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ON MULTICULTURALISM AND PRIVILEGE:
A LATINA PERSPECTIVE=

In this essay 1I will reflect on the ‘politics of
multiculturalism and the ways in which institutions across the
nation are implementing and d‘efin;ing- cultural diversity with
paradigms in which class, race, privilege and power relations-
remain essentially"unproblemati_zed. I articulate my critique of
mﬁlticulturalism as a Latina scholar who is wholly committed to
this ideal. AMQ intention is not‘tO‘diSmantlegor invalidate-this
movement , but rather to helo it grow from within throuéh a
heightened av-:arenessof, the inequ-ities, conflicts. and neocolon-ial
_structures andi'behaviors‘ that need to be recognized and addressed
As Sandra Clsneros once responded to a questlon on why she
"attacked" Lat:mo males in her writings, .my -crlthue' of
multicultprajl‘ism' stems precisely'from-myA own faith in the obje}ct of
my'- indniry; | | ' ‘

The ways that mult:.culturallsm is belng 1mp1emented makes it
very much an expressxon and consolldatlon of white pr1v11ege, to
use Peggy McIntosh’s term. Accordlng to her, white privilege, 11ke :
"unacknowledged male privilege," is "an invisible package of
unearned assets ~wh1ch‘ [ she] can count on .cashing in each day,; but -
ab'out..which' [she] was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious.:" '('1-2-)1 ‘our
emphasis on multit:ulturalism, for example, "_when: defined merely as
divers’ity,. :or as tolerance for difference, bypasses ‘the

d1fferent1als of power among groups that in fact keep some in

dominant p051t:|.ons wh1le others remain in subordinate .roles. As




Peggy McIntosh has observed in the context of gender, it is one
thing for men to acknowledge that women are disadvantaged, and
another to récognize "that men have unearned dv' t e,~of that
unearned privilege has not been good for men’s development‘as human
beings, or for society’s development, or. that prinilege systens-
night ever be challenged and gngnggg_" (2) Thus, those definitions
of multiculturalism and“processes of implementation that do not.
probe into uneatned advantagee besed on skin color, socioeconomic
class, and sexual Qrientation, among other‘§ariables of power; are
dooned- to leave intact the"very inequities protected and
perpetuated by social instltutions'and Structn:es.

This discnssion on unearned advantéges implicates all of us as
scholars. We need to acknowledge, Questiqn, and try to dismantle
our own privllege as intellectuals; a social role thatxinséribes us
as the elite and the . powerful. - 'Moreoyer, my call for
problematizlng privilege would be neither just nor honest if I
protected myself from the process by“virtue of my "ethnicized"
identity and the colonlzed conditions of my reallty as a
gge;gg;;;ggeﬁg. Aware of my own colonlzatlon,.and the negative
effects 1t has had on my own life and on the Puerto Rican people,
still I have benefitted in many ways from the visibility and
marketability of multiculturalism as it is nQW‘practiced. ThnS)
the dichotomy of oppressor and oppressed becomes,blurred} less
cleer,'in my own case as well as in other visible ethnic scholars.
I will return to my own privilege later on in this essay.'

While attempts at curricular reform and discussions of

cultural diversity in the U.S. have been extremely positive in




beginning to decenter monocultural paradigms of "America" and in
integrating diverse student populations into the-learningvproceSS,
multiculturalism in its gradual institutionalization is failing to
address the power (or lack thereof) of knowledge(s) to create
social change. To safeguard our own privilege as intellectuals is
to dismiss this movement’s radical potential for achieving true
social justice. I will discuss some of the processes that
illustrate how multicultu?alism, as a coopted radical moveﬁent,
protects'those‘already in poﬁer. Its sites of enunqiation, the
myths of ethnicity that have emerged thereof, and the
centralization of power and decision-making very much protected by
the institutions unfortunately have made us --its advocates-—_full-
participantsrin the preservation of social and racial privilege._
Rubén Martinez, a Mexican-sélvadoran journalist based in Los
Angeles,,haé captured the contradictions of our multicultﬁral,
post-mddern’world for our generation of scholars in a short passage
of his recent book entitled i;gLg;n_;;§1gg4__E;y;;_L;ng§¢JEQg;21§;l
&MQLLTM@LLMMQ&L (Verso 1992):
I told myself that by the time I was thlrty, I would be a
world traveler, healing the wounds between cultures, befween
1deolog1es between selves and others, and sign treaties with
my various selves--uexlcan, Salvadoran, middle-class Angeleno,
barrio dwelletr, poet, journalist, et cetera. As I take
stock, I admit that whatever treaties were éigned over the
years were fragile, perhaps artificial. The rage I speak of -
-the frustration that lies between the ideal and the awareness

of its impossibility--lashes out to destroy every dream I’ve




ever begun.

I give thanks, however, that I was born at a time when I
could live so many réalities at once: that I coul sit in a
San Salvador café and argue about a new language with poets
who survived the death squads and with the ghosts of those who
»didn't. And that I could be in San Salvador in Los Angeles'by
hahgiqg out in Little Centrai Americé, and in Los Angeles.in
. Mexico Citf by'déhcing to the rhythms of its underground rock :
n roll. I give thanks, in a Catholic ﬁay, because this coming
tbgether'is much like a crucifixion--each encounter signifies
a contradiction, a cross: the contrary signs battle each
other without end, a battle that seemslas'eternal as the one
between spirit ahd flesh. One can spy on multilingual store
signs in New York or Los Angeles, eat food from all over‘the

world, listen to the rhythms of every‘culture and time on the

airwaves, but the fires of nationalism still rage, and in the
cities of the United States, blacks and Koreans and iatindas
and Anglos live in anything but a‘multicultural paradise. As
for myself, it is all too often that I yéarn for ﬁhe Oﬁher
eveh when I am with the Other: nowhere do I feel complete.

With the walls coming down, it may be possible that I‘1l1l

be able to see beyond the ruins. Gaze upon the other side and

seé the others--clearly. (3)

Many real and symbolic ”walis" have crumbled ;-the Berlih
Wall, the destroyed buildings in Los Angeles, the master narrafiVes
and the boundaries of traditional canons, national identities,

- twelve years of Republicanism-- allowing us to begin to ’‘see" each




other more clearly. Yet this is not an easy task, and adding a

handful of writers of color to any‘syllabus is not going to help us
achieve this ideal. If multiculturalism is to be effective in its
implementation it has to begin with ﬁhe painful rééognition of
ethnic, race, class, and gender conflicts among us, and throughout
the lafger society, COnflicts that result from an unequél
distribution of goods, matgrials,_power, and access to knowledge
and information. As it -has been defined, implemented, and
contained, muiticulturalism (as diversity and as tolerance for
di-fferenée) bypasses these sites. of conflict; inst'ead, it has
focused qn the "individual" as the-problemaﬁic.site.énd-has tried
to "correct" --thus the ‘“politically correct" label--
discriminatory behavior and verbalizations of prejudide.  chahdra_
Talpade Mohénty. has clearly identified "preiudice reduction
workshops" and conflict resolution consultantships és evidehce of
a new Race induétry that has emerged from this interest in ethnic
and racial conflict. While the 'majority of ethnic scholaﬁs
continue’ to 'prodﬁce thei histpriéally and culturally-Specifié
knowledge needed as a base for.m@lticulturalism, mahy scholars of
the. ‘cente.r ‘have become active pla&eré in this Race Industry.
Simultaneously, structures such as inter-ethnic dialogue groups,
and workéhbps on racism can‘be important particuiar sites.for
creating multicultural awareness among its members, especially at
institutions whose curfiéula-have not been centrally transformgd by
the-ahalysis_of=race, ethnicityi gender, and class. Thus, conflict
and cultural diversity have bécohe commodified in the‘pfoceés, as

market value is ascribed to conflict management, to the knowledge




of ethnic cultures, aud to the teaching of race and ethnicity.
When colleagues talk about how marketable my work is, and how lucky
I am to be in the "right" field, underlying these_femarks is a
condescending attitude towards the field of "ethnic studies." Yet
even while ethnicity has become marketable, ethnic studies is still
regarded by many as not a'serious field of inquiry;inot academic.or
objective enough, teo politically‘biased, attitudes,that.surface
particularly.dleatiy in tenure and promotion evaluations,> As Hazel
Carby has observed, the tensions ‘that emerge.between:the ideal
multicultural'uniﬁersity and social realities are elso evideht in
the way that the academic ihdustry.has overeudowed some ethnic
professors while:biatant-segregation and ethnic conflict inform our
daily lives throughout the nation, and'youugbAfrican Ameriean men
are not even participating in 'secoﬁdary or poSt-seeendary
education.

Hazel _Carby’s cynicism- towards multicultural universities
extends also to our practieee of.ireadiug‘»and :wfiting; _ she
concludes her article "The Multicultural Wars" powerfully, by
leaving us with an important Question on whether the:act of reeding
other cultural texte'hae perhaps become the‘euphemistic substitute
for;moreiradical political activism: "Have'we; as a.soeiety;
_Successfuily eliminated the desire for -achieving inte@ration
through political agitation for civil :ights aud Opted'instead fof
knowing each other through cuitufal texts?" (17) I would add that
in faet reading and writing are sites which have been'historiealiy
preserved for those already in privileged positions:_thus, our oﬁn

intellectual 1lifestyle must not remain untouched by a



multicultural praxis. The very small and dwindling percentages of
people of color at universities reaffirm this privilege of
intellectual work as a very well protected social terrain. As Luis
Sfeir Younis has observed, "how far our class goes into
multicultural learning depends on how mu;ticulturu_al .the class
really i's." (Schoem et al, 68) It is ironic that universities that
remain largely homogeneous have, in many cases, been recogni'zed‘ for
their multicultural rhetoric, a point that brings home my initial
argument.

Multiculturalism has also resulted in a re-canonizing of
ethnic studies. In the Latino/a context, Sandra Cisneros and
Glor-i._a Anzaldia have become the -i'cons of the new Latina writer
natidnaliy and internationally, yet very few people are even
minimally knowledgeable of the diversity of Chicano/Latino cultural
'expressio,ns. and of the literary traditions from and against which
Anzaldﬁe_ and Cisneroe have emerged. The hyper-valorization of
these figures is based 6n Euroeentric litefary v:alixes and, as Norma
Alarcén once suggested to me, Sandra Cisﬁeros’ popularity with
mainstream. audiences sﬁems from the ways in w’hich hei »writing's
dovetail with expectations of métjieal realism among Anglo readers .
cisneros herself is aware of the exclusiohary effects that her own
canonizing has had on other Latina and Chicana writers. During the
Annual American Sthdies Association Conference held in Southern
celifornia' in 1992, an advocate of multicultuﬁalism suggested
including three impdrtant writers in 'ceurses: Toni Morrison,

Maxine Hong Kingston, and Gloria Anzaldua, the sacred feminist

trinity of multicuturalism. -While canonizing is perhaps




inevitable, the process of canonizing certain writers and figures
of color as the mascots of multiculturalism, as icons whose
repeated evocations and readings occupy the only small space
alloted to each ethnic group, renders doubly invisible the
collective traditions and the multifarious voices of each cultural
site.

An analysis of this process of recanonizing from the outside
in,-alldws us to reflectvon the sectors that are articulating the
value judgments necessary to reconfiqure ethnic studies, the voices
that are defining what is good-quaiity ethnic material and what is
not. In the litérary arena,'for instance, the majority of texﬁs
written during the Chicano and Nuyorican movements (mostly poetry
and drama)‘ that radically challenged mainstream, Eurocentric
definitions of aesthetics‘ahd "good" literature, remain virtualiy
"undiscbvéred“ﬁor buried by multiculturalists,uand even sanctioned
because of fheif textualization of nationalist ﬁaradigms of
culture. In Latino popular nmusic, Gloria Estefan, anﬁ Luis Guerra
and Ruben Blades constitute the musical trinity of the "Latino
sound" for mainstream audiences, an interesting and even
incongruent grouping given the oﬁposing political spectrums that
Estefan and Blades represent, for instance. Just a glimpse at fhe
most popular Salsa singers and groups among Létinos --ﬁoStly Biack,
working class-- alloﬁs'us to see the small overlaps and the 1a;ge
gaps between intracultural canonizing and extracultural selections.
This also reveals the racial and class biases inherent in these
processes of canon formation. What is palatable for a

multicultural agenda 1is already the result of exclusionary




decisions that cut across race and class lines. Thus,
multiculturalism’s recanonizing still functions under the premises
of‘ the either/or 1logic of capitaliém. However inclusionary
multiculturalism proposes to be, the pervasive structures of the
marketplace in capitalist societies prevent us from being inclusive
in more eqﬁal»ahd nmulticentered ways.

The elite white assumptions underlying canon formation also
inform publication pradtices. Many publications by First World
séholars on the politics of representation continue to perpetuate
what could be termed éegregatioﬁist scholarship. These texts
intend tof“:escue" third world cultures from Eurocentric constructs
of primitivism; exoticism and eroticism, yet they managé to do this
only by ndt,engaging critically the work of Third World scholars,
effeciively reinscribing théir differenée (exoticism). In ggng
Primitive, Marianna Torgovnick dedicates .a chapter to Mexican
éulture with utter disregard for the revisionist writings on
traditional Mexican myths rendered by Meiican,_Chicaﬁo and Chicana
scholérs.. | Segregationist and exclusionafy practices are not
exercised only by bigots or through institutional racism, but by
many well 'inténtioned libéral acadenmics ,--hﬁmanists, social
scientists, social workers and educators-- who have never reflected
on how their own assumptions of superiority over others define
their work.

This neoéolonialistupraxis is also seen in the ways in which
our.acadeﬁic world embraces multiculturai theses put forth by Anglo
séholars, while simultaneously rejecting analogous'ones from their

ethnic counterparts as too conflictive, too divisive, or perhaps




too ethnocentric. In "The Problem of Speaking for Others" Linda
Alcoff indicates how a speaker’s location defines the credibility
of his/her message, and examines theoretically the various effects
and stfategies‘of "speaking for." ( ). Let me paraphrase this
with a recent example to;illustrate the importance of the subject
position in. legitimizing.'procésses. Sheliey Fisher‘ Fishkin’s
thesis_that.Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn may have been modeled
after a real Biadk young boy or a. composite of B’lgck véices
constitutes an important cohtribution to the revisioning of
mainstréam~U;S. liferatufe. Indeed, Fiéhkin's work fepreSents'the
deéree to which ,mulfticultura,l scholarship can radically alter
1it.eréry studies. As Toni Morrison has ‘d-iscu'séed 1n 'h_er own
analysis of whiteness in Herman Melville,'it'isv"thefinforming'ahd
bdetermining Afro-American presence in traditional American
1itera;ure" (18) that most scholars have ellided, for ‘it
déstabiiizes the sense of centered authority on which
monoculturalism rests; However, what is especially revealing is
the positive and ovérly enthusiéétic reception to her work and the
publicity'that'emerged even béfore’the book was pﬁblished. A
question that this visibility evoked'in many ethnié scholars across
the country was the following: had a young Africah American
scholar from a less prestigious inétitution proposéd this theéis,
it would'have been intefpretedvin many‘circles as an articulation
of Afrocentricity. Again, reaffirmations of ethnicity by a
"minority" scholar may be perceived as an anachronistic nationalism
because white schdlars hold a 16t more power and authority in the

process of establishing the centrality of ‘so-called subordinate

o



literatures and cultures in the United States. This observation
should not be read as an ﬁndermining or devaluing of Fishkin or of
any white scholar engagedAin multiculturalism. My point is that
given these unequal positions of power, white scholars should
reflect and problematize their own subject poéitions regarding
their field of study,  and acknéwledge the ways that poviet is
mediated in the academic world.
. ‘Peggy McIntosh also refers to the fragility and vulnerability
of thé enunCiating subjéct when she summarizes the feépénse'of a
black woman to her work 6n thte privilege:
A black woman said éhe was glad to hear me "working on. my
people,"  because if éhel_said these things labout white
]privilege; she‘wouid be.seen as\militant.' Try‘séying~fivé of
these things on the~list;aloud)'imagining that yo# are a
persdn of color télkihq abbﬁt‘whiterprivilege. 4imagine how
you would be seen or heard;by Caucasian‘friendslor colleagues.
Would_You $e séeﬁ and heard as militaht? If so, aske yourself
whéther YOu have ever formed or creéted a-climate_iﬁ whidh~a'-
person of color enumeréting white privileges can haﬁe.és much
.c':redibi'lii,ty and appeér as rationally b,a'na‘lyvtic as a white
 person doing so. Do you Cfeate.such’a.climate?' (“Notes and
 Topics" 1989)
Thus, an urgent task for us is to 'recognize the sites of
enuhéiatidh | from which the ‘mainstream' discourse of/oﬁ
mﬁlticulturalisniemerges. At this-stage,'multiculturalism.is~beihg

constructed mostly by individuals whose own privilege and power

remain uncontestedq, coupled with the commodifying effects of its




institutionalized stage. Proponents of multiculturalism have
repeatedly _undermined ethnic and cultural specificify as too-
“parficularist“ of en approach in favor of theoretical --and
abstract-- discussions about difference, thus' erasing the
historical contributions of the various' ethnic groups . to
1nterd1501p11nary studies, cultural studies, and to mult1cu1tura1
scholarshlp and teaching. ‘

We need a new epistemology and thus we need to refleot_on and
dismantle our own processes of disCursiye and knowledge formaﬁion,
as well as the still unexamined associations between voice and
authority to which I have alluded. When powerful whlte scholars
speak for and on behalf of people of color multlculturallsm becomes
valid.  For many scholarsr of color it is clear that old
hierarchies, gende:'biases, and racial end'ethnic assumptionsfare
still at work in decision—making' processes and in issues of .
reception. As Peggy McIntosh has observed.-

to redesign social systems ‘we need flrst to acknowledge thelr

colossal _unseen dlmen51ons. ' The silences and denials

surrounding privilegekare the'key_polltlcal tool here. They
keep the thinking about equality.or equity incomplete. ("White

Privilege™ 1988, 19); |
Thus, as .soholars committed to multiculturalism, we need to
acknoWledge the ways in which our own work and the structnres that
sustain it fulfill our needs as scholars in the center, p;oteoting
our own individuai_power and privilege as well. |

Every .year millions of dollars are 'funneled into major

research projects that will reveal very unsurprising conclusions



about our social reality, things that we already know but may not
want tb confront: that there is economic oppression, class
disparities, urban violence and racism. Social scientists‘generate
data, and those of us in the humanities write lucid essays in the
name of cross-cultural understanding. Yet social change as one of
our fasks is usually ommitted from these major grants. Moreerr,
those academics who privilege social éhange over theorizing are
usuallylconsidered‘adti#ists and therefore not true intéllectuals.
We are here to think and as thinkers our boundaries mﬁst remain
fixed; Our ‘academic spaée; as I ane.heafd;‘is sacred; I would
rather say.vthat academe is our unackhowledged_'and vefy{ well
protected privilege; As ‘my -husband, Julio Guerrero, once
commented, it is a pfivilege~to get paid to fead; think, and write.
And, while we think for others, hundreds and thousands in this.
country and around the world may not get to see the beginning of a
new éentury..

If we‘conceptﬁalize mu1ticulturalisnyas.coilective,work acréss
racial; génder, and.socioeCanmié lines that will lead-towards
social_éhangg'and "a more-humane w6r1d“_(Sutton, 163), then our
definitioné of knowledge alsb need to be £e¥located; Whaf ethnic
studies and women'’s studies achieved in fheir historical dimensions
was.precisely to teach us that produ§ing knowledge cannot reméiﬁ
dichotomized from:social issues and from;personal iives. This
lesson has been'well'learned, given the'visibility-Of cultural
studies, testimonies, gender theory, gay and lesbian studies, and
other cutting-edge thinking. Yet the question remains about our

role as scholars and the renewed access to knowledge for those




outéide academia, an 1issue hardly voiced among multicultural
scholars. Considering the blatant and painful discrepancies
between the multicultural wuniversity and these ideals for
integration, and the segregation, racism and'thitd world living
conditions under which most African Americans, Latinos, Native
Americans and Asian Americans try to survive (as Hazel Carby has
clearly pointed out in hertcited article), the potential that we
hold as agents of social chaﬁge is.unquestionable. What impact can
we really havé'if we passively allow knowledge to remain within the
reach of the privileged few? Are the risks and frustrations of
engaging in multicultural research and teaching worth going through
- when that knowledge does not translate into more concrete praxis?
While teaching' remains, in my opinion, a central ,Space- for
radicaliéing stu&ents' consciousness towards 1living in a
multicultural world, the deplorable conditions and the blatant
inequities that victimize disenfranChised.qroups cannot wait fof
the trickle down effects of our teaching and research. As a
scholar in the humanities, this gap is even more visible, given the
limitating bdundaries of reading and writiﬁg-language based texts
that my field presupposes. oﬁstacles posed by the institutional
invali;iation of service activities, of "outreach"™ work and °f,
"political™ activity for academics represent real hurdies in our
efforts  to unite knowledge and social change. Advocacy‘ for
changing attitudes and definifions regarding these values needs to
be undertaken by tenured scholars and those with more authority and

visibility in our campuses.

Processes of "othering" and the desire to be the other are




revealing also of white privilege and of the colonized status of
underrepresented groups. The "desire" to canni_bal‘ize another
racial or cultural group is an interesting phenomenon that has
emerged recehtly in discussions around multiculturalism. _Peggy
McIntosh’s anecdote about her Black colleague who remarked to her
that she "wouldnt want to be white if you paid [her]>fi§e million
dollars," reveals, in many ways, the diverse subject positions from
which we speok to racial relations. In my own exporience, to
desire whiteness was an articulation of my profound colonization as
a Puerto Rican woman. On the contrary, I have seen in some of my
Anglo female students a profound.désire to belong'to the.Lafino
culture. Oné student once wrote that "Hispanics are more
1nterest1ng," thus reveallng that her own privileged p051tlon as an
Anglo allowed her to interpret social reality for Latinos as a
surplus commodity. This additive "more" revealed her own
domination through a551m11atlon and the possible erasure of her
particular European herltage into a U.S. Anglo.v My question to her-
was: Do you think that a disenfranchised'nexican bracero, without
health caré, no papers,~and working ten to twelve hours a day in
the fields would find his-social situation "more interesting“
(read, desirable) than yours? This cross-cultural'desiré can also
have dangerous ond serious‘implications, partioularly when monies:
and reéources are involved. -As Roberto Rodriguez has documented in
"Ethnic Fraud: A Threat to Affirmative Action?", ﬁhe act of trying
to pass for a minority "is a way for whites to beat the system and
a means for them to deprive minorities of redress from historioal

and continued societal discrimination." (8)
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The dangeré of glorifying cultures in their difference lie in
the erasure of, and disregard for inequality based on class, race
and gender; these cheerleading efforts tend to be, in the comfort
of university classrooms, mere exercises in touristic voyeurism,
particularly when specific cultures are being defined and
représented from the outside. Under the rubric ofl
multiculturalism} I have heard.well—intentioned teaéhers plan to
invite an American tourist who went to China to télk about Chinese
culture, and I have also seen course bibliographies containing_one
token book on Latinos_writtenrby Anglo scholars. These examples
illuétrate the ways in which multiculturalism is dgfined“'as
diversit& and as tolerance for difference. | Folkloric dances,
ethnic food féstivais; and othe: similar_activities a:e-ektremely
essential for the survival of people of color who feel displaced
from theif_ communities at the university. ‘However, this
implementation of multicultﬁralism is not enough, and it should ﬁot
be seen as a panacea for deaiing with real, everyday conflict among
diverse-gbeps.

This exoticizing construction of other cultures has led to
cbmmodification; as I'haVe already discussed, and this market value
has, ..in turn, led to new privileges for ethnic scholars like
myself. To conclude, theh, I want to reflect on some of those
privileges that I have enjoyed as a Latina séholar"at the .
University of Michigan. Yet I also wanf to show hoV these same.
privileges and a .growing sense of authority and .power ‘are
consistently being defined and mediated by the:dominant sector.

As a Puerto Rican woman from the upper class sector on the




island I was born into privilege. Not faced with economic
obstacles, my family offered me the opportunities to travel,
unquestioned access to education, and racial and class visions that
empowered me to ahieve my ideals. These are privileges that I
still hold,bécause of my economic background, because of my social
status as an intellectual, and because of the positive empowerment
that I felt throughout my youth and adolescence. These, however,
are privileges that not many Latinos and Latinas hold. Recent
statistics pbulished by the National Council of La Raza show that
"Hispanic males have the highest labor force participation rate of
any majbr population group, yet employea Hispanics are far more
likely than other Americans to be among the working.poor.“ And
"Hispanic children in thg u.s. are three times,mofe likely to be
poor than children in comparable non-Hispanic families." In térms
of schooling, "hispaniés_havé theAloﬁest levels of educational
attainment of any major population group; but are underrepresented
in pre-schobl programs and'other education programs designed to
help at-risk-students. Less than one in 10 Hispahicé has coﬁpleted
college, compared to more than one in niné Blacks and'one_in five
Whites." These statistics explain the difficulties that
universities have in filling their-Affirmative Action quotas. The
blatant gaps between the multicultural agenda of'universities.and
the drop out rate of Blacks and Hispanics in primary and secondary
schoolé have led, then, to recruiting practiceskthat.mostly target
those Latinos already privileged in many ways. During a recent
retreat for Latinas at University of Michigan, it was clear that

most graduate students and faculty had attended "white" or private




high schools, regardless of their socio-economic status. There
- are, then, racial implications in the recruitment of Latinos, and
those are visually dbvious at our university where most (and again
I am not ﬁsing specific data nor ébsolute terms) Latinos are
Caucasian. Race, clasé, and - educational attainment are
inextricably linked.

In comparison to the total Hispanic population_ in this
céuntry,.the privileges I have enjoyed represeht the exception, not
the rule (in confrast to white privilege). This observation helps
to contest the belief held by many Anglo individuals that
multiculturalism overpfivileges minorities --"now the& only hire
people of color, IOungés are resé:ved only for minority students,
minorities get all the funding, etc.--. For in feality the logic
of competition makes these particular concessions seem much iarger
than they really are. These so-célled benefits musﬁ be put in
perspectiQe, that is, within the laréer context of the status quo.
Again, white lives are the norm’—-and now also the victims of
‘exclusion-- while minorities remain the other. Our privileges are
constantly defined and mediated by social discourse. Our entry in
academia, for example, is constantly defined under the vestiges of
Affirmative. Acfion tokenism, so that everything from our _
intellectual wbrk to our presence at conferences and on committees
is undermined as a deficit, not as achievement. Being a Létina
tenured scholar is an exception. Once a departmental chair
expressed his concern that because of my "marginal"™ work I may not -
Se a full partiqipant in the department, and fhat he would be

willing to find ways to help me work with graduate students. At




the same time, my status assumes monstrous proportions because of
"the burden of representation™ that we hold as minorify scholars.
‘The authori.ty I hold is something I endow myself with, and I
clearly recognize my own growing authority as a scholar and as a
Latina based on years of experience, on my own creativity and
vision, and on'my-uwn sense of discipline and hard work. Howeuer,
my authority is constantly being redéfined by others who deem me
"politically correct." I was immersed in cultural work long before
the label was coinéd,llong:beforeVmulticulturalismzand'diVersity
became the buzzwords of the university; Indeed, those of us ffom
border cultures have se:ved as proto-deconstructionists, for the
conditions of éolonization that we have lived in have forced many
of us to engagé in-double readings of social reélity and official
discourse in uur daily lives.

To conclude; fhen, let me exhort all of you to feflect on how
multiculturalism has offered us priViléges and social benefits. A |
Hispahig.student --Caucasian and upper-middle‘c1§SS—¥ remarked in
my Class~théf being Hispanic hasfoffered’him the beneflts'of
admittance' to good universities, vfellowships,‘ and privileged
treatimen’i, even ixi the social arena. Immediately, a Chlcana
stuuent frbm a working-class community in Texas, darkfhairéd, and
whose English is clearly marked by her Spanish language,'replied;to
him: "You’re one of the lucky ones who benefits from all of these
changes but who does not have to pay a price." Reflecting on the
racial heterogeneity within' her own family, Cherrie Moraga

acknowledges her position as a "quera" who can pass:

I'remember my friend Tavo’s words only two years ago. "You




get to choose." He told me he didn’t trust gueros, . that we
had to prove ourselves to him in some way. Ans you see I felt
that challenge for proof laid out flat on the table between
us.

So, 1 Say, "Well, I understand that because it’s
awfully hard to be in this position under suspicion from so
many." This constant self-scrutiny, diggind deeper, digging
déeper.

-Then Tavo says to me, "You see at any time, if they
(meaning'me) decide to use their light skin priviiege they
can.” I:say, "uh huh; Uh huh." He says, "You can decide
you’re suddenly no Chicano." | | o

That I can’t say, but once my light skin and good English
saved me énd my lover from arrest. And I’‘d use itvagain. I’d
use it to the hilt overtand.6Ver to save our skins;

"You get to chooée.“ Now I want to'shove those words
right back into his face. You call this a choice! To
conStantly.push ﬁp against a wall of resistnace from YOur own
people or to fall away nameless into the mainstream of this
country, runhing,with our common blood?

But I have betrayed my people. (97)

Two.s0é¢alled’Hispanic students, two Chicano friends, but two
very different_experiences of privilege and marginalization. Some
of us have.behefitted, soﬁe have paid the price, and others have
not as yet begun to feel the effects of multiculturalism in their

lives. Our privilege as intellectuals, then, must also translate




into cultural agency and into social change; This is, in my
opinion, perhaps the most difficult task that multiculturalism is
proposing to us, for this praxis implies putting at risk the
individual benefits that we all enjoy as marketable commodities in
the industry of knowledge. To engage in a critique of the
centralization of power and of econonmic and racial
diesnfranchisement without taking into account how this critique
can translate into real, concrete changes that will affect us and
others personally, 1is to engage in empty and, I dare say,
hypocritical intellectualism. To allow scholars from various
cultural, class, and gender positions to share authority equally,
to suggest new and creative ways in which academic knowledge can
directly empower the underprivileged, and to valida£e our multiple
voices and experiences for who and what they are, and not for whom
the dominant sector want them to be, ié to begin to think the path
towards multiculturalism, a road that is much more arduous and

painful than what any of us ahticipated.

Frances R. Aparicio

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor
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