ence by reflecting on the contradictions
involvedin the context of our work and by
becoming aware of the power relations
thatare operating, These complexities are
often not solvable. They are the given
reality of our work. Therefore our focus
should not be on finding simple solutions
but rather on working with differences.
Bell Hooks (1984) discusses the necessity
of experiencing difference in order to
build and understand solidarity. She as-
serts:

..when women come together, rather
than pretend union, we (should) ac-
knowledge that we are divided and
must develop strategies to overcome
fears, prejudices, resentments, com-
petitiveness, etc.... Safety and support
have been redefined to mean hanging
outin groups where the participants are
alike and share similar values. While no
woman wants to enter a situation where
she will be physically annihilated,
women can face one another in hostile
confrontation and move beyond the
hostility to understanding. Expression
of hostility as anendin itselfis a useless
activity, but when it is the catalyst
pushing us on to greater clarity and
understanding, it serves a meaningful
function. (p. 63)

I have not been a part of any feminist
organization where we have been able to
reflect critically on our internal and ex-
ternal interactions. We have not looked at
our diverse identities (e.g., as lesbians,
heterosexuals, women of colour, white
women, etc.) and our multiple roles (e.g.,
as workers, clients, mothers, lovers, etc.)
with regards to power relations and differ-
ences. Thisin part has been because of the
demands of social service work, but also
because the complexities are frightening
and we have little experience in dealing
with difference in a positive and respect-
ful way. When doing the survey on femi-
nist collectives, [ was struck by the num-
ber of women who were eager to find out
and learn about other collectives. I was
also struck by the small number of collec-
tives who engage in evaluations of them-
selves and their work (only 44%). What
are we afraid of? If we are to continue to
develop feminist organizational forms
then I think we need to engage in regular
evaluations where we can both criticize
and validate our work, and force our-
selves to begin to acknowledge the con-
tradictions and differences. Regular
evaluations will also allow us to work
with differences before they reach alevel
of crisis.
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Conclusion

Feminist collectives are present in ev-
ery province of Canada, yet little has been
written that documents, challenges and
develops our unique feminist form of
work. I am eager to have women respond
to this article — I want to know more
about how collectives struggle with dif-
ference and contradictions. [would like to
see a network of feminist collectives so
that we can discuss our difficulties and
strategies and prevent further isolation in
our work. I would also like to correspond
with women who are working or have
worked in collectives and document our
diverse and valuable experiences with
difference, power, contradictions and
empowerment.

There are both strengths and difficulties
involved in our work as feminist social
service collectives. Our ideal of being
empowering within our agencies is em-
bedded within an oppressive social serv-
ice system and is tied to our funding
sources. This context is necessary to
understand if we are to move beyond the
“us and them” dichotomies that get cre-
ated in both our external and internal
practices and relations. In particular, real
differences exist between women be-
cause of our different roles and diverse
identities. These differences need to be
grappled with and not denied. Bringing
forth an understanding of and respect for
differences and an analysis of contradic-
tions into our collective processes will
enrich our struggle for mutually em-
powering work environments.
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