
with differences before they reach a level social service collectives in 
of crisis. 

ence by reflecting on the contradictions 
involvedin thecontext of our work and by 
becoming aware of the power relations 
that are 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, corn- 
petitiveness, etc .... Safety and support 
have been redefined to mean hanging 
out in groups where theparticipantsare 
alihandsharesimilar values. Whileno 
woman wants to enter a situation where 
she wiN be physically annihilated, 
women can face one another in hostile 
confrontation and move beyond the 
hostility to understanding. Expression 
of hostility asan end in itselfis a useless 
activity, but when it is the catalyst 
pushing us on to greater chrity 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- 
tcrnal interactions. We have not looked at 
our diverse identities (e.g., as lesbians, 
hcterosexuals, 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. This in part has been because of the 
demands service but 
kcause 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, I was struck by the num- 
ber of women who were eager to find out 
and learn about 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- 
wadiclions and differences. Regular 
evaluations will also allow us to work 
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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- 
ferenceand contradictions. I 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. 

Therearebothstrengthsanddifficulties 
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 
fonh 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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ROBIN POTTER 

begins when she gives away 
her possessions when words weigh 
too heavy* like sandbags weighing 
a balloonfilledwith tepidair.ItstartS 
when* like so many kilograms per 

packet, 
are tossed 

over the side, she begins to rise in a 
basket 

of dry woven reeds; comes after 
She invited us to tea, gave her cats to 
B 
for a little she seemed calm 
then, 
'"like the frenzied we knew. 
What did we know? 
She was going with she said* 
emptied the 'fridge* 
We heard ice shifting; even lhen 
We her levitating: 
a few 
go"e*andthebasketrising7webe10w 
with keys to fussy ivy reaching 
across 

panes. 
we know* and was 

that 
strange man 

anyway*tocany her house* 
we thought at last she'll be free. 
With signs as black and dull as sullen 

pupils, 
we should have known, 
could have stopped this final parting. 
Now she shoves the heaviestsandbag 

over the side, 
unsmiling, recedes below a balloon 

red, yellow, ~ x ,  visible for 
minutes 

into hours. Now she's dying, oxygen 
slowly 

sucked from her lungs with each kiss 
from Suicide 

(a friend we '"ght)* her eyes 
attempting 

destination, the nozzle of the balloon 
opening intermittently, a balloon 
filled with tepid air, rising, so many 

kilograms 
ofair escaping into thin air, her lungs 

inside out, 
afancy delirium rising over the trees* 
short of everything. 

Suicide's anifkid keeps 
pumping. 




