "de
ception" "selective reality" - the narrow spectrum of reality that human 
beings choose to perceive and/or what their culture "selects" for them to 
"see."16 That which is outside the range of consensus (white) perception 
is "blanked-out." Color, race, sexual preferences, and other threatening 
differences are "unseen" by some whites, certain voices not heard. Such 

, "editing" of reality maintains race, class, and gender oppressions. 
Another point to keep in mind is that feminists-of-color threaten the 

order, coherence, authority, and concept ofwhite superiority; this threat 
makes some white feminists uncomfortable and some assimilated colored 
women uneasy. Feminists-of-color, in turn, are made uncomfortable by 
the knowledge that, by virtue of their color, white feminists have privilege 
and white feminists often focus on gender issues to the exclusion of racial 
ones. After centuries of colonization, some whitewomen and women-of
color, when interacting with each other, fall into old and familiar patterns: 
the former will be inclined to patronize and to "instruct," the latter in
clined to fall into subservience and, consciously or unconsciously, model 
herself after the whitewoman. The woman-of-color might seek white ap
proval or take on gradations of stances, from meek to hostile, which get 
her locked into passive to aggressive to violently reactive states. 

But how are you to recognize your aliada, your ally in a roomful of 
people? Coalition work is not a sport where members ofa particular team 
go bare-chested or wear T-shirts that say AMIGA (which stands for an 
actual organization in Tejas). It can get confusing unless you can distin
guish each other. And, once you identify each other, how will you work 

together? 
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When calling a foul, do you harangue the other person in a loud voice? 
Do you take on a matador defense-neglect to guard the opposing player 
in favor of taking the limelight to inflate your ego? Will your organization 
be a collective or a hierarchy? Should your modus operandi be hands-on 
or hands-off? Will your offensive strategies consist of nudges, bumps, 
shoves, or bombs? You may have to accept that there may be·no solutions, 
resolutions, or even agreement ever. The terms solution, resolution, proBress
inB, and movinB forward are western-dominant cultural concepts. Irreso
lution and disagreement may be more common in life than resolutions 
and agreements. Coalition work does not thrive on "figurehead" leaders, 
on grandstanding, "leadership always makes you master and the others 
slaves."17 Instead, coalition work succeeds through collective efforts and 
individual voices being heard. Once we focus on coalition/alliance we 
come to more questions: How long should we stay together? Should we 
form temporary carnalaship of extended family which leads to strong fa ~ 
milial and tribal affiliations but which work against larger coalitions? ~ 

IfYou Would Be My Ally 

Ideally as allies (all lies), we can have no major lies among us, and we 
would lay our secrets - the ones we've internalized and the ones we propa
gate-on the conference table. In looking at the motivation of those we 
are in solidarity with (women-of-color) and those who want to make alli
ances with us (whitewomen), we not only need to look at who they are, the 
space(s) they occupy, and how they enter our space and maneuver in it, but 
we have to look at our own motivations. Some issues to ponder and ques
tions to ask ourselves. Ifall political action is founded on subconscious ir
resolutions and personal conflicts, then we must first look at that baggage 
we carry with us before sorting through other folks' dirty laundry. 

Having examined our own motives we can then inquire into the motiva
tions of those who want to be our allies: Do they want us to be like them? 
Do they want us to hide the parts ofourselves that make them uneasy, Le., 
our color, class, and racial identities? Ifwe were to ask white lesbians to 
leave their whiteness at home, they would be shocked, having assumed 
that they have de-conditioned the negative aspects of being white out of 
themselves by virtue ofbeing feminist or lesbian. But I see that whiteness 
bleeds through all the baggage they port around with them and that it even 
seeps into their bones. Do they want to "take over" and impose their values 
in order to have power over us? I've had white and colored friends tell me 
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that I shouldn't give my energy to male friends, that I shouldn't go to hor
ror movies because of the violence against women in them, that I should 
only write from the perspective of female characters, that I shouldn't eat 
meat. I respect women whose values and politics are different from mine, 
but they do not respect me or give me credit for self-determining my life 
when they impose trendy politically-correct attitudes on me. The assump
tions they are making in imposing their "political correctness" on me is 
that I, a woman, a chicana, a lesbian should go to an "outside" authority 
rather than my own for how to run my life. 

When I am asked to leave parts of myself out of the room, out of the 
kitchen, out of the bed, these people are not getting a whole person. They 
are only getting a little piece of me. As feminists and lesbians, we need 
all of us together, tlan (from the Nahuatl meaning close together), and 
each one of us needs all the different aspects and pieces of ourselves to 
be present and totally engaged in order to survive life in the late twentieth 

century. 
Do they only want those parts ofus that they can live with, that are simi

lar to theirs, not different from them? The issue ofdifferences continues to 
come up over and over again. Are we asked to sit at the table, or be invited 
to bed, because we bring some color to and look good behind the sheets? 
Are we there because those who would be our allies happen to have ances
tors that were our oppressors and are operating out of a sense of guilt? 
Does this whitewoman or woman-of-color or man-of-colorwant to be our 
ally in order to atone for racial guilt or personal guilt? Does this person 
want to be "seen" and recognized by us? According to Lacan, every human 
action, even the most altruistic, comes from a desire for recognition by 
the Other and from a desire for self-recognition in some form.1s For some, 
love is the highest and most intense recognition. 

Maria Lugones, a Latina philosopher, a woman who is at this confer
ence, wrote a paper with a whitewoman, Vicky Spelman, "Have We Got a 
Theory For You: Feminist Theory, Cultural Imperialism, and the Demand 
for the Woman's Voice,"19 in which they posit that the only motivation 
for alliance work is love and friendship. Nothing else. I have friends that 
I totally disagree with politically, friends that are not even from the same 
class, the same race, the same anything, but something keeps us together, 
keeps us working things out. Perhaps Lugones and Spelman are right. 
Love and friendship can provide a good basis for alliance work, but there 
are too many tensions in alliance groups to dismiss with a light comment 
that bonds are based on love and friendship. This reminds me of Dill's 
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critique ofsisterhood being based on common (white) interests and alike
ness.2() 

What may be "saving" the colored and white feminist movements may 

be a combination ofaU these factors. Certainly the tensions between op

posing theories and political stances vitalize the feminist dialogue. But 

it may only be combined with respect, partial understanding, love, and 

friendship that keeps us together in the long run. So mujeres think about 

the carnalas you want to be in your space, those whose spaces you want to 
have overlapping yours. 

Ritualizing Coalition and Alliance Building 

Speaking and communicating lay the groundwork, but there is a point 

beyond too much talk that abstracts the experience. What is needed is 

a symbolic behavior performance made concrete by involving body and 

emotions with political theories and strategies, rituals that will connect 

the conscious with the -unconscious. Through ritual we can make some 
deep-level changes. 

Ritual consecrates the alliance. Breaking bread together, and other 

group activities that physically and psychically represent the ideals, goals, 
and attitudes promote a quickening, thickening between us. 

Allies, remember that the foreign woman, "the alien," is nonacayocapo 

which in Nahuatl means one who possesses body (flesh) and blood like 

me. Aliadas, recuerden que la mujer extranjera tambien es nonacayocapo, 

laque tiene cuerpo y sangre como yo. Remember that our hearts are full 

ofcompassion, not empty. And the spirit dwells strong within. Remember 

also that the great emptiness, the hollowness within the psyches ofwhite

women propels them to coalition with colored. Oh, white sister, where is 

your soul, your spirit? It has run offin shock, susto, and you lack shamans 

and curanderas to call it back. Sin alma no puedes animarte pa' nada} 

Remember that an equally empty and hollow place within us allows that 
connection, even needs that linkage. 

It is important that whitewomen go out on a limb and fight for women

of-color in workplaces, schools, and universities. It is important that 

women-of-color in positions of power support their disempowered sis

ters. The liberation ofwomen is the private, individual, and collective re

sponsibility of colored and white men and women. Aliadas por pactos de 

§ Shortened form of "para nada." 
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alianzas, united by pacts of alliances, we may make some changes-in 

ourselves and in our societies. 

After reading this paper consider making some decisions and setting 

goals to work on yourself, with another, with others ofyour race, or with 

a multiracial group as a bridge, drawbridge, sandbar, island, or in a way 

that works for you. En fin quiero tocarlas de cerca, I want to be allied to 

some of you. I want to touch you, kinswomen, parientlls,n compafieras, 

paisanas, carnalas, comrades, and I want you to touch me so that together, 

each in our separate ways, we can nourish our struggle and keep alive our 

visions to recuperate, validate, and transform our histories. 

Notes 

Rather than discussing anti-Semitism, a dialogue I choose not to take on in this 
paper for reasons of length, boundaries of topic, and ignorance on my part ofall 
its subtleties (though I am aware that there is a connection between racism and 
anti-Semitism I am not sure what it is), I've decided not to take it on nor even make 
a token mention of it. I realize that this is a form of "Ifyou don't deal with my 
racism I won't deal with yours,» and t~at pleading ignorance is no excuse. 

1. This essay is an elaboration and reworking of a speech given at the Lesbian 
Plenary Session, "Lesbian Alliances: Combatting Heterosexism in the 80'S," 

NWSA, June 1988. Quiero darle las gracias a, I want to thank, Lynet Uttal for her 
generous critical reading of this text. I also want to thank Jaime Lee Evans, Helen 
Moglen, Joan Pinkvoss, Lisa Albrecht, Audrey Berlowitz, Rosalinda Ramirez, and 
Claire Riccardi for the various ways they encouraged and helped mywriting ofthis 
paper. 

2. The words marimachas and tortiUeras are derogatory terms that mujeres who are 
lesbians are called. Patlache is the Nahuatl term for women who bond and have sex 
with other women. Lesberadas is a term I coined, prompted by the word desperado. 

3. Gloria Anzaldua, "Never, Momma,» a poem published in Third Woman, Fall 
1983. 

4. The concept of framing meta-communication was articulated by Gregory 
Bateson in Steps to an Ecology ofMind (New York: Ballantine, 1972). 

5. Ibid. 
6. For a definition of cultural paradigms see T. S. Kuhn, The Structure ofScientific 

Revolutions (Chicago: University ofChicago Press, 1970). 
7. Judit Moschkovich. ["But I Know¥ou, American Woman," in This Bridge Called 

My Back, 79-84.] 
8. This was documented by Chela Sandoval, "Feminism and Racism," a report on 

UAnzaldua coins a new word by gendering the neutral "parientes" and making it 
feminine. 

1; 
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the National Women's Studies Association Conference held in Storrs, Connecti
cut, 1981 in Making Face, Making Soul I Hacienda Caras: Creative and Critical Perspecti~es 
by Feminists ojColor, ed. Gloria Anzaldua (San Francisco: Aunt Lute, 1990). See also 
Audre Lorde, "The Uses ofAnger: Women Responding to Racism," in Sister Outsider: 
Essays and Spuches (Trumansburg, N.Y.: Crossing Press, 1984), 145-75. 

9. Monique Wittig, "One Is Not Born AWoman," Feminist Issues 1, no. 2 (winter 
1981). 

10. Lynet Uttal, from commentary notes of her reading of this text, February 
1990 . 

11. Elana Dykewomon, talk given in June 1988 in Montreal at the Third Interna
tional Feminist Book Fair for a panel on Lesbian Separatism. 

12. See Anzaldua, "En Rapport, In Opposition: Cobrando cuentas a las nues
tras," in Making Face, Making Soul I Hacienda Caras. The essay first appeared in Sinister 
Wisdom 33 (fall 1987). 

13. Minority Literature in North America: Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Wolfgang 
Karrer and Hartmut Lutz, unpublished manuscript. [Published by Peter Lang (New 
York), 1988.] 

14· Gail Pheterson defines internalized domination as "the incorporation and 
acceptance by individuals within a dominant group of prejudices against others." 
"Alliances Between Women: Overcoming Internalized Oppression and Internal
ized Domination,» in this collection [Bridges ofPower: Women's Multicultural Alliances, 
ed. Lisa Albrecht and Rose M. Brewer (Philadelphia: New Society, 1990), 34-48]. 

15. Alexander Mitscherlich's definition of prejudice in Minority Literature in North 
America: Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Wolfgang Karrer and Hartmut Lutz, 257. 

16. See my introduction to Making Face, Making Soul I Hacienda caras cited above. 
My rationale for hyphenating women-oJ-eolor, capitalizing Racism, and making white
women one word is in this introduction. [See "Haciendo caras, una entrada" in this 
volume.] 

17. Marfa Lucia Santaella, "On Passion as (?)Phanevou (maybe or almost a phe
nomenology of passion)," Third Woman: Texas and More 3, nos. 1 and 2 (1986): 107. 

18. Jacques Lacan, Berits, ASelection, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W. W. Nor
ton,1977)· 

19. Maria Lugones and Elisabeth V. Spelman, "Have We Got A Theory for You! 
FeminisrTheory, Cultural Imperialism and the Demand for 'The Woman's Voice,'» 
Women's Studies Int. Forum 6, no. 6 (1983): 573-81. Reprinted in Making Face, Making 
Soul IHacienda caras. 

20. Lynet Uttal, from commentary notes of her reading of this text, February 
1990. Uttal refers to Bonnie Thornton Dill, "Race, Class, and Gender: Prospects 
for an All Inclusive Sisterhood," Feminist Studies 9 (1983): 131-48. 

This humorous, surrealistic short story, first published in Charles Tatum's edited collection 

New Chicana/Chicano Writing (1992), gives us a peek into Anzaldua's more playful, humorous 

side. Anzaldua first drahed this story in 1990 and revised it several times in order to include 

it in La Prieta, what she calls her "novel/collection of stories." 

Ghost Trap ITrampa de espanto 

At first Ursula la Prieta had been devastated by the death of her husband. 
She had thrown her plump short body into the grave on top of his coffin 
shrieking, "iAyviejito! ,Por que me dejaste? Yo te queda tanto. I loved you 
so much!" Everyone else was dry-eyed. In between sobs she heard some
one say, "Hasta que se 10 llevo el diablo al miserable." Another said, "Let 
him burn in hell." She only wept louder. For days she wailed. People felt 
skeptical, then uneasy at the drama and started referring to Prieta's cries 
as "La Llorona." 

"It's not like he treated you that good," her comadre reminded her. 
Often she would wake in the middle de la noche in a sweat, the echo 

de su gritoflIanto still throbbing in her throat and feeling like the atmo
sphere. Her house was not the same. She would turn to him to be con
soled, not that he would soothe her with a calm voice-he had only paid 
attention to her cuando queri'a algo. But she missed cushioning his skinny 
body and his sharp hip bones and knees. The presence de otro cuerpo had 
been a source of comfort in the silence of the night. Upon opening her 
eyes, she would find the bed empty. She would pace from room to room 
at night thinking about him, feeling numb and decepcionada. Gradually 
her loneliness soured and her grief turned into anger. Why, why, why had 
he deserted her? Actually his liver had deserted her. Cirrhosis. 

One night, two months after his death, a snoring woke her. Se desperto 
to find him, or rather his ghost, in bed with her. "iViejo!" she cried out, 
astounded. She smiled for the first time since his death. She reached for 
him, then suddenly drew back her hand and clutched her corazon. 

Durante el dia he would follow her around the house, only her steps 
creaked the floor boards. She was amazed at just how small her house had 
become. He dogged her steps or hovered nearby while she hoed up and 
down the rows and rows of corn, squash, and beans of her immense jar
din. Still, he would never go beyond the ftont gate when she left to do her 
mandados. She began to spend more time in the homes of her comadres 
o se iba a pasear con elias. 
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