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ABSTRACT 

JESSICA SADR 

GLORIA ANZALDÚA’S WOMANIST IDEA 

DECEMBER 2018 

My dissertation, Gloria Anzaldúa’s Womanist Idea, is a womanist textual analysis 

of Chicana queer-feminist theorist Gloria Anzaldúa’s lesser-known scholarship. While 

Anzaldúa is heralded for her groundbreaking 1987 text, Borderlands/La Frontera: The 

New Mestiza, she continued to develop her ideas into the twenty-first century. 

Furthermore, The Gloria Evangelina Anzaldúa Papers (1942-2004) contain 128 linear 

feet of mostly unpublished materials, which scholars have yet to thoroughly examine. 

Combined, this archive and Anzaldúa’s twenty-first-century publications, offer new 

directions for women’s and gender studies—directions that could enhance the field’s 

understanding of Anzaldúa’s most complex thought and generate novel solutions to 

social injustices. 

A womanist analysis of Anzaldúa’s “beyond-Borderlands” scholarship is unique 

because Anzaldúa is typically read through a feminist lens. While feminism has made 

important contributions to transformational scholarship and activism, it is not the only 

liberatory mode of thought and action available to us. Womanism is a social change 

perspective developed and articulated by Black women and other women of colors. A 

social change praxis informed by the belief that all people—human and nonhuman—as 
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well as nature/the environment, the cosmos, and spiritual realms are inextricably 

interrelated, womanism is invested in bridging communities across difference and 

enabling collaborative action toward universal wellness, which is characterized by 

enhanced agency, mobility, and stability for all groups.  

In this dissertation, I put Anzaldúa’s theory of conocimiento and related theories 

including new tribalism, nepantleras, la naguala, and spiritual activism into conversation 

with womanism to demonstrate how Anzaldúan thought and womanism can enrich each 

other and how scholars and activists can implement Gloria Anzaldúa’s womanist idea to 

resist oppression and cultivate individual and collective transformation.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

GLORIA ANZALDÚA BEYOND BORDERLANDS, WOMEN’S AND GENDER 
STUDIES BEYOND FEMINISM  

 
 This project investigates some of Chicana queer-feminist Gloria E. Anzaldúa’s 

lesser-known theories and their potential for fostering positive transformation. A seminal 

scholar who dedicated her life’s work to imagining and enacting radical solutions to 

social injustices, Anzaldúa is best known for her iconic 1987 text, Borderlands/La 

Frontera: The New Mestiza.1 One of the most influential works related to Chicana 

feminism, Borderlands theorizes mestiza modes of perception and resistance spurred 

from navigating multiple conflicting geographies, identities, and cultures.2 Anzaldúa 

wrote from her own experience as a working-class, Spanish-speaking Chicana lesbian 

from the South Texas U.S./Mexico border region caught between the Chicano nationalist 

and U.S. feminist movements. Her words, however, resonate strongly with readers from 

other diverse backgrounds. Scholars and activists from myriad fields continue to draw 

from Borderlands to rework their own disciplinary knowledge and liberatory paradigms 

more than thirty years since its original publication.3 That said, I have witnessed a trend 

                                                
1 Anzaldúa is also well known for her 1981 co-edited anthology This Bridge Called My 
Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color. 
2 Mestiza is a term Anzaldúa derived from mestizaje, which means mixed ethnicity. She 
uses it to describe Chicana women at the intersection of multiple groups’ cultural and 
spiritual values including identity-formation and linguistic expectations. For more on this 
term see Anzaldúa’s book Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. 
3 Borderlands was reissued in 2012 and is now in its fourth edition. 
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whereby there is a disproportionate amount of scholarship on Borderlands, especially in 

women’s and gender studies (WGS), a field that regularly engages Anzaldúa’s 

scholarship.4 While Borderlands has undoubtedly transformed many peoples’ personal 

and political lives, it does not totally encompass Anzaldúa’s contributions to social 

justice scholarship-activism. Perhaps inadvertently, scholars’ inclination to center 

Borderlands renders Anzaldúa’s other texts less visible and, at times, invisible. 

Consequently, a limited number of Anzaldúan theories are exalted while other ideas, 

developed over the final fifteen years or Anzaldúa’s life, are obscured.5 This occlusion 

must be remedied if we are to further establish Anzaldúa’s continued relevance to WGS 

and other fields.  

 In addition to an extreme over-emphasis on Borderlands, scholars often generate 

unnecessarily narrow analyses of Anzaldúa’s writings by relying on predominantly 

feminist theoretical frameworks. Anzaldúa’s writings are typically viewed through a 

feminist lens, which is generally constructed around ciswomen’s experiences, the need 

for gender-justice, and efforts to remedy sexism. Anzaldúa certainly identified as a 

feminist, and it makes sense to use a feminist rubric to examine a feminist scholar’s 

writings (Trujillo 438). However, I believe that scholars’ compulsion to frame and 

                                                
4 An April 2017 ProQuest databases search of the terms “Anzaldúa” and “borderlands” 
yielded 446 peer-reviewed journal articles published between 1990 and 2017 (1990 is 
when Anzaldúa’s next major work after Borderlands was published). A search of the 
same database using the same search parameters and the terms “Anzaldúa” and 
“conocimiento” and “Anzaldúa” and “nepantleras” yielded 19 and 5 results, respectively. 
5 Anzaldúa passed away in 2004 due to diabetes-related health complications. 
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reframe certain of Anzaldúa’s texts (Borderlands) in terms of a specific framework 

(feminism) undermines the multiple diverse approaches we might take to her large body 

of work. Solely feminist readings of Anzaldúa may preclude significant insights into her 

scholarship. Importantly, this project is not meant to devalue Borderlands, a 

groundbreaking text to which I am personally attached. Nor is it a critique of feminism. 

On the contrary, I believe feminism is perhaps the most important contribution to 

political change in the last one hundred years. That said, feminism is not the only 

perspective or movement dedicated to positive social transformation.  

 In response to WGS scholars’ tendency to engage predominantly feminist 

analyses of Anzaldúa’s most popular text, this project analyzes Anzaldúa’s “beyond 

Borderlands” writings through another liberatory lens—womanism, which is a social 

change perspective developed and articulated mainly by Black women and other women 

of colors who create and enact practical solutions to common social problems.6 

Womanism is radically inclusive and foregrounds universal wellness. In the context of 

this project, universal wellness involves individual and collective physical, mental, 

emotional, and spiritual health and mobility and the agency to make decisions about how 

health and mobility are defined, obtained, and sustained. Universal wellness is expansive, 

relational, and realized only as such when applied to the entire globe including nonhuman 

animals and nature/the environment. No individual or collective can be truly well until all 

                                                
6 I use the term “women of colors” instead of the more common “women of color” to 
highlight the diversity within the group. 
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of existence is well. As will be explained in later in more detail, womanism’s radical 

inclusiveness and commitment to universal wellness differentiates it from feminism. 

 In the following four sections of this chapter, I provide the necessary context for 

my womanist textual analysis of Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands writings. In the first 

section, I further define womanism and discuss three onto-epistemological concepts that I 

believe underlie womanism—profound inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere 

invitation—and explain how they inform womanism’s liberatory worldview. In the 

second section, I discuss womanist methodology, which guides womanist actions for 

cultivating universal wellness. I define and discuss two foundational methodological 

principles that underlie most womanist methods: post-oppositionality and politicized 

spirituality. In the third section I present the questions guiding my research and discuss 

the Anzaldúan theories I use in my efforts to answer them. I also share some of my 

rationale for this project. In the fourth section, I briefly outline the chapters that follow. 

Womanism 

 There are various different strands of womanism, some of which I discuss below. 

Scholar-activists who refer to womanism generally as both thought and action anchored 

in Black women’s and other women of colors’ social change perspectives inspire the 

strand of womanism that I follow. As such, womanism is a way of being that involves 

everyday forms of activism to enhance individual and collective well-being and agency, 

globally. While womanism has been especially developed to remedy women of colors’ 

specific challenges in society, it also aims to solve any and all social problems, 
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whomever they affect, in ways that benefit everyone (Phillips Maparyan 85). More 

succinctly, womanism is a both/and approach to transformation. It both recognizes that 

differing groups have unique needs and believes that no one group can be empowered 

when some other group—any other group—is oppressed. Womanism also posits that 

community wellness is contingent on individual wellness, and vice versa. Social climates 

affect people mentally, emotionally, spiritually, and physically; and communities are as 

healthy, or as fragmented, as the persons contained within them. Thus, all people are able 

to contribute to universal wellness as they intentionally grow toward personal wholeness. 

Efforts to heal the self can ripple outward from one’s center, guiding others to transform 

via both energetic and concrete means of transformation.7 The womanist struggle for 

social change includes everyone, affects everyone, and invites everyone to participate.  

 Womanism’s both/and nature is informed by these inclusive, relational, and 

invitational onto-epistemological concepts, discussed in detail below. Importantly, my 

conception of womanism is decidedly my own. While I draw from various scholars to 

support my understanding of the broad and complex paradigm, some aspects of my 

definition are theorized from my own experiences. I recognize that there are innumerable 

interpretations of womanism; in fact, I welcome them. That said, I did not encounter 

womanism in any meaningful way until at least seven years into my WGS education. 

Prior to beginning doctoral study, I had a skewed understanding of womanism as less 

                                                
7 For a discussion of energy’s role in transforming both self and society see Subtle 
Activism: The Inner Dimension of Social and Planetary Transformation by David Nicol. 
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political and therefore less effective for making change than feminism. My misperception 

is due in part to the lack of discussion around womanism in WGS (Crowley 252).8 For 

years, as both an undergraduate and a master’s student in a prestigious WGS department 

at a large California university, I had been studying academic feminism. I became well-

versed in the multiple definitions and various strands of feminist theorizing from radical 

feminism to queer feminism, transnational feminism to ecofeminism, anarcha-feminism 

to liberal feminism. Yet, I had not been exposed to womanism in any significant manner. 

Why had my professors not even mentioned the word “womanism”?  

My knowledge of womanism was therefore limited—so limited that I tended 

mainly to think of the paradigm solely in relationship to feminism. What, I asked, is 

womanism’s relationship to feminism? How comparable are these two ideas? In my 

experience, this question circulates in feminist circles and frequently preoccupies WGS 

students. Most WGS students have had much exposure to feminism, and frequently 

identify as feminists. Consequently, WGS scholars and students may view womanism 

through a feminist lens and thus examine exclusively how womanism corresponds with 

or departs from feminism. Sometimes womanism is defined as a version of feminism, 

and, subsequently dismissed as redundant. These common approaches to understanding 

womanism are inadequate; however, they make sense given that feminism is “a sine qua 

non of [women’s and gender studies]” (Maparyan, “Feminism” 20). In other words, 

feminism is overwhelmingly viewed as the foundation of WGS. This dominant 

                                                
8 I discuss the marginal status of womanism in WGS at length in Chapter Five. 
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narrative—that WGS is academic feminism—may function to sideline womanism and 

other liberatory movements. To make clear the distinction between womanism and 

feminism is useful here so that people do not conflate these paradigms or undermine 

womanism, two common occurrences perhaps because both feminism and womanism are 

women-developed social change perspectives. I attempt to illustrate some of those 

distinctions in what follows, paying attention to scholars’ sometimes opposing 

viewpoints on the matter at hand.  

Womanism and/or Feminism? 

Black women and other women of colors have developed and deployed 

womanism long before the term made its way into academia. That said, scholars 

generally agree that the term “womanist” first appeared in academic contexts in Alice 

Walker’s 1979 short story, “Coming Apart.”9 This story centers a Black female 

protagonist who “has never considered herself a feminist—though she is, of course, a 

‘womanist.’ A ‘womanist’ is a feminist only more common” (7). In a footnote, Walker 

elaborates on her use of the word “womanist” explaining that it encompasses “feminist,” 

which she views as rooted in white women’s culture. Conversely, “womanist” is rooted 

in Black women’s culture, and thus does not necessitate the addition of the prefix 

“Black” the way “Black feminism” does (11). In my interpretation, the phrase “of 

                                                
9 For scholarship that credits Alice Walker for introducing womanism to academic and 
literary communities, see Layli Maparyan’s The Womanist Idea, Stacey M. Floyd-
Thomas’s introduction in Deeper Shades of Purple: Womanism in Religion and Society, 
and Melanie Harris’s Gifts of Virtue, Alice Walker, and Womanist Ethics. 
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course” in Walker’s description of womanism may speak to its familiarity in African 

American women’s lives—named or unnamed. Also, the fact that womanism is “more 

common” than feminism could motion toward womanism’s vernacular nature or the 

accessibility and “dailyness” of Black women’s efforts to remedy social problems. 

Ultimately, Walker’s juxtaposition of womanism and feminism signifies that womanism 

is an autonomous perspective independent from feminism despite any overlap in 

philosophy. Walker further explains the relationship between womanism and feminism in 

her 1983 book, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose. Here she contends 

that a womanist is “[a] black feminist or a feminist of color” (xi). This statement troubles 

my above interpretation of womanism implying its conflation with (versions of) 

feminism. It begs the question: are womanism and Black feminism synonymous? This 

inquiry indicates a controversy surrounding womanist thought. Different scholars have 

different opinions on the question, as well as opinions on the relationship between 

womanism and feminism more generally.  

Some scholars posit a disparate relationship between womanism and feminism. 

Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi presents this particular assessment in her 1985 essay titled 

“Womanism: The Dynamics of the Contemporary Black Female English Novel.” In this 

essay, Ogunyemi frames womanism and feminism in mutually exclusive terms as she 

juxtaposes white women’s fiction with that of Black women. Ogunyemi contends that the 

Black woman writer “will recognize, along with her consciousness of sexual issues, that 

she must incorporate racial, cultural, national, economic, and political consideration into 



 
 
 

9 

her philosophy” (21). Ogunyemi then contrasts this move with white women authors’ 

myopic focus on the “sexual issues” with which feminism is mainly concerned.10 

Accordingly, she contends that Black women writers are less inclined to identify as 

feminists and gravitate more toward womanism because it deals more directly with issues 

pertinent to their lives. Ultimately, Ogunyemi asserts that womanism and feminism are 

separate and possibly opposed and must be treated as such. Her efforts to do so, however, 

are contingent on a version of feminism defined in terms of white women’s issues and 

needs. As such, Ogunyemi does not account for the commonalities and differences 

between womanism and Black feminism—a social justice theory and movement 

concerned with injustices at the intersection of gender, race/ethnicity, and other socially-

based categories. As such, the relationship between Black feminism and womanism may 

be more difficult to discern.  

And indeed, womanism and Black feminism have much in common. Both social 

justice perspectives/movements have been developed predominantly by African 

American women to investigate and remedy the multiple oppressions plaguing their 

communities. It is indeed possible to compare womanism and Black feminism, to mine 

                                                
10 Some may claim that Ogunyemi’s conflation of feminism and “consciousness of sexual 
issues” is inaccurate or outdated because feminism’s scope has evolved since the 1980s 
when her essay was published; however, the argument would be misplaced for two 
reasons: First, 1980s U.S. feminism has been repeatedly shown to be hegemonic in terms 
of race, class, sexuality, and other subject positions. Second, my aim in this section is not 
to illustrate the degree to which womanism and feminism are different or similar. Rather, 
I illustrate the multiple ways major womanist scholars understand the term “womanist” 
themselves and the ways they understand it to be related or unrelated to feminism. 
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them for complementary and/or discordant perspectives and methods. Scholarship that 

does so might include a debate over which types of liberatory thought and action is 

womanist, and which is feminist. Patricia Hill Collins highlights the limitations of this 

approach, and then chooses to evade the debate. First, Collins contends that the 

womanism-or-Black feminism debate detracts from African American women’s steadfast 

commitment to social justice as well as their novel contributions to transformation. 

Second, she asserts that the labels applied to Black women’s social justice work are much 

less important than the work itself and invites scholar-activists to “go beyond naming” in 

order to center effective activism drawn from any useful source (15-16). For Collins, 

focusing on the solution to oppression is more productive than locating points of 

contention among like-minded movements. Indeed, social injustices will not wait for 

scholar-activists to solve the debate. We must keep moving forward.  

I tend to agree with Collins’s opinion on this “womanism-or-feminism” politics of 

naming.11 What matters most to me is that social justice goals are fulfilled. Accordingly, I 

do not foreground the distinctions between womanism and feminism in this project. Nor 

do I contend that one framework is superior to the other. I simply identify womanism as a 

relatively untapped source of liberatory thought and action with potential for remedying 

oppression. I take my cue from Layli Maparyan, who asserts that womanism and 

                                                
11 For an alternative view on the politics of naming around womanism and feminism see 
“Purple is to Lavender: Womanism, Resistance, and the Politics of Naming” by Dimpal 
Jain and Caroline Turner. 
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feminism can complement each other, though their paring is not required.12 Maparyan 

presents a useful musical metaphor to illustrate her understanding of the relationship 

between womanism and feminism: 

[W]e can consider womanism a song and feminism one of many possible 

instruments on which it can be played. Womanism plays equally different on the 

violin, the djembe, the gamelan, the koto, or the didjeridu. Ultimately, however, 

the sound is richest coming from the full orchestra or, put in more global terms, 

intercultural musical assemblage—and it is just such an assemblage that 

womanism seeks by working through different instruments, feminism being only 

one of them. (Phillips xxxv) 

I find that positioning womanism and feminism in complementary terms facilitates my 

understanding of their relational difference. Indeed, the point is not to compare 

womanism and feminism, or to argue for the relevance of one mode over the other. That 

said, I do believe that womanism possess at least three uniquely transformative 

characteristics for effecting universal wellness: profound inclusion, radical 

interrelatedness, and sincere invitation. I elaborate on these three characteristics in what 

follows.  

                                                
12 Layli Maparyan has published under the name Layli Phillips and Layli Phillips 
Maparyan. I use Maparyan’s current name when referencing her in my writing. My 
citations include the name under which a given text was originally published. 
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Profound Inclusion 

Unlike much feminism, womanism does not strive to remedy specific forms of 

suffering related to socially-based identity categories. Instead, it imagines a global 

society in which all of humanity enjoys the stability, mobility, and agency we are due. 

Womanism thereby posits what I call profound inclusion, which involves earnest 

commitment to include everyone in a liberatory vision of the future. Alice Walker 

presents this idea succinctly by stating that womanism is concerned with the “survival 

and wholeness of entire people, male and female” (In Search xi-xii). This dedication to 

universal wellness implies that womanism, though articulated predominantly by women, 

is not a reaction to sexism. It is not mainly concerned with gender-justice nor is it 

primarily invested in women’s rights. Women’s increased agency is certainly among 

womanism’s many goals; however, as an approach to universal wellness, womanism 

involves inclusionary modes of thought and action for broad-based transformation. 

Accordingly, womanism strives to create methods for change that positively enhance the 

lives of all people. Profound inclusion may be attributed to womanism’s love-based 

worldview. According to Walker, a womanist “[l]oves struggle. Loves the Folk . . . 

Regardless” (In Search xii). In my interpretation, to “love the struggle” equates to 

revering social justice work, and deeply appreciating activists. Because it “loves the 

folk,” womanism applies this reverence and affection to all people—activists, non-

activists, marginalized groups, privileged groups, and everyone in-between. Ultimately, 

womanism’s version of love facilitates wellness for each of us, regardless.  
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Radical Interrelatedness 

Womanist love is anchored in radical interrelatedness, which involves the belief 

that we are all connected in every way possible no matter how different we may seem. In 

other words, all people are linked on material and energetic levels—socially and 

spiritually. Spirituality plays an important role in womanist radical interrelatedness, 

serving as a conduit that connects people across difference. A tenuous concept possessing 

multiple meanings, spirituality is hard to define in certain terms. Within a womanist 

worldview, it often includes a belief in something beyond the human that resides within 

the self (within all selves) to link people, animals, nonhuman nature, and the cosmos to 

each other and to whatever deeper power exists.13 Maparyan calls this deeper power the 

“Source,” or an “Origin Point” that exudes the connective energy “underlying and 

animating all life systems” (The Womanist Idea 6). Other scholar-activists refer to this 

power as “the divine,” “the sacred,” and other such terms (Fernandes 10). That said, I 

recognize that spirituality is culturally contextualized and can be quite personal; thus, I 

encourage the reader to use whatever term describes that which exists beyond 

dichotomous, paternalistic, or utilitarian frameworks to represent a symbiotic, mutualistic 

relationship between human beings and all else. 

Whatever its name, there are ethical implications attached to a belief in a 

connective energy that lies within each of us. Our inextricable linkages imply that what 

                                                
13 I use the term “deeper power” in discussing spirituality to evade the hierarchical 
relationship that the more common term “high power” implies. 
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affects you, affects me, and vice versa. It follows that no one is free until everyone is 

free—both individual and community wellness are illusory without total liberation across 

the globe. Once acknowledged, there are many ways to honor radical interrelatedness and 

foster universal wellness in both concrete and intangible ways. In addition to traditional 

political activism that produces more visible change related to policy, (e.g., strikes, 

rallies, and staged protests) womanism involves what I call the “self-growth/social 

change interplay,” which means that individuals can positively alter society through self-

actualization efforts or what Maparyan refers to as “self-mastery” via “inner purification” 

for personal wholeness (The Womanist Idea 216). By reaching toward personal 

wholeness, individuals shift their surrounding energy toward positivity. This shift causes 

a ripple effect in society, subtly encouraging others to follow suit. As such, modeling 

self-love and compassion toward all people can serve as an invitation to transform, 

however subtle.  

Notably, womanist spirituality is distinct from religion, though Black women 

theologians have established and continue to develop religious versions of womanism for 

over thirty years.14 In the 1980s feminist theologians intervened into patriarchal religious 

culture. Mainly white and middle class, they frequently ignored the racial and economic 

inequality experienced by women of colors. Feminist theology’s opposition toward men 

                                                
14 For detailed discussions of womanist theology see Ain’t I a Womanist, Too?: Third 
Wave Womanist Religious Thought edited by Monica Coleman, Womanist Theological 
Ethics: A Reader edited by Katie Geneva Cannon, et al., and Our Lives Matter: A 
Womanist Queer Theology by Pamela R. Lightsey. 
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and the church were particularly alienating issues for Black women theologians. As 

Monica Colman, notes, Black women sought to “maintain their connection to black men 

and remain faithful to the church traditions from which they c[a]me” (“Making” 6). In a 

decidedly womanist manner, Black women theologians employed both/and thinking as 

they developed a religious version of womanism. They both challenged institutionalized 

sexism and held on to their religious traditions simultaneously resisting their Black male 

counterparts’ sexism and committing themselves to Black solidarity. That said, other 

versions of womanism shy away from religion. While it may have sacred origins, religion 

can operate as a means of control—an institution that not only defines and manages 

individuals’ relationship to the divine but also diminishes or excludes “nonbelievers.” 

Womanism generally respects religion, but also notes that religion does not encompass 

the totality of spiritual life. Womanism, as I understand it, certainly does not devalue 

religious communities. Rather, it reaches beyond religion to enhance wellness for people 

of all faiths, as well as those with whom spirituality does not resonate.15  

Sincere Invitation  

Womanism is sincerely invitational. It genuinely welcomes everyone into the “big 

tent” of universal wellness and focuses pointedly on developing tactics for holistic and 

widespread change. Womanism is also philosophically spacious. It invites scholars-

                                                
15 Due to womanism’s invitational nature, those who do not resonate with spirituality for 
whatever reason are encouraged to set aside personal beliefs to consider the significance 
of a spiritually-informed mode of social justice that, I demonstrate, has real potential for 
enhancing universal wellness. 
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activists to further develop the paradigm and encourages us to open-mindedly draw upon 

whatever applicable source of information or action exists in order to do so. As such, the 

theoretical framework for this project makes use of multiple varieties of liberatory 

theories penned by scholars with diverse identities. Like AnaLouise Keating, I believe 

that womanism is perspective available to all people—it is “an energy, not an identity 

category for writers and/or readers” (Transformation Now! 227-28, note 8). Furthermore, 

womanism seeks the participation of those who may or may not explicitly identify as 

womanists. Thus, I focus on scholarship produced from a decidedly womanist mentality 

that is clearly invested in profound inclusion and radical interrelatedness rather than 

scholarship penned by self-defined womanists. Throughout the course of my research, I 

have located a womanist mentality, or womanist energy, in the works of 

environmentalists, Buddhists, transnational feminists, Indigenous scholars, fiction 

writers, and more. Among these, I mainly center women-of-colors theories due to their 

innovative and imaginative approach to solving social justice problems.16 Indeed, 

women-of-colors theories typically assert that we, all of us, are not only responsible for 

transforming society, but also capable to do so. In what follows, I outline some of the 

traits underlying applications for generating womanist change by discussing womanist 

methodology.  

  

                                                
16 I do at times draw upon white scholars and male scholars whose work embodies 
womanist principles. My doing so is “[c]onsistent with womanism due to its 
heterogeneous and decentralizing nature” (Marr 102). 
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Womanist Methodology 

 In this project, I show that womanism offers scholar-activists liberatory practices 

that are uniquely revolutionary. These practices are informed by multiple principles that 

comprise womanist methodology. Simply put, womanist methodology is the conceptual 

motive guiding womanism in action. It involves a broad web of principles from which 

specific womanist methods may be derived to interpret and remedy various problems. 

While the term methodology is most frequently related to conducting research, it has also 

been used to describe social movement. Chela Sandoval, in Methodology of the 

Oppressed, analyzes twentieth-century U.S. feminist of colors’ social change 

methodology. Sandoval presents the guiding “theories and methods, practices and 

procedures” that comprise their “cognitive map” for developing creative interventions 

into social injustice (4-5). Indeed, womanist methodology offers scholar-activists a 

cognitive map for enhancing universal wellness through practical actions. The two 

methodological principles I feature in this project are post-oppositionality and politicized 

spirituality.  

Post-Oppositionality 

Western epistemology is seeping with oppositionality. The mind is opposed to the 

body, good is opposed to evil, and light is opposed to dark. “Either/or” modes of thought 

are normative. Furthermore, western modes of thought are elevated over all other 

epistemologies. To know differently is to be wrong, and to be wrong is to be other. 

Indeed, western epistemology often requires ridged refusal of ideas that are different 
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from those perceived “best” by an authoritative source. Consequently, according to 

mainstream western thought, there is one way of knowing, one way of being, and all 

other forms of thought and existence are inferior. V.F. Cordova writes that those who 

establish the “right” way to exist possess a high degree of power; therefore, they are in a 

“position to exercise control over the world” (70). In our current political moment, those 

who exercise control over the world are buttressed in their power by white supremacy, 

patriarchal rule, compulsory heterosexuality, capitalist imperialism, and Christian 

exceptionalism. Those who do not benefit from these phenomena—people of color, 

women, queer people, poor people, Muslims, and other marginalized groups—are 

considered “less than.” In an effort to maintain control, governing powers may brutalize 

people that do not internalize dominant culture and uphold the status quo. Subsequently, 

non-dominant groups’ cultural knowledge is dismissed. Ways of knowing that exist 

beyond western dictates are denied. This is especially true of relational epistemic forms. 

 Due perhaps to its pervasive nature, oppositionality extends beyond the realms of 

those in power. It can permeate scholar-activists’ efforts to secure universal wellness. For 

example, oppositional consciousness in social justice work sets up an “us-against-them” 

framework characterized by besiegement and, at times, physical violence.17 While 

oppositional politics have empowered us to survive hostile environments and make 

                                                
17 For example, anti-fascist groups, while they are concerned with remedying classist and 
racist injustices, sometimes employ physical violence against those they believe are 
opposed to their viewpoints. See “Police Declare A Riot After Far-Right And Antifa 
Groups Clash In Portland, Ore.” by Chris Benderev.  
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important social change (demonstrated by the enormous gains by civil rights movements 

in the 1960s); it does have its limits. Put differently, oppositional politics can 

inadvertently replicate how dominant society opposes marginalized groups. We often 

become “locked into mortal combat” with those we deem responsible for or complicit in 

oppression, which may unintentionally gloss over the complex ways in which injustice 

impacts all people, albeit in different ways and to varying degrees (Lara, “Healing” 348). 

In this way, oppositional politics’ automatic invocation impedes womanist intervention 

into systems of privilege and oppression. Womanism’s key characteristics—profound 

inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere invitation—are obscured, and concomitant 

activist modalities are precluded. This is not to say that refusing state-sanctioned 

oppression is unnecessary or that confrontational tactics should be eradicated from social 

justice movements. Womanism simply posits that people in privileged positions are 

indeed people, worthy of wellness despite their privilege. Thus, womanism poses the 

question: how might we enact change that enhances the well-being of underserved 

communities while at the same time resisting the urge to resent, dehumanize, or even 

harm those that uphold the status quo? Exactly what activist modes can we deploy that 

indeed benefit everyone? 

 Womanism maintains that oppositionality is at times warranted and may be 

deployed successfully.18 However, it also posits that the oppositional counterstance is 

                                                
18 Oppositionality could be effective when used to bring attention to a given social 
injustice. For example, in 2017 protests against Executive Order 13769, also referred to 
as the protests against President Donald Trump’s travel ban or Muslim ban, drew 
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unsustainable and may distract from other ways of making change. Indeed, oppositional 

politics thrive on the schisms among us. Its “us-against-them” philosophy denies our 

radical interrelatedness and narrows our imaginations as we tend to engage mainly with 

those who think or look like us. Additionally, oppositional politics are not invitational; 

they can warrant conflict and hinder collaboration. A womanist alternative to 

oppositionality is post-oppositionality—a foundational principle of womanist 

methodology that avoids pitting one group against another.19 Post-oppositionality reaches 

beyond dichotomous thought to create a liminal third space existing in-between 

oppositional viewpoints. It is part of a womanist cognitive map that asks us to reorient 

ourselves into relation to others regardless of our cultural and political backgrounds. 

Importantly, post-oppositionality does not intend to gloss over the unique ways that 

various groups are impacted by social injustice. Nor does it dismiss the urgency with 

which we must approach problems related to identity-based forms of oppression. Instead, 

post-oppositionality encourages us to nurture activist tendency that generate what M. 

Jacqui Alexander calls “asylums of identification and solidarity . . . without which our 

                                                
thousands of people who gathered at various United States airports to prevent the 
returning of refugees and other visitors from countries considered “unsafe” by the U.S. 
government. As of March 2018, a federal appeals court ruled against the latest version of 
the ban, holding that it “continues to exhibit a primarily religious anti-Muslim objective” 
(de Vogue). Opposition to Executive Order 13769 has so far been effective in protecting 
the interests of Muslim travelers and their supporters. 
19 I credit AnaLouise Keating with the term “post-oppositionality,” who develops this 
concept in her 2015 book Transformation Now!: Toward a Post-Oppositional Politics of 
Change. 



 
 
 

21 

lives will surely whither” (266). It encourages us to bypass the counterstance and redirect 

our activism to foster change that benefits everyone. Post-oppositionality invites 

collaboration to transform uneven power dynamics that negatively affect marginalized 

people and those that are not so marginalized.  

Politicized Spirituality 

According to womanism, politics and spirituality are deeply entwined and cannot 

be uncoupled. Spirituality is not simply part of the private realm in an otherwise political 

world. Rather, “politicized spirituality” is an enlivening current, a pulsation 

characterizing womanist thought and action. Spirituality energizes and enables us to 

trudge the road of self- and social transformation. According to Laura Pérez, it involves a 

“search for deeper truths—the kinds of truths that will allow us to recapture the power 

and energy necessary to transform self, humanity, and society for the greater good” (30). 

On a personal level, politicized spirituality can function as a wellspring of emotional 

support helping individuals and communities to navigate everyday life and endure 

harrowing circumstances in the struggle for social change. Due to the radical 

interconnectedness between individuals and all of humanity, politicized spirituality also 

empowers one to stand up and act on behalf of themselves and their communities in the 

face of oppressive regimes. In other words, Pérez’s truth-seeking tactics are developed 

and deployed as we resist oppression on both personal and social levels. Womanism 

pushes us to reconcile a seemingly personal phenomenon with the necessity to alleviate 

social injustices. It asks us to recognize how systems of privilege and inequality interrupt 
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individual and collective well-being, and to consider how personal growth might inspire 

social change and vice versa.  

 Womanism promotes the idea that positive self-transformation has energetic 

consequences that guide society to wholeness. As such, spiritual practices are useful 

means of creating change on the ground. They are activist tactics that work despite 

spirituality’s dismissal in most academic spaces (and many activist movements).20 Gloria 

Akasha Hull demonstrates this point in her assertion that personal growth via spiritual 

practices is valid in the struggle for social change: 

If being spiritual means meditating to make connection with the larger self that is 

part and parcel of the greatest whole, and trying to see, feel, and know our 

oneness with it; if being spiritual means going to therapy in order to feel and heal 

our own pain so that we can identify with and heal the pain of others; . . . if it 

means seeking transcendent merging with the whole so that we no longer name as 

“other” those who are different from us and those whose life scripts challenge us 

to get outside our own comfort zones; if it means doing yoga to reduce the stress 

and tension ballooning inside us so that we can open our eyes to the world around 

us and really be present in it; if it means visualizing our health and prosperity as 

pieces of the health and prosperity of every living being; if being spiritual means 

                                                
20 I discuss the dismissal of spirituality in academia and beyond at length in Chapters 
Four and Five. 
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all of these kinds of things, then, surely, it is a more-than-legitimate way to 

participate in struggle. (7-8) 

I quote Hull at length to support my claim that, within womanism, practices typically 

relegated to the private realm are valid strategies for creating political change. 

Admittedly subtle forms of activism—mediation, therapy, and positive visualization—

facilitate personal wellness enabling individuals to more effectively participate in social 

justice work and positively transform the lives of others (hence the adage, “you cannot 

give away what you don’t have”).  

 Importantly, spiritual technologies are meant to enrich, rather than replace, direct 

political action. They are most effectively deployed in conjunction with policy change, 

rallies, protests, and other activist modalities. Indeed, within womanism, the combination 

of the two is requisite for sustainable transformation. Womanism’s invocation of 

spirituality in activism is not necessarily commonplace in most social justice movements 

where spirituality is often considered irrelevant to must activism. Spirit-phobia, a term 

created by AnaLouise Keating, is likely responsible for the frequent dismissal of and/or 

resistance to anything having to with (or seemingly having to do with) spirituality 

however defined (“‘I am a citizen’” 55). This phenomenon is rooted in the perceived 

superiority of rationalist dictates, which deem intuition, faith, and esoteric phenomena 

inferior, inherently opposed to reason, empiricism, and material reality (Lara and Facio 

6). In much of western culture, reason and intuition are essentially disparate while 

spiritual knowledge is irrational. Womanism runs contrary to this viewpoint embracing a 
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version of spirituality that is highly embodied, fostered specifically to transform material 

oppressive realities. A spirit-phobic lens might locate spirituality within New Age 

thought, which is often ridiculed for being frivolous and/or naive. However, the 

conflation of spirituality with an apolitical version of New Age is greatly misguided. It 

denies the reality that many people involved in the New Age movement are genuinely 

interested and invested in social and environmental justice.21 The conflation also obscures 

the fact that many practices termed “New Age” actually originate from people of colors’ 

spiritual-political traditions. Native American spirituality and Hinduism, for example, are 

frequently appropriated in apolitical New Age movement. This phenomenon, whereby 

predominantly white, western individuals co-opt marginalized belief systems, trivializes 

spirituality’s role in transforming material realities for marginalized groups. The 

inherently transformative nature of people of colors’ spirituality is glossed over. Indeed, 

womanism taps into spirituality using it as a catalyst for personal and community 

wellness, a form of resistance in white supremacist, spiritphobic society. 

                                                
21 For example, the Findhorn Foundation is a Scottish intentional community that offers a 
range of programs intended to give participants practical experience of how to apply 
spiritual values in daily life in order to become more socially and ecologically sustainable 
(Findhorn). Auroville, an experimental township in India, is another example of New 
Age movement committed to transformation. It is organized by spiritual-seekers and 
according to spiritual principles and works closely together with the surrounding villages 
on programs for women's empowerment, education, and financial independence 
(Auroville). 
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Research Questions 

 In this project, I employ womanism to locate womanist onto-epistemological 

concepts (profound inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere invitation) and 

foundational methodological principles (post-oppositionality and politicized spirituality) 

in Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands writings. I do so in order to further develop the 

womanist idea in principle and practice, and to contribute to new directions in Anzaldúan 

scholarship. A womanist examination of Anzaldúan thought is unique because 

Anzaldúa’s writings are predominantly read through a feminist lens. Indeed, her writings 

are labeled feminists texts. This labeling is strengthened by the fact that Anzaldúa 

identities as a feminist, calling herself “a queer Chicana Tejana feminist patlache poet, 

fictional and cultural theorist from the Rio Grande valley of South Texas” (qtd. in 

Trujillo 438). It makes sense, of course, to use a feminist framework to examine feminist 

scholar’s writings. However, I wonder what in Anzaldúa’s work is obscured by a strictly 

feminist examination? Applying a womanist lens, which focuses on solutions to social 

injustices as they affect everyone, may reveal components of Anzaldúan thought useful 

for advancing more inclusive change. Thus, I investigate whether or not Anzaldúan 

thought could contribute positively to womanism’s development as a means of theory and 

praxis. In other words, I ask what specific principles and practices Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

womanist idea encapsulates.  

 Three research questions guide this project: (1) In what ways, if any, might 

Anzaldúa’s writings enrich womanist principles and practices for universal wellness?  
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(2) In what ways, if any, might they generate novel womanist methodology for actually 

enacting change? (3) In what ways, if any, does Anzaldúa’s theory of conocimiento in 

particular serve as a cognitive map for doing womanist social justice work, one from 

which we might cull novel womanist methods? This third research question requires 

some context. As previously noted, I apply my research questions specifically to 

Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands writings, which contain her most recent provocative 

theories. My motive for doing so involves what I believe to be a myopic focus on 

Borderlands, which is only one of her many transformational texts. Anzaldúa herself 

nudges me to do this work. In a 1996 interview, she calls Borderlands, “just one project 

of this overall umbrella project that is my life’s work, my life’s writing . . . All of my 

books are parts of this project” (Interviews 268). In response to her comment, I ask what 

we might gain from pointedly examining Anzaldúa’s “umbrella project”? Anzaldúa was 

crafting radical theories until she died in 2004 (Keating & González-López 5). Of 

particular interest to me is her theory of conocimiento, which is central to Anzaldúa’s 

most developed onto-epistemology.  

(The Path of) Conocimiento 

 The Spanish word for “consciousness,” Anzaldúa expands upon the term 

conocimiento to represent a complex set of existential ideas. As a theory, conocimiento 

evades an all-encompassing definition especially because it contains multiple related 

theories. It undoubtedly involves a relational ontology—a worldview whereby we are all 

connected, our thoughts and actions affecting one another both positively and negatively. 
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Accordingly, conocimiento is a non-binary epistemology. It is a transgressive way of 

knowing that eschews oppositional consciousness’ either/or thinking, thereby enabling us 

to hold multiple, sometimes contentious, perspectives simultaneously. As such, 

conocimiento guides us to locate points of connection across seemingly disparate 

ideologies, to build bridges across difference, and collaborate in the struggle for universal 

wellness. Indeed, conocimiento contradicts the separation between self and other, which 

Anzaldúa holds responsible for all forms of oppression. She comments, “There is no 

wrong, no vice, no evil in this world, except what flows from the assertion of entirely 

independent selfhood. There are no ‘otras’ [others]—we all emerge from humanity’s 

basic shared, communal ground, an emotional-spiritual ground of being” (Light 81). It 

follows, then, that conocimiento is profoundly inclusionary, anchored in radial 

interrelatedness. Conocimiento is also sincerely invitational in that it beckons us to 

embark on a journey for self-integration, one that sutures the socially-imposed wounds 

separating mind from body from spirit. Anzaldúa calls this journey “the path of 

conocimiento.” 

 The path of conocimiento is a serpentine and recursive expedition that invites us 

to understand ourselves better as well as our roles in upholding and interrupting internal 

and external oppression. Deepened awareness of self and society enables individuals to 

identify our weaknesses and strengths, and the unique ways in which we might resist 

oppression and guide others to an enhanced relational consciousness. Comprised of seven 

stages, the path of conocimiento generally begins with an upset, an arrebato or 
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earthquake, that “jerks you from the familiar and safe terrain . . . [into a] liminal, 

transitional space . . . a zone of possibility” (Light 122). Traveling the other six stages of 

the path, individuals have innumerable revelations that invite them to move away from 

oppositionality into relational thinking. The path is nonlinear and continuous (there is no 

“finish line”). Thus, travelers’ perceptions deepen constantly. They emerge again and 

again from the path’s various stages with heightened awareness of their ability to 

facilitate change. They more steadfastly know that “by changing ourselves we change the 

world” (“La Prieta” 49). In this sense, conocimiento functions to transform personal and 

social perspectives. Indeed, scholars including Kelli Zaytoun and Sarah Ohmer are 

increasingly discussing the onto-epistemological components of the path of 

conocimiento, a topic I examine in Chapter Two. Fewer, if any, discuss explicitly how 

conocimiento could function as a methodology. As such, a key aim of this project is to 

frame the path of conocimiento as womanist methodology and characterize specific 

activist methods embedded in its related theories, particularly those spurred from Stage 

six and Stage seven entitled, “the blow-up . . . a clash of realities,” and “shifting realities . 

. . acting out the vision or spiritual activism,” respectively.  

Stage Six: Nepantleras  

 Anzaldúa’s theory of nepantleras is related to the sixth stage on the path of 

conocimiento. This stage outlines how those who walk the path of conocimiento (called 

nepantleras) are transformed by it. On this path, nepantleras develop a relational identity 

and come to possess a relational worldview. As such, they are “in-betweeners” who do 
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not fit within society’s dualist framework and must therefore make their home in 

nepantla—a Nahuatl word Anzaldúa uses to denote a space in flux, a bridge between 

worlds. A figurative locale existing beyond binaries, nepantla evades western dualisms 

thereby granting nepantleras space to explore their identities and their ontologies devoid 

of socio-cultural dictates. Nepantla offers room for personal growth, but the growth can 

be uncomfortable. Oppositionality may be toxic, but it is also familiar. Either by force or 

choice, nepantleras walk through this discomfort in order to guide others through theirs 

(Light 79). They carry their experience, strength, and hope to others to transform hearts 

and minds. Nepantleras use various specific post-oppositional methods to eschew the 

oppositional counterstance, locate points of connection across difference, and encourage 

coalition. In this project, I ask what specific post-oppositional methods nepantleras use to 

transform reality and how we might harness and deploy those methods to facilitate 

womanist social change. 

Stage Seven: Spiritual Activism 

 The second major Anzaldúan theory I focus in this project is spiritual activism—

spirituality deployed intentionally to transform oppressive realities.22 Spiritual activism is 

related to the seventh stage on the path of conocimiento, which involves a call to develop 

spiritual solutions to personal and social problems. An embodied venture comprised of 

concrete actions, spiritual activism is grounded in compassion and a genuine desire to be 

                                                
22 Gloria Anzaldúa did not invent the term “spiritual activism”—a quick Google.com 
search yields over one million results. However, she is largely responsible for introducing 
the concept into feminist discourse. 
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of service both physically and energetically in the struggle for social change. According 

to Anzaldúa, spiritual activism might include “peace organizations, vigils, marches, and 

interfaith prayer meetings” as well as meditation, ritual, and prayer (Light 19). While 

some might scoff at the practicality of spiritual practices for effecting concrete change in 

favor of public protest, Anzaldúa posits that the combination of the two is requisite: 

“Power comes from being in touch with your body, soul, and spirit and letting their 

wisdom lead you” (Light 151). Indeed, spiritual activism involves a self-growth/social 

change interplay whereby individuals, in addition to protecting against activist burnout 

and other stressors, bolster their ability to contribute to social justice endeavors by 

positively altering themselves. Inner works and collective change are inseparable; they 

are two sides of the same liberatory process. In this project, I ask how Anzaldúa herself 

enacted spiritual activism during her life and then cull from my answer her suggestions 

for evoking womanist political change. I put her politicized spirituality into conversation 

with womanist concepts and principles and consider how Anzaldúa might further develop 

this particular component of womanism. 

Data 

 The data for my womanist analysis of conocimiento, nepantlera, and spiritual 

activism include many of Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands writings, both published and 

unpublished.23 I take care to center Anzaldúa’s most recent work, Light in the Dark, as it 

                                                
23 The published texts include, but are not limited to, Interviews/Entrevistas: Gloria E. 
Anzaldúa (2000), this bridge we call home: radical visions for transformation (2002), 
The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader (2009), and Light in the Dark: Rewriting Identity, 
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contains her most developed thought on aesthetics, ontology, epistemology, and ethics. 

Posthumously published by editor AnaLouise Keating, who is also Anzaldúa’s literary 

trustee, the book originates from Anzaldúa’s unfinished dissertation for her PhD in 

literature at the University of Santa Cruz, California. Keating culled and carefully 

organized its pages from The Gloria Evangelina Anzaldúa Papers (1942-2004) housed at 

The Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection at University of Texas at Austin. Like 

most dissertations, Light in the Dark underwent extensive revision; Anzaldúa 

meticulously edited her work to succinctly present her complex philosophy (Keating, 

“Re-envisioning” xi). Keating accounts for these revisions in six appendixes comprised 

of chapter outlines, unfinished sections, and alternative openings. Her introduction and 

discursive endnotes painstakingly trace the book’s genealogy, which offers additional 

insight into its production and the care Anzaldúa took to fine-tune her latest theories—

some new, others reworked from earlier writings. These theories have not yet been 

properly extrapolated due to the newness of the text. The insights Light in the Dark offers 

into Anzaldúa’s personal life—including her spiritual beliefs and practices—are also 

under-examined. As such, the text is rich with information relevant to my project.  

 My data also include currently unpublished writing notes collected from the 

Gloria Evangelina Anzaldúa Papers (1942-2004), an archive comprised of 128 linear feet 

of materials. Anzaldúa’s copious writing notes, essay drafts and revisions, artwork, 

                                                
Spirituality, Reality (2015). The unpublished writings include, but are not limited to, 
Poetry & Magick: A Practicum for Developing Literary + Psychic Skills (1981) and 
“Spiritual Activism: Making Altares, Making Connections” (1999).  
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personal correspondence, journals, and more guide us to situate her writing within the 

broader context of her life. These materials also invite us to “recognize [her] other 

contributions, [and] the more recent developments in her thought” (Keating, “Archival 

Alchemy” 169). Put differently, the archive invites us to get to know Anzaldúa beyond 

Borderlands; it pushes us to interrogate what we (think) we know about Anzaldúa. 

Suzanne Bost comments that the Gloria Evangelina Anzaldúa Papers (1942-2004) “knock 

the presumed author of Borderlands/La Frontera off her axis, . . . [and] overturns the 

conclusions of [her most famous] essays” (“Messy Archives” 615-627). Specifically, 

Bost asserts that Anzaldúa’s strong commitment to spirituality troubles scholars’ 

tendency to frame her as mainly an identity theorist. This is a bold statement, one that, 

upon investigation, could alter Anzaldúa’s legacy within the cannon of feminist theory 

and beyond. Bost continues, “publishing the unpublished Anzaldúa will be less an act of 

recovery than one of deconstruction” (627). Revealing Anzaldúa’s lesser-known ideas 

could rework how scholars understand her commitment to transformation. That said, the 

intention of my research is not necessarily to challenge how Anzaldúa and her 

scholarship is interpreted. Nor do I aim to alter her iconic status as a trailblazer in WGS 

and other fields. Rather, I analyze select unpublished writing notes to feature her 

marginalized theories, and thereby contribute to a critical juncture in Anzaldúan studies. 

Rationale 

 I have a tripartite motive for conducting womanist-oriented research on Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands theories. First, Anzaldúa is a well-respected feminist 
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theorist and therefore possesses a level of credibility that can support my call for 

advancing womanism within and beyond WGS. Second, Anzaldúa’s writings, published 

and unpublished, demonstrate her early and sustained engagement with the same 

principles womanism employs. This revelation means that her ideas could serve to bridge 

womanism and feminism in WGS. Third, it is not uncommon, upon their transition from 

this life, that a scholar’s most provocative ideas are lost to the annals of university 

libraries. Readers are most likely to remember the theories for which a scholar is best 

known, theories with which we resonate the most. We have had over thirty years to 

investigate our scholarly and personal relationships to Anzaldúa’s theories of mestiza 

consciousness and the borderlands. Can we apply comparable time and energy to her 

theories of conocimiento, nepantleras, and spiritual activism? Indeed, in this project I 

illuminate Anzaldúa’s newest theories and thereby demonstrate that her post-Borderlands 

scholarship is worth our investment. In doing so, I hope to foster continuous engagement 

with Anzaldúan theory, which will increase the likelihood of her sustained presence in 

the academy and the possibility that future scholars-activists use her theories to craft 

novel paths to liberation. 

Chapters 

 In this project, I locate womanism in Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands writings to 

facilitate womanism’s development in WGS and to incorporate Gloria Anzaldúa’s most 

recent radical theories into the field. In Chapter Two, I define conocimiento and some of 

its related theories in depth. I highlight some of the ways in which conocimiento deviates 
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from Anzaldúa’s theory of mestiza consciousness and aligns with womanism, and I posit 

that we must engage conocimiento and related theories in order to advance Anzaldúan 

scholarship. In Chapter Three, I analyze Stage Six on the path of conocimiento to locate 

post-oppositionality in Anzaldúa’s theorizing. I draw specifically from her nepantleras 

theory to demonstrate Anzaldúa’s sustained engagement with this womanist principle. I 

then use nepantleras theory both to investigate what I consider to be oppositionality’s 

limitations for social justice activism and to proffer post-oppositional solutions to these 

limitations. In Chapter Four, I analyze Stage Seven on the path of conocimiento to 

examine politicized spirituality in Anzaldúa’s published and unpublished writings and 

ask how Anzaldúa herself used spiritual beliefs and practices to catalyze personal and 

community transformation, which are inextricably linked both in her theory and in 

womanist thought. By doing so I reveal novel and under-utilized activist modalities that 

could be implemented in the struggle for social change. In Chapter Five, I discuss the 

implications of my overall findings by offering thoughts about how to further Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s womanist idea (and womanism more generally) in WGS. Specifically, I call 

for and describe the integration of womanism into WGS to encourage the field to 

generate inclusive knowledge and community as it develops further into the twenty-first 

century.  

Conclusion 

 As suggested above, the chapters that follow include a womanist analysis of 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands theories. I am especially interested in how the 
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path of conocimiento can be considered a methodology for change, one rich with 

womanist means of carrying out post-oppositional, spiritual activism. As such, I use 

womanism to theorize a methodology from Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands thought 

which might assist us in solving current social problems. It is worth reiterating that I 

believe that womanism can guide social justice scholar-activists to achieve our liberatory 

aims. That said, I do not frame womanism in opposition to feminism or any other social 

movement. I simply believe that womanism is another (extremely transformative) way of 

making change, an under-explored liberatory framework we can use to remedy social 

crises. The theories outlined in Gloria Anzaldúa’s lesser-known texts possess similar 

qualities. 

 Borderlands has made an unprecedented contribution to feminist theory in and 

outside WGS. My project asserts that Anzaldúa’s other works are similarly 

transformative. Can we afford to gloss over her oeuvre? Social justice scholar-activists 

are working hard to abolish ongoing global tragedies including the deaths of scores of 

Middle Eastern refugees fleeing war torn countries, the excessive imprisonment of young 

Black men in the United States, and the disproportionate murder of transwomen of color 

around the world, all of which have already been exacerbated under President Donald 

Trump’s administration. It is important that we draw from whatever and wherever we can 

to challenge and resist these and other atrocities. As such, both womanism and Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands writings are worth our time and energy. 

  



 
 
 

36 

 
 
 

CHAPTER II 
 

MESTIZA CONSCIOUSNESS, CONOCIMIENTO, AND THE WOMANIST 
EVOLUTION OF ANZALDÚAN THOUGHT 

 
Conocimiento is my term for an overarching theory of consciousness, of 
how the mind works. It’s an epistemology that tries to encompass all the 
dimensions of life, both inner—mental, emotional, instinctive, imaginal, 
spiritual, bodily realms—and outer—social, political, lived experiences. I 
guess it’s a pretty ambitious project—and me not even a trained 
philosopher! I’ve been working on this idea for years. It’s hard to explain 
it in a few words because it has so many layers and encompasses so many 
fields and territories. 

Gloria E. Anzaldúa, Interviews/Entrevistas 
 
 The epigraph above is Gloria Anzaldúa’s commentary on a 1991 interview 

whereby she references conocimiento for perhaps the first time in print. A complex 

theory Anzaldúa continuously developed over the final thirteen years of her writing 

career, conocimiento is impossible to define in exact terms. Per the epigraph above, 

conocimiento is “an overarching theory of consciousness . . . encompass[ing] all the 

dimensions of life,” which involves deepened perception of our interrelatedness with all 

that lives (Interviews 177). This deepened perception elucidates points of connection 

across difference, which facilitates coalition-building among diverse groups who may 

then work together toward universal wellness. In the 1991 interview, Anzaldúa further 

describes conocimiento by referencing human body parts and their associated senses, 

demonstrating how conocimiento functions through the body to enhance communication 

across difference and forge alliances. Anzaldúa references the eyes for seeing the reality 
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or realities of a given situation; the tongue as the symbol for communicating that situation 

to others, for “speaking of what is seen;” the ears as useful for attentively listening to 

oneself and others; and “la mano surda” or the left hand, as a symbol for practical 

activism (183). The eyes, tongue, ears, and hands are all tools useful both for coming to 

conocimiento and for using conocimiento to establish functional bonds with 

accomplices—those with whom we might organize in the struggle for social change.  

Anzaldúa employs the theory of la mano surda elsewhere in her scholarship to 

describe conocimiento as a form of enhanced awareness with material implications when 

put into practical action. In a 2001 interview, she calls la mano surda a symbol of 

communication and action, the purpose of which is “getting to know each other’s points 

of view and working with people who are so different from us—our so-called enemies—

to solve societal problems of inequality, violence against women, [and] violence against 

the environment” (qtd. in Lara, “Daughter” 44). La mano surda is a vehicle for 

developing and enacting conocimiento. The connection between la mano surda and 

conocimiento compels me to acknowledge the typically unacknowledged links between 

conocimiento and one of Anzaldúa’s earliest theories: her 1981 theory of el mundo zurdo 

(previously referred to by Anzaldúa as “el mundo surdo”), which means “the left-handed 

world.”24 A theory involving inclusive thought and activist modalities, el mundo zurdo 

                                                
24 In The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader editor AnaLouise Keating explains the different 
spelling of el mundo surdo and el mundo zurdo: “Although ‘surdo’ is typically spelled 
with a z and pronounced like a z, Anzaldúa intentionally altered the spelling in order to 
honor the soft s sound of the Texas pronunciation” (Anzaldúa 36). 
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also represents a visionary form of community building in which people who usually 

would not mix can come together based on affinity for social change. Despite their 

diverse identities that would typically separate rather than link them within a western 

context, people can coexist across gender difference, racial difference, difference in 

sexual orientation, and more as they collaboratively develop and enact conocimiento for 

broad-based change benefiting all people. Anzaldúa’s 1977 poem, “The coming of el 

mundo surdo,” demonstrates her interest in such a visionary coexistence:  

This is the year 

the people of peace 

break out of bondage 

Together we will walk 

……………………… 

A collective of wo/men 

and androgynes will proclaim me 

One will prepare the way 

Love is the doctrine (37) 

These lines highlight Anzaldúa’s commitment to an inclusionary mode of consciousness 

and action, one based on relationality and inclusion, which she has been developing over 

the course of her prolific writing career. As such, el mundo zurdo might be seen as a 

precursor to her later theory of conocimiento.  



 
 
 

39 

 Anzaldúa’s work in Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza may also be 

related to her life-long efforts to develop her theory of conocimiento. In this chapter, I 

show that Anzaldúa’s theory of mestiza consciousness outlined in Borderlands 

particularly contributed to her larger thinking about conocimiento. An epistemology 

wherein an individual perceives reality from multiple, often conflicting viewpoints, 

mestiza consciousness is a mode of consciousness that encourages the integration of 

seemingly disparate worldviews. For example, Anzaldúa, who identified as a multi-ethnic 

Chicana, perceived reality through a Mexican American framework, which includes 

Mexican, Mexican-American, and Anglo-American ontologies. Mestiza consciousness 

describes and valorizes how individuals like Anzaldúa hold these multiple perspectives 

all at once. This ontological simultaneity creates space for a third point of view spurred 

from the experiences of those straddling multiple cultures. Individuals use mestiza 

consciousness to navigate ambivalence and contradiction. At home in multiple worlds, 

they can see a bigger picture of reality, which often includes conflicting viewpoints. Like 

mestiza consciousness, conocimiento is a nonbinary, connectionist mode of thought. 

AnaLouise Keating points out that also like mestiza consciousness, conocimiento 

“develops within oppressive contexts and entails a deepening of perception” (“From 

Borderlands” 10). Indeed, mestiza consciousness’ holistic worldview is a component of 

Anzaldúa’s more expansive theory of conocimiento by which she further underscores and 

develops mestiza consciousness’ inclusive, relational, and invitational dimensions. 
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In what follows, I demonstrate that Anzaldúa expanded her early thought’s core 

tenets beyond mestiza consciousness as she developed her theory of conocimiento into 

the twenty-first century. More specifically, this chapter begins by exploring how a 

myopic focus on mestiza consciousness and failure to consider conocimiento’s 

transformative properties weakens Anzaldúan scholarship. It then shows how Anzaldúa 

expands and further develops the womanist dimensions implicit in mestiza consciousness 

to posit conocimiento and its related, often-overlapping theories of new tribalism, 

nepantleras, and la naguala. As such, I assert that with conocimiento Anzaldúa broadens 

mestiza consciousness in three womanist-informed ways: (1) Conocimiento is more 

explicitly inclusive than mestiza consciousness in that it reaches beyond conventional 

identity categories toward a common spiritual identity shared by all. While mestiza 

consciousness is not necessarily wedded to any identity or combination thereof, the 

theory does not explicitly dissolve conventional identity categories as organizing 

constructs the way conocimiento and its related theories of new tribalism and nepantleras 

do. (2) More than mestiza consciousness, conocimiento explicitly posits radical 

interrelatedness. The conocimiento-related theories of nepantleras and la naguala are 

particularly relevant to this assertion. Anzaldúa uses them to expand relationality’s reach, 

to proffer post-anthropocentric versions of subjectivity that intentionally extend beyond 

the human. Within a conocimiento framework everyone and everything is intimately and 

inextricably interrelated on material, imaginal, and spiritual levels; humans are not 

inherently more valuable than any other form of life. (3) Conocimiento encourages 
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sincere invitation by making space for peoples’ diverse perspectives and practices. It 

invites rather than demands participation in social change efforts. Indeed, nepantleras—

those who most fully enact conocimiento—offer to show others how to transform. They 

use their unique perspectives to locate points of connection across difference and, from 

these points of connection, develop invitational political activist modalities to incite 

collective change.  

Despite my call for more attention to conocimiento, I do maintain that mestiza 

consciousness undoubtedly possesses transformative properties. Conocimiento is not 

necessarily more inherently valuable than mestiza consciousness or Anzaldúa’s other 

theories. However, placing mestiza consciousness at the center of Anzaldúan inquiry (as 

many scholars typically do) obscures conocimiento’s significance and sidelines scholarly 

work that investigates this important theory. That said, the following discussion is simply 

my interpretation of mestiza consciousness and conocimiento, albeit one that I hope will 

productively contribute to rigorous and creative Anzaldúan scholarship. 

Centering Mestiza Consciousness, Excluding Conocimiento 

In this project, I read Anzaldúa through a womanist lens to highlight her beyond-

Borderlands theories’ effectiveness for bringing about holistic transformation. I assert 

that both Anzaldúa’s relevancy as a scholar and her scholarship’s ability to address 

contemporary social issues are undercut without attention to her theory of conocimiento 

in particular. Therefore, in this chapter, I place conocimiento at the center of scholarly 

inquiry, and I show how reading conocimiento in particular through a womanist lens 
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reveals womanism’s usefulness for advancing Anzaldúan scholarship. Indeed, I argue 

that without investigation into Anzaldúa’s most complex theories, scholars risk obscuring 

the range of ways her work can be used to address oppression. Mestiza consciousness is 

transformative, but Anzaldúa continued growing as a thinker well beyond the 1980s. 

What might her other theories offer social justice scholars? 

Edwina Barvosa’s Wealth of Selves: Multiple Identities, Mestiza Consciousness, 

and the Subject of Politics, published in 2008, is an example of scholarship that rests too 

heavily on early Anzaldúan theory. Barvosa uses mestiza consciousness as a point from 

which to develop a framework for thinking about multiple identities in relationship to 

political critique and social transformation, specifically, the ways identity contradictions 

might produce critical and creative thought. In Wealth of Selves, Barvosa puts Anzaldúa’s 

mestiza consciousness into conversation with identity theories from sociology and 

psychology in part to facilitate the development of her theory of identity saliency, which 

she uses to unpack exactly how specific “internalized identities or other self-constructs 

become activated or ‘salient’ from one context to another” (63)—that is, how, when, and 

why might any of one’s multiple identities become activated in any given context and to 

what end.25 

                                                
25 Barvosa writes, “The identities that are activated in a given moment as the working self 
are considered to be ‘salient’ in that moment, and the specific dynamics of how a given 
identity becomes activated in a particular context is referred to as salience. When a 
specific identity scheme or other self-construct is ‘salient’ as the working-self it is 
actively in use in the cognitive, affective, and motivational processes of the subject in a 
given time and place” (65). I quote this passage at length in an effort to provide context 
for Barvosa’s complex theory. 
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Barvosa draws upon mestiza consciousness because it upsets western 

philosophy’s normalization of unitary subjecthood. In her view, the theory contends that 

“multiple identities not only give people the varying knowledges of different lifeworlds, 

but also increase their cognitive skill and potential for complex thought, suited to both 

[the] critique and creativity” needed to generate political change (84). Barvosa notes, 

however, that mestiza consciousness is limited for her goals. It cannot sufficiently 

encompass a theory of multiple identities because it is meant only to “evoke theoretical 

ideas rather than exhaustively explore and develop those ideas analytically” (55). I do not 

necessarily intend to dispel or support Barvosa’s approximation of mestiza consciousness 

or the political efficacy of her theory of identity saliency. Instead, I take issue with her 

myopic focus on mestiza consciousness more generally and wonder why Wealth of Selves 

lacks engagement with any of Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands thought on the 

intersection of identity formation and social change including new tribalism, nepantleras, 

la naguala, and other theories.26 Barvosa observes, “In the writings published before her 

death, Anzaldúa had not yet fully specified the dimensions of mestiza consciousness that 

account for critical and creative thought” (84). As such, the theory “is sketchy at best as a 

framework for describing multiple identities in detail” (57). Perhaps it is true that mestiza 

consciousness insufficiently supports identity saliency processes. This may be due in part 

                                                
26 For discussion of these theories see Gloria Anzaldúa’s Light in the Dark/Luz en lo 
Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, Reality. 
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to the fact that in the final ten years of her life, Anzaldúa shifted her focus away from 

mestiza consciousness toward conocimiento. 

Activating Identity Saliency on the Path of Conocimiento 

Conocimiento is core to Anzaldúa’s most developed philosophy and offers her 

most current stance on complex issues regarding ontology, epistemology, subjectivity, 

ethics, spirituality, creativity, and more. While mestiza consciousness may be limited for 

Barvosa’s purposes, I assert that Anzaldúa’s twenty-first century essay “now let us shift . 

. . the path of conocimiento . . . inner work, public acts” in fact does unpack the fully 

specified dimensions of conocimiento that account for the critical and creative thought 

characteristic of multiple identities, which Barvosa could have used to develop identity 

saliency.27 These dimensions include the path of conocimiento’s seven stages each of 

which elucidates specific methods for positively altering reality; that is, prescribed tactics 

for “open[ing] the senses and enlarg[ing] the breadth and depth of consciousness, causing 

internal shifts and external changes” in the self and the world (Light 123). Accordingly, 

these internal shifts and external changes might contribute to Anzaldúa’s own theory of 

identity saliency. For example, Stage One involves “el arrebato,” or the earthquake, 

characterized by rupture and fragmentation due to a sudden, shocking event—death, 

                                                
27 “now let us shift” was first published in this bridge we call home: radical visions for 
transformation in 2002. It was also published in Light in the Dark/Luz en lo Oscuro: 
Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, Reality in 2015. My discussion of “now let us shift” in 
this chapter references page numbers corresponding to this most recent publication. 
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illness, trauma, etc.—whereby “your relationship to the world is irrevocably changed; 

you’re aware of your vulnerability” (124). Stage Two involves the aftermath of the 

earthquake in which travelers on the path have been catapulted into “nepantla,” a 

painfully liminal and transitional space where “you’re two people, split between before 

and after” the event (122). While unexpected and uncomfortable, nepantla is a “zone of 

possibility” where travelers are exposed to relational ways of knowing and being (122). 

Knowledge anchored in emotions, imagination, and inexplicable occurrences are now 

more readily accepted. They make more sense and carry more weight outside a strictly 

western paradigm.  

In Stage Three, travelers are forced to grapple with the chaos brought on by 

Stages One and Two, the chaos of living in nepantla. This “hellish third phase of [the] 

journey” is painful as “living between stories” for too long generates inner-turmoil, 

despair and hopelessness (130, 123). The discomfort leads some travelers to seek refuge 

in damaging yet familiar coping mechanisms while others escape into fantasy or work. 

Fortunately, this stage’s bleakness gets resolved in Stage Four, “the call … el 

compromiso … the crossing and conversion.” Travelers are compelled out of their 

depression by a deepened awareness of the inextricable interrelationships between 

themselves and all of reality, which come to light in any manner of ways. A sudden 

insight washes over us or a slow-to-develop spiritual awakening builds as “[s]omething 

within flutters its feathers, stretches toward the sky” (136). In whatever way they emerge, 

Stage Four’s insights lead to an understanding of identity beyond the false dichotomy of 
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assimilation and separation, beyond Cartesian dualisms such as black/white, female/male, 

etc. As such, travelers loosen their grip on conventional identity categories in Stage Five. 

They grow toward a “greater identity category” whereby one’s identity “has roots [we] 

share with all people and other beings” (140). The next task is to carry this awareness 

into the future by crafting inclusionary stories of identity that foster radical 

interrelatedness and universal wellness. Travelers, now nepantleras, go on to invite others 

to change.  

Each of these stages on the path of conocimiento contributes to one’s ability to 

avoid acculturating and enculturating identity labels, adopt a boarder and more universal 

version of identity, and share new stories of inclusive identity with others. The 

earthquake, the discomfort, the depression, the awakening, and the call—all five stages 

activate shifts in identity to make la nepantlera’s global-spiritual identity most salient. On 

Stage Six of the path nepantleras enact their new stories of identity action by engaging 

with a world still invested in oppositional identity formation. This engagement is 

especially difficult in moments of cross-cultural conflict where, for example, various 

people organize around a common problem yet also establish separate activist “camps,” 

organized around gender, race/ethnicity, class or some other conventional identity label, 

to do the work. Nepantleras traveling the path of conocimiento, no longer defined by 

“conventional categories of color, class, career,” are caught in-between and faced with a 

difficult decision: will they choose to activate their global-spiritual identity or will they 

“hide behind simplistic walls of identity?” (Light 141-48). The decision (in addition to 
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the earthquake, the discomfort, the depression, the awakening, and the call) is another 

activator that makes nepantleras’ inclusive, radically interrelated identity most salient. As 

such, each of these six phenomena comprises, at least in part, the “fully specified 

dimensions” of conocimiento “that account for [the] critical and creative thought” 

Barvosa looks for in mestiza consciousness. This is Barvosa’s mistake. Looking toward 

mestiza consciousness to develop a theory of identity saliency may have made sense prior 

to the publication of “now let us shift.” However, by circumventing Anzaldúa’s theory of 

conocimiento, Wealth of Selves misses conocimiento’s transformative potential and 

further pigeonholes a scholar bound by her most popular work.28 

Conocimiento: Anzaldúa’s Most Expansive Philosophy 

Few scholars examine conocimiento and/or the path of conocimiento, which 

further marginalizes contemporary Anzaldúan theory. In January 2018, a ProQuest 

databases search yielded 19 peer-reviewed articles containing the terms “Anzaldúa” and 

“conocimiento,” while the terms “Anzaldúa” and “mestiza consciousness” yielded 133 

peer-reviewed articles.29 The scholars who do investigate conocimiento/the path of 

conocimiento note its transformative potential. For example, conocimiento has been used 

to transform knowledge in education and psychology. In their 2013 article, “Teaching the 

                                                
28 Barvosa mentions only in a footnote that Anzaldúa was using “conocimientos [sic]” to 
explore “question[s] of selfcraft” in 2004 (260 note 11). 
29 “now let us shift,” the essay in which conocimiento is most thoroughly presented, was 
published in 2002; thus, I did not include articles containing the terms “Anzaldúa” and 
“mestiza consciousness” published before 2002 in the above search results. Also, I 
filtered my search to produce results containing English language articles only.  
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Teachers: Dismantling Racism and Teaching for Social Change,” Elsa Cantú Ruiz and 

Norma E. Cantú stress the importance of Chicana and Latina teachers’ own cultural 

knowledge and conocimiento in teaching minority students in a socially conscious 

manner. Conocimiento-informed teaching is especially important in the American 

Southwest where Chicano/a students are kept from their histories due to state control or 

bans on Chicana/o studies. Ruiz and Cantú “submit that [teachers] be armed with the 

tools for decolonizing their classrooms, that is, by developing conocimiento . . . they will 

be ready to employ culturally relevant strategies in their teaching” (83). Immersed in their 

cultural knowledge, Chicana and Latina teachers are more likely to intervene into unjust 

pedagogical patterns in the classroom. They are also more likely to honor students’ ways 

of knowing and use students’ experiential knowledge of systems of privilege and 

inequality to guide liberatory education. 

Kelli Zaytoun investigates conocimiento’s applicability to advances in 

developmental psychology. Her scholarship aims to broaden the field’s purview and 

illuminate diverse ways to interpret the complex relationship between individual and 

collective consciousness and social activism. Zaytoun suggests that Anzaldúa’s path of 

conocimiento can function as a foundation for a more transformative framework for 

examining an individual’s psychological development and their relationship to the social 

world. Specifically, the path of conocimiento “broadens consciousness to include a 

person’s complex cognitive and spiritual relationships with her own identities, collective 

consciousness, the legacies of her ancestors, and her relationships with other people and 
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the external world” (“New Pathways” 155). In other words, the path of conocimiento, as 

a personal development model, presupposes a direct connection between individual and 

social consciousness, a premise that presents many possibilities for the study of the 

psychology of social activism. Furthermore, the path of conocimiento challenges and 

resists models of psychological development that myopically outline linear pathways for 

self-growth. Its “cyclical structure demonstrates that growth can be understood without 

normalizing, limiting, or ranking self-definitions and psychological processes” (155-56). 

There is no uniform and correct pathway for development on the path of conocimiento. 

Individuals are free to grow without western psychological models’ restrictions.  

I intend for my work to be read alongside Ruiz, Cantú, and Zaytoun—scholars 

who unpack conocimiento, analyzing its relevancy and applicability for making material 

change. As such, I highlight conocimiento’s transformative dimensions by placing 

womanism and Anzaldúan thought into conversation. In what follows, I center three 

womanist concepts—profound inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere 

invitation—to theorize conocimiento’s relationship to womanist ontology. Whereas 

mestiza consciousness might be considered a sort of “proto-womanism” because it 

highlights plurality and eschews dualistic thinking, conocimiento is more explicitly like 

womanist theory in its expansiveness. The intersections of conocimiento and womanist 

thought imply that conocimiento might contribute to womanism more broadly. As such, I 

investigate how Anzaldúa’s theory enhances womanism’s social justice imperative. 
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Conocimiento’s Profound Inclusion  

 Both conocimiento and womanism center profound inclusion. Womanism is 

notable for its commitment to the well-being of all people and nonhuman nature/the 

environment. Profound inclusion as a main tenet means that womanism is earnestly 

invested in including everyone in a liberatory dream for the future, whereby diverse 

groups can coexist with reverence for each other and the environment. Accordingly, 

womanist social change does not elevate the rights of any one group over those of other 

groups; nor does it seek to eradicate any one form of oppression. Anzaldúa felt similarly 

about social transformation, urging her readers to frequently enact self-reflection to check 

our motives and behaviors for exclusionary intentions or actions: “Seeing through human 

acts both individual and collective allows you to examine the ways you construct 

knowledge, identity, and reality, and explore how some of your/others’ constructions 

violate other people’s ways of knowing and living” (Light 122). Indeed, conocimiento 

involves constant introspection to avoid replicating colonialist norms via homogenous 

and inevitably hegemonic praxis in our personal lives and social change activism.  

 Anzaldúa was particularly wary that her feminist-of-color community might 

replicate colonialist norms. She feared that those she rallied alongside would become 

bounded by belief systems thereby excluding diverse ideologies and identities in favor of 

certain specific ways to think and act. Sarah Ohmer notes that, “From Anzaldúa’s point 

of view, the development of Third World Feminism has constructed epistemological 

borders around itself instead of remaining within the borderlands of epistemology” (145). 
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Anzaldúa supported decolonial efforts; thus, she sought to include diverse ideologies and 

actors in her scholarship-activism rather than only those with whom she shared identity 

categories. For example, the call for papers for the 2002 anthology, this bridge we call 

home: radical writings for transformation extended to everyone—all ethnicities and 

genders. Setting labels aside, this follow-up text to 1981’s This Bridge Called My Back: 

Writings by Radical Women of Color is exceptionally inclusionary because it centers 

transformative messages rather than specific identities. Resultantly, Anzaldúa avoids 

elevating any given culture or group above others. She valorizes egalitarian knowledge 

regardless of who proposes it. 

 Anzaldúa’s theory of conocimiento involves extending beyond traditional identity 

categories to posit a spiritual heritage whereby everyone is inextricably interconnected 

with each other. While mestiza consciousness aims to synthesize plural identities, 

conocimiento dissolves the boundaries between identity categories to establish expansive 

communities organized around cosmic commonalities that honor our material differences. 

For example, the path of conocimiento’s fifth stage involves creating and sharing stories 

of reality that center collectivist identities. The narrative-generating process “builds the 

muscles of mestiza consciousness, enabling it to stretch” to encompass a wider range of 

people—human and nonhuman (Light 141). In Stage Seven of the path of conocimiento 

Anzaldúa asks us to reach beyond mestiza consciousness, insinuating that it might limit 

broad-based social change: “Though most identify with their mestizaje, you wonder how 

much of a mestiza a person must become before racial categories dissolve and new ones 
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develop, before committing to social concerns that move beyond personal group or 

nation, before an inclusive community forms” (Light 152). Anzaldúa’s commitment to 

profound inclusion insists upon positive social movement that welcomes and benefits 

everyone regardless of their identity. Importantly, Anzaldúa does not erase identity or 

trivialize the very real suffering marginalized groups experience within dominant culture. 

Rather, she grasps identity lightly, allowing the space necessary to develop connections 

between seemingly disparate groups. These connections nurture expansive communities 

anchored in a global-spiritual identity whereby we are related to all that lives. 

Furthermore, mestiza consciousness and conocimiento are not mutually exclusive, and 

Anzaldúa does not abandon one for the other. As I noted, mestiza consciousness is 

embedded in at least two stages on the path of conocimiento, indicating that it could be a 

necessary epistemological waystation—a stop on the way to developing the intensely 

deepened perception that emerges from traveling the path’s other stages.  

 Conocimiento also dissolves the boundaries between identity categories by 

moving beyond the labels that mestiza consciousness redefines yet ultimately upholds. 

While many scholars associate mestiza consciousness with being Chicana, conocimiento, 

because it explicitly detaches from specific identity categories, cannot be associated with 

being Chicana so easily.30 Norma Alarcón notes that with conocimiento “Anzaldúa is no 

                                                
30 For scholarship that frames mestiza consciousness as a Chicana phenomenon see 
“Learning and Living Pedagogies of the Home: The Mestiza Consciousness of Chicana 
Students” by Dolores Delgado Bernal, “Anzaldúa and ‘the New Mestiza’: A Chicana 
Dives into Collective Identity” by María Henríquez-Betancor, and Feminism on the 
Border: Chicana Gender Politics and Literature by Sonia Saldívar-Hull. 
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longer just speaking of a ‘cultural mestiza’ that only refers to people of Mexican descent 

as in Borderlands but is now a formulation that shows ‘the deep common ground and 

interwoven kinship among all things and people’ as cited [in “now let us shift”] (200). 

While mestiza consciousness involves individuals’ deepened awareness of plural 

identities and their roles in interpreting, navigating, and surviving oppressive realities, 

conocimiento highlights collective identity formation and its usefulness for fostering 

universal wellness. As such, Anzaldúa conceptualizes identity differently in her beyond-

Borderlands writing. Beyond biology and socialization, identity is defined in terms of 

spirit, which she asserts all people possess. A shared spiritual identity is crucial to 

Anzaldúa’s dream for the future whereby diverse groups identify less with bounded 

categories and more with some internal and divine element she believes lies within and 

connects everyone. Embracing the conocimiento that we are related to all that lives and 

organizing around spiritual identity fosters new tribalism, a conocimiento-related theory 

of community that facilitates profound inclusion.  

Anzaldúa developed new tribalism in part to displace dominant ways of relating 

to others anchored in power differentials. The theory functions beyond assimilation and 

separatism as a third option for existing in community. Specifically, new tribalism resists 

cultural melding whereby dominant groups subsume marginalized cultures. It also avoids 

exclusionary practices that separate people into various camps based on identity 

categories. New tribalism honors individual uniqueness and collective identity and builds 

bridges across diverse groups to include rather than exclude those different from 
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ourselves. Indeed, it troubles the very notion of “the other” by positing that people are 

more similar than different and that our radical interrelatedness serves to establish bonds 

useful for forging coalition. For Anzaldúa, “What’s important is negotiating alliances 

among the conflicting forces . . . among the various groups in this country and the rest of 

the world. The story of mestizaje . . . must cultivate major transformations in spiritual and 

soul identities” (Light 75). If everyone is related by spirit, then our communities can 

extend beyond typical gender, race/ethnicity, and class distinctions to include those we 

might otherwise exclude. “Soul identities” are therefore core to Anzaldúa’s most 

inclusionary mestizaje, one that lays the foundation for collaborating across difference in 

the struggle for social change. Nepantleras—individuals who travel and are transformed 

by the path of conocimiento—choose to carry this specific message of mestizaje to 

others. Promoting new tribalism, they are conduits for change who volitionally share 

information about and strategies for relating to those we might otherwise exclude and for 

disrupting the category of “other.”  

Nepantlera is an Anzaldúan theory of subjectivity that may have evolved from her 

Borderlands theory of new mestiza (those who possess mestiza consciousness). As I see 

it, nepantleras are more explicitly inclusionary than new mestizas. While new mestizas do 

not outright exclude others, nepantleras seek inclusion more actively. In other words, new 

mestizas posit a more passive version of inclusion compared to nepantleras’ active 

version. While new mestizas bridge differences, nepantleras dissolve the categories that 

initially require bridging. More specifically, new mestizas may exist simultaneously on 
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each side of a bridge between dominant and marginalized cultures, categories, or ideas. 

As such, they create new territories where plural perceptions of reality coexist. These 

perceptions may lead to transformative thought and action beyond the status quo. 

However, nepantleras, rather than existing on either side of an issue, make home in the 

middle of the issue and on all sides of it, in what Anzaldúa calls nepantla (Nahuatl for “in 

the middle of”)—the painfully liminal places between multiple worlds. Willing to risk the 

unknown, nepantleras step off the bridge into chaotic in-between spaces to mine these 

spaces’ potential for facilitating transformation. As Martina Koegeler-Abdi asserts, “[a] 

nepantlera no longer affiliates herself with any side to which the bridge connects. 

[Instead] a nepantlera chooses the ‘neutral,’ in-between perception standpoint . . . A form 

of becoming, never a stable state of being” (73). Nepantleras’ neutral position invites 

diverse opinions and praxes that either side of the new mestiza’s bridge might preclude. 

Nepantleras’ proposed solutions to social injustices may even seem irrelevant or contrary 

due to the broadness with which they approach a given conflict. Indeed, they put energy 

into learning from both sides of a conflict, hoping to form bonds with those who seem 

insurmountably different. As Anzaldúa states, “[N]epantleras reframe the conflict and 

shift the point of view. Sitting face-to-face with all parties, [nepantleras] identify 

common bonds, name reciprocities and connection” (Light 148). By doing so, nepantleras 

can navigate conflict and generate solutions benefiting all groups, solutions which may 

live in the in-between, obfuscated by viewpoints anchored in one of two sides of a bridge.   
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In their efforts to promote the new tribalism, nepantleras are open-minded and 

flexible; they choose to share their collectivist dream of the future with anyone willing to 

listen to their message. To do this transformational work, nepantleras must “undergo the 

anguish of changing [their own] perspectives and crossing a series of cruz calles [cross 

streets], junctures, and thresholds, some leading to a different way of relating to others 

and the creation of a new world” (Light 17). Their constant state of becoming might 

involve releasing restrictive yet comfortable worldviews, inadequate yet routine praxes. 

This letting go is painful for nepantleras who must make meaning from the chaos that 

accompanies change. Nepantleras’ tumultuous process is most effectively outlined in 

“now let us shift . . . the path of conocimiento . . . inner work, public acts.” Notably, the 

phrase “now let us shift” in the title of the essay and the use of second-person narrative 

throughout the text indicates an invitation to the reader to travel the path of conocimiento 

and become open to change. Indeed, nepantleras shift from narrow to broad 

understandings of subjectivity on the path of conocimiento. As nepantleras travel the 

path, they are invited to rethink their relationship to the world and its people as well as 

the dictates of human superiority. The deep and inextricable interconnections that make 

up soul identities are not limited to humans. Unlike mestiza consciousness, nepantlera 

subjectivity explicitly extends beyond the human to encompass all life due to unwavering 

commitment to radical interrelatedness.  
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Conocimiento’s Radical Interrelatedness 

Commitment to radical interrelatedness, which refers to the belief that we are all 

connected in every way possible no matter how different we may seem, underscores both 

womanist thought and nepantlera subjectivity. According to nepantleras, all people and 

nonhumans are linked on material, social, and energetic levels. As this conocimiento 

develops, nepantleras become more aware of nonhuman life’s inherent value and 

nepantlera subjectivity grows beyond the human to circumvent anthropocentric 

subjectivity’s limits including human superiority, which accounts for the destruction of 

nature/the environment. Humans relentlessly mine the earth for its natural resources to 

the point of depletion. Our comfort comes at the expense of a robust ecology. 

Nepantleras, positing relational planetary perspectives, seek to reverse the harms of 

human superiority on nature/the environment by embracing a post-anthropocentric 

subjectivity. As AnaLouise Keating and Kimberly Merenda note, “Through nepantlera 

subjectivity, the limitations of ideologies grounded in anthropocentrism may be 

perceived, and this perception may help us to move in theory and praxis beyond the 

constrained cartography of a conceptual human centre [sic]” (80). Subjectivity defined 

beyond the human to include nonhumans troubles human superiority, which accounts for 

the ontological split between humanity and our environment—a split with harmful 

consequences for everyone, land and animal. Thus, radical interrelatedness compels 

nepantleras to rethink human-centered social justice movement that may improve human 

life yet harm nonhumans. The conocimiento that humanity’s well-being is inextricably 
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linked to the well-being of nature/the environment and vice versa requires action that 

explicitly honors the earth.  

Anzaldúa valued nonhuman life and the knowledge it bestows, and her theory of 

conocimiento includes deepened awareness of human/nonhuman relationality. As such, 

conocimiento resists human-centered subjectivity thereby challenging travelers on the 

path of conocimiento to interrogate narrow identity categories that exclude rather than 

include all life. Travelers become aware that they “share a category of identity wider than 

any social position or racial label” and choose to “actively see that no harm comes to 

people, ocean, animals” (Light 137). Mestiza consciousness does not necessarily exclude 

healing work for planetary well-being; however, commitment to the radical 

interrelatedness between all that lives is more explicit in conocimiento. The radical 

interrelatedness inherent to conocimiento demonstrates that Anzaldúa nurtured an interest 

in universal wellness beyond the human over the course of her writing career. Indeed, her 

twenty-first century conocimiento-related theory of la naguala may characterize her 

understanding of a post-anthropocentric subjectivity.  

La naguala is a complicated theory with multiple dimensions including 

imagination, creativity, and otherworldly-yet-embodied modes of consciousness. Adapted 

from Mexican indigenous shamanistic thought whereby some humans could shapeshift 

into animals, la naguala also represents the nonhuman animal elements of the human 

experience as well as our individual and collective dark or secret aspects. Taking la 

naguala seriously might activate a radical interrelatedness mindset for those traveling the 
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path of conocimiento. The theory involves a sixth sense whereby travelers may 

simultaneously perceive situations from many angles and feel multiple ways about a 

given issue. Furthermore, Anzaldúa calls la naguala a “function that arouses the 

awareness that beneath individual separateness lies a deeper interrelatedness” (Light 

150). Thus, embracing la naguala enlivens compassion and empathy for those we might 

otherwise judge negatively. As an activator of radical interrelatedness, Anzaldúa’s theory 

of la naguala blurs the lines between human and nonhuman animal, rationality and 

creative thought, concrete reality and the dream-world, and other oppositional binaries to 

challenge dominant narratives that impose ontological dualisms that inform the way we 

relate to one another on a day-to-day basis. According to Kelli Zaytoun, “La naguala 

facilitates the movement toward ‘a connectionist view,’ one that is empathetic and 

compassionate and fuses the self with its surroundings—people, animals, objects, even 

activities such as writing” (“‘Now Let Us’” 78). Thus, there is no bounded self, no 

body/mind/spirit separation according to la naguala. Everything, material and spiritual, is 

interrelated. Anzaldúa briefly mentions la naguala in relation to mestiza consciousness in 

Borderlands when she calls the new mestiza “a nahual, able to transform herself into a 

tree, a coyote, into another person” (83).31 While this reference does not adequately 

indicate the expansiveness of Anzaldúa’s theory of la naguala, it does demonstrate that 

                                                
31 The word nahual is an alternative spelling for nagual, which is the masculine form of 
naguala.  
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mestiza consciousness provided a foundation for Anzaldúa to develop this particular 

conocimiento-related theory.   

To recapitulate, nepantleras reach beyond human-centered relationships, 

subjectivities, and identities. The self-growth prompted by the path of conocimiento 

involves transforming, or shape-shifting, from a bounded understanding of the self into a 

more expansive and porous one. Anzaldúa asserts that la naguala facilitates this 

transformation whereby, “[s]hifting and fluid, the boundaries of self-identity blur. You 

accommodate all identities” (Light 105). The path of conocimiento therefore compels 

travelers to rethink humans’ relationships to the nonhuman world. It prompts us to 

perceive and honor alternative stories of reality and diverse modes of existence. As such, 

la naguala is a decolonizing tool, one “that consists of unlearning identity labels . . . [and] 

unlearning ‘consensual’ reality” to embrace narratives of liberation and seek holistic, eco-

friendly solutions to injustice (Light 189). As such, nepantleras compel others to walk the 

path of conocimiento, ignite la naguala, and shift toward an expansive mode of existence. 

They put their painful experiences to work to further social transformation.  

Conocimiento’s Sincere Invitation 

Upon analysis, nepantleras differ from new mestizas in a number of other ways. 

While mestiza consciousness enables mestizas to synthesize plurality and tolerate 

ambiguity, conocimiento asks nepantleras to embrace constant becoming and use 

precarity as a decolonial tool. While mestizas transform themselves, nepantleras are 

tasked with transforming themselves and others. Mariana Ortega writes that “nepantleras 
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are more aware new mestizas as they can not only cross over worlds but also facilitate 

crossings . . . [Anzaldúa] makes suggestions as to how la nepantlera can guide and 

facilitate crossings for others” (38-39). In other words, Anzaldúa’s later work explicitly 

foregrounds the question of collective transformation and resistance as nepantleras 

sincerely invite others to travel their own path of conocimiento. Their personal 

transformation actually depends on carrying the message of transformation to others. 

Nepantleras do this invitational work despite the pain associated with their own constant 

becoming and the frustrations of working with people who are often resistant to change. 

Indeed, Anzaldúa writes, “[b]y crossing, [las nepantleras] invite a turning point, initiate a 

change. And change is never comfortable, easy, or neat . . . Conocimiento hurts” (Light 

137). Inviting others to walk the path of conocimiento, then, involves willingness to 

endure pain. The precarity of las nepantleras’ situation is necessary for transformation at 

the level of self and society.  

The path of conocimiento places value on perpetual motion and cracks between 

worlds. Nepantleras, who embrace the path’s precarity, live between worlds and use 

nepantla’s ambivalence as a political tool for change. Alyson Cole notes that by 

“creat[ing] a home within always-unstable in-between, unattached to any specificity, 

ethnic or otherwise,” nepantleras’ identity is defined through their actions (87). That is, 

while new mestizas are defined by their overlapping and intersecting identities, 

nepantleras identify specifically with what they do, i.e. what actions they take, to guide 

others seeking to transform. Nepantleras’ “strength lies in [their] ability to mediate and 
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move between identities and positions,” and their sense of self lies in their ability to show 

others that they too can become nepantleras, that they too can choose to transform self 

and others via the path of conocimiento (Light 93). While new mestizas are focused more 

on individual transformation, nepantleras undergo self-growth in order to invoke 

collective transformation. As such, conocimiento is a more explicitly invitational mode of 

thought and action than mestiza consciousness.  

Again, I do not assert that nepantleras are better than new mestizas or that 

conocimiento is superior to mestiza consciousness. Each theory involves different modes 

of consciousness that, within a womanist worldview, exist simultaneously in all their 

value and ability to aid transformation in specific and relevant situations. However, by 

looking closely at the womanist concepts inherent in la nepantlera we can more readily 

understand how conocimiento-related theories broaden Anzaldúa’s ideas of subjectivity 

beyond conventional identity categories and a bounded version of the self. By doing so 

Anzaldúa foregrounds expansive ways of being defined by liberatory actions for 

universal wellness. 

Conclusion 

Mestiza consciousness is a Borderlands-era theory that enjoys much scholarly 

celebration; however, relatively little scholarship deals in depth with Anzaldúa’s theory 

of conocimiento and its related theories of nepantleras, new tribalism, and la naguala. 

This chapter argues that placing emphasis on Borderlands is an academic trend that limits 

Anzaldúa’s position within current social justice scholarship. With conocimiento, 
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Anzaldúa more explicitly develops the womanist traits implicit in mestiza 

consciousness—specifically, profound inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere 

invitation. By doing so, she presents a complex form of nonbinary knowledge that, she 

asserts, rests within all people’s psyches. Conocimiento, fostered by traveling the path of 

conocimiento, links together all life on spiritual, social, and political planes. It is a mode 

of connection “across colors and other differences to allies. . . [and it] shares an affinity 

with all things and advocates mobilizing, organizing, sharing information, knowledge, 

insights, and resources with other groups” (Light 153). Honoring Anzaldúa’s most recent 

and sophisticated theorizing, then, necessitates that we strive to develop personal 

conocimiento by recursively traveling the path’s seven stages. We must also carry the 

message of conocimiento to others and further employ tactics for transformation 

benefiting all existence. 

The parity between conocimiento and womanist thought means that Anzaldúa’s 

beyond-Borderlands theorizing could make important contributions to womanist social 

justice movement. Accordingly, the next chapter investigates the actual social change 

strategies embedded within a particular stage on the path of conocimiento. Stage Six, 

which I refer to as “the decision” because it requires nepantleras to choose to implement 

their transformative viewpoints and activist tactics, is especially rich with practical 

solutions to social injustices. I therefore examine the types of actions nepantleras perform 
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to induce change while traveling this stage and place these strategies within a womanist 

context to assert their potential for guiding liberatory action toward broad-based 

transformation.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

WOMANIST WAYS OF DOING: GLORIA ANZALDÚA’S  
POST-OPPOSITIONAL PRAXIS 

 
 The previous chapter makes a case for investigating Gloria Anzaldúa’s beyond-

Borderlands theories. I contend that without moving beyond mestiza consciousness to 

explore her theory of conocimiento and its related theories scholars distort Anzaldúan 

thought and obscure its transformative potential. Anzaldúa’s transformative contributions 

are also obstructed when scholars fail to place her beyond-Borderlands into conversation 

with diverse social justice theories. To remedy these dangers this project investigates a 

specific area of under-explored Anzaldúan thought—the path of conocimiento—and 

frames it as womanist methodology. Specifically, I analyze social change strategies 

embedded in the path of conocimiento, particularly those spurred from Stage Six, “the 

blow-up … a clash of realities,” and Stage Seven, “shifting realities … acting out the 

vision or spiritual activism,” respectively. These strategies are related to conocimiento 

theory and therefore imbued with womanist onto-epistemological concepts (profound 

inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere invitation), which can be used toward 

crafting universal wellness characterized by self and collective determination, 

empowerment, and mobility.  

 This chapter centers Stage Six, “the decision,” whereby those traveling the path of 

conocimiento choose to apply the experiential knowledge they have acquired about self 
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and reality (generated via Stages One through Five) in the public realm. Stage Six invites 

travelers to become fully-functioning nepantleras—those existing between and among 

various worlds who use insight gained from processing painful experiences to transform 

other peoples’ realities. Defined in Chapter Two and discussed in more detail below, a 

nepantlera is “[a] unique type of mediator,” who positions themselves in-between 

opposing forces to bridge differences and enable dialogue among conflicting parties 

using diverse methods (Keating, “Glossary” 245). Investigating nepantleras’ activist 

methods offers insight into specific strategies for fostering positive transformation, which 

demonstrates how the path of conocimiento might facilitate womanist social change. For 

example, nepantleras implement a both/and perspective when approaching conflict to 

consider all sides to an issue. By doing so, they avoid an oppositional either/or mentality, 

which better enables them to reach solutions that benefit all involved parties.  

 Nepantleras’ both/and perspective is a characteristic of post-oppositional praxis 

that both invokes and enhances womanist methodology. Introduced in Chapter One and 

discussed at length below, post-oppositional praxis involves myriad activist strategies 

that circumvent traditional oppositional responses to a given issue. I unpack some of 

these strategies here to demonstrate that nepantleras’ post-oppositional praxis includes 

womanist methods useful for advancing universal wellness. In what follows, then, I use 

Anzaldúa’s conocimiento-related theory of nepantleras to develop a womanist post-

oppositional methodology for change.   



 
 
 

67 

  The following discussion is organized into two parts. Part One details 

oppositionality, which I then juxtapose with post-oppositionality. This juxtaposition lays 

a foundation for my analysis of nepantleras’ post-oppositional activism. Part Two 

features an analysis of nepantleras and literature on nepantleras whereby scholars have 

explicated activist methods from Stage Six on the path of conocimiento. I investigate 

these specific methods to theorize that a womanist post-oppositional methodology is 

informed by multiple traits related to willingness, which I understand as the quality or 

state of being ready to act. The specific methods I unpack are characterized by the 

following traits: (1) the willingness to witness and listen; (2) the willingness to adapt and 

compromise; (3) the willingness to be vulnerable and transparent; (4) the willingness to 

be honest and uncomfortable. These traits underlie nepantleras’ activism and thereby 

comprise a womanist post-oppositional methodology. As such, Anzaldúan thought 

beyond-Borderlands is useful for investigating and implementing womanism’s 

transformative potential. Putting Anzaldúan thought and womanism into conversation 

leads to novel insights about making sustainable change. Lastly, I conclude this chapter 

by introducing Stage Seven on the path of conocimiento. Stage Seven is the topic of 

Chapter Four, which examines Anzaldúa’s spirituality and its usefulness for transforming 

oppressive societies through womanist means and toward womanist goals including 

universal wellness characterized by enhanced autonomy and agency for all individuals 

and communities.  
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Part One: Oppositionality & Post-Oppositional Praxis 
 

All reaction is limited by, and dependent on, what it is reacting against. 
Because the counterstance stems from a problem with authority . . . it’s a 
step toward liberation from cultural domination. But it is not a way of life.  

Gloria E. Anzaldúa, Borderlands 
 

The future belongs to those who cultivate cultural sensitivities to 
differences and who use these abilities to forge a hybrid consciousness 
that transcends the “us” versus “them” mentality . . .  

Gloria E. Anzaldúa, Light in the Dark 
 
 These two epigraphs were published nearly thirty years apart. Drawn from Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s first book (1987) and her most recent publication (2015), respectively, they 

represent her long-standing viewpoints about oppositionality—binary either/or thought 

and practice that pits individuals, groups, and ideas against each other. Simply put, 

Anzaldúa questions oppositionality’s effectiveness for evoking long-term change. She 

concedes that the counterstance can be liberatory; however, she views it as ultimately 

unsustainable. In her most recent publication, Light in the Dark, Anzaldúa reflects on the 

events of 9/11 to illustrate oppositionality’s limitations. The book’s first chapter, “Let us 

be the healing of the wound: The Coyolxauhqui imperative—la sombra y el sueño” 

revisits her emotional response to the initial terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers.32 

                                                
32 In The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader editor AnaLouise Keating notes that “Let us be the 
healing of the wound: The Coyolxauhqui imperative—la sombra y el sueño” is the final 
essay published during Anzaldúa lifetime (Anzaldúa 303). The essay first appeared in 
One Wound for Another: Una herida por otra. Testimonios de Latin@s in the U.S. 
through Cyberspace (11 de septiembre de 2001-11 de marzo de 2002) edited by Claire 
Joysmith and Clara Lomas. 
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Anzaldúa writes, “[e]ach violent image . . . sucked the breath out of me . . . wounded, I 

fell into shock . . . The moment fragmented me, disassociating me from myself. Arresting 

every vital organ within me” (9). In addition to this visceral response, Anzaldúa felt 

complicit in hundreds of deaths as she empathetically reflected upon the United States’ 

part in the tragedy. Despite her pain, however, Anzaldúa did not hunger for retribution 

nor did she desire retaliation. Anzaldúa did, however, witness the indefinite suspension of 

compassion when the United States, seeking revenge, declared war on the Middle East. 

Anzaldúa calls this act of retaliation “desconocimiento” on a national scale.  

 If conocimiento is about coming into healing conscious awareness, then 

desconocimiento is a damaging state of willful ignorance. An epistemological attitude 

that cuts people off from creating community and collaborating across difference, “the 

path of desconocimiento leads human consciousness into ignorance, fear, and hatred. It 

succumbs to righteous judgement and withdraws into separation and domination” (Light 

19). As such, a desconocimiento mindset is a catalyst for vengeance. It demands 

oppositional responses to conflict, i.e., when others do us harm, we seek revenge to harm 

them back. With desconocimiento, there is no room for compromise, no middle ground. 

Personal behaviors guided by a desconocimiento mindset involve what Anzaldúa refers 

to as “desconocimientos” or “small acts [of] ignorance, frustrations, tendencies toward 

self-destructiveness, feelings of betrayal and powerlessness, and poverty of spirit and 

imagination” (Light 154). These acts buttress intentional “blank spots” that force our 

minds closed and impede conocimiento from developing in individuals and communities. 
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 Desconocimiento might also include an oppositional consciousness wherein 

dichotomous cognitive frameworks reduce myriad perspectives to only two mutually 

exclusive possibilities. Indeed, oppositional consciousness encourages an “us-against-

them” mentality that could lead to oppositional politics wherein one group is right, the 

other group is wrong, and there is no in-between. Diverse perspectives and creative 

approaches to conflict are edged out by desconocimientos or “miscommunications with 

irreversible harmful effects, that betray trust, that destroy” (Interviews 178). An example 

of oppositional consciousness seen frequently in the United States is the belief that there 

are “good” immigrants who have obtained national citizenship and “bad” immigrants 

living and working in the country without documentation. This binary shuffles over 40 

million people into one of two categories and leaves no space for a discussion of the 

unique experiences and needs of immigrants in the U.S. (Zong and Batalova). Indeed, 

oppositional politics limits how we respond to a given problem, making it difficult to 

achieve radical and sustainable change collaboratively. Within this “either/or” politic, 

multiple different solutions are often regarded as irreconcilably disparate and therefore in 

conflict. Keeping with the example about immigration, the public imaginary’s dominant 

solutions are frequently oppositional: either we deport all undocumented immigrants and 

close the borders, or we let “anyone and everyone” into the United States including 

violent criminals. Different ways of addressing immigration are sidelined as people 

experience pressure to join one side of an argument or another. Partial agreement and/or 

disagreement do not fit within such dichotomous frameworks.  
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 Oppositional consciousness is not all bad, as oppositional politics have 

historically yielded significant social change. Late twentieth-century U.S. social justice 

movements including the African American Civil Rights Movement, the Women’s 

Liberation Movement, the Chicano Civil Rights Movement, and the Gay Liberation 

Movement generated palpable gains for people who organized in opposition to dominant 

society’s racist, sexist, and heterosexist laws and institutions. However, despite advances 

in areas like education, employment, and health, the oppositional aura permeating many 

social movements generated in-fighting that may have ultimately stifled some 

movements’ liberatory reach. Failure to address the myriad ways intersecting oppression 

affects different people differently left serious issues unresolved within some groups.33 

Sometimes groups split from one another becoming increasingly narrow in their goals.34 

Resultantly, our most radical dreams for equality have not materialized. Oppositional 

politics demand an inescapable paradox: while at times effective, they rely on and 

therefore cannot resolve oppositional consciousness—a desconocimiento at the core of 

our individual and collective western psyches. As Irene Lara writes, “[s]tanding in rigid 

opposition is a strategy for survival, but this strategy has also killed us and will continue 

to sever our souls and assail our hearts” (“Healing” 434). Indeed, oppositionality’s 

                                                
33 For a discussion of failure to address sexism within the Black Panther Party see A Taste 
of Power: A Black Woman’s Story by Elaine Brown. For a discussion of failure to address 
sexism within the Chicano Movement see “Women in the Chicano Movement: 
Grassroots Activism in San José” by Nannette Regua. 
34 For examples related to the U.S. Women’s Liberation Movement see Feminist 
Thought: A More Comprehensive Introduction by Rosemarie Tong and Tina Fernandes 
Botts. 
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pitfalls can be seen in various contexts, from feuding political parties unable to reach an 

agreement that benefits all groups to personal disagreements wherein “I-am-right-and-

you-are-wrong” no matter how important coming to agreement could be for a 

relationship’s sustainability. Ultimately, oppositional consciousness harms us at both 

individual and collective levels in that it hinders creative solutions to common problems. 

Oppositional Identity Politics 

 The term “identity politics” has been interpreted in multiple ways since its 

introduction into academic discourse in the 1970s. In the seminal manifesto, “A Black 

Feminist Statement,” the Combahee River Collective uses the term to locate Black 

feminists’ politics at the intersection of struggles for racial, gender, and class justice and 

to highlight the importance of Black women’s experiences for validating their knowledge 

and guiding their activism. The Combahee River Collective framed identity as complex 

and multifaceted informed by myriad experiences based on one’s social location. And 

while they sought to improve the unique circumstances of Black women, especially poor 

and lesbian Black women, the Combahee River Collective eschewed separatism and 

aimed to use their unique situations to lift up all others: 

We might use our position at the bottom . . . to make a clear leap into 

revolutionary action. If Black women are free, it would mean that everyone else 

would have to be free since our freedom would necessitate the destruction of all 

systems of oppression . . . The inclusiveness of our politics makes us concerned 
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with any situation that impinges upon the lives of women and those of Third 

World and working people in general. (215-17) 

This particular excerpt highlights the Combahee River Collective’s simultaneous 

investment in addressing the specific needs of Black women while also eradicating 

oppression and its harmful effects on other groups. This both/and thinking, as opposed to 

either/or thinking, makes room for a directed focus on Black women (a heterogeneous 

group) that will have a positive impact on the lives of other members of marginalized 

communities.  

 Some versions of identity politics are less inclusionary and focus more 

specifically on the eradication of oppression for a particular group based on that groups’ 

identity or shared oppression. Within these types of oppositional identity politics, identity 

is narrowly defined based on biology and/or social location rather than shared 

commonalities across difference. As such, universal wellness for all people is not a main 

prerogative. In the 1960s and 1970s many women in the mainstream white feminist 

movement organized in opposition to New Left men who they perceived to be sexist 

(Echols 50). These women were concerned specifically with their plight as women. 

However, the mainstream white feminist movement was itself fractured as many 

heterosexual white women opposed lesbian liberation (Echols 211). In other words, the 

white women feminists who opposed sexism conversely imposed heterosexism by 

striving only for heterosexual women’s freedom. AnaLouise Keating notes that 

oppositional identity politics “overemphasize narrowly defined, boundaried differences, 
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[thereby] prevent[ing] us from recognizing and/or creating commonalities among 

differently situated peoples and groups” (Transformation Now! 94). Womanist activism 

cannot thrive under such circumstances.  

 Early identity politics were not oppositional; however, oppositional identity 

politics wherein diverse groups of people are pitted against each other in the struggle for 

social justice characterized a number of revolutionary movements. Gloria Anzaldúa was 

troubled by the either/or nature of narrow identity politics. As a mestiza, she fit into 

multiple, often conflicting categories. As such, Anzaldúa dedicated significant energies to 

investigating the complex ways identity politics worked to invoke or inhibit positive 

social transformation. In “En Rapport, In Opposition: Cobrando cuentas a las nuestras,” 

written in 1987 (post-Borderlands), Anzaldúa reflects upon changes she witnessed since 

the 1981 publication of This Bridge Called My Back: Radical Writings by Women of 

Color. Anzaldúa asserts that while the feminists of colors with whom she organized no 

longer tolerated white feminism’s myopic gender politics, exclusionary practices 

persisted within their movement (111). For example, she noted that identity policing 

among feminists of color, i.e., deciding who counts as a woman of color and who does 

not, alienated those who do not fit neatly into the binary framework of “women of 

colors/white women.” In a section of “En Rapport” titled “Just How Ethnic Are You,”  
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Anzaldúa illustrates how oppositional identity politics negatively impact feminists of 

color: 

We shun the white-looking Indian, the “high-yellow” Black woman, the Asian 

with the white lover, the Native women who brings her white girlfriend to the 

Pow Wow, the Chicana who doesn’t speak Spanish, the academic, the 

uneducated. Her difference makes her a person we can’t trust. Para que sea [to be] 

“legal,” she must pass the ethnic legitimacy test we have devised. And it is 

exactly our internalized whiteness that desperately wants boundary lines (this part 

of me is Mexican, this Indian) marked out. Woe to any sister or any part of us that 

steps out of our assigned places, woe to anyone that doesn’t measure up to our 

standards of ethnicity. (112-13)  

This quotation demonstrates that when identity is conceived along insider/outsider lines it 

could police feminists of color to the degree that organizing around a common identity 

may no longer function to catalyze desired change. Investing in oppositional identity 

formation may therefore sidetrack us as we work toward universal wellness. 

 Identity binaries impose false boundaries that divide and conquer; therefore, 

sustainable liberatory projects require us to shift away from sole reliance on oppositional 

politics. According to Anzaldúa, this shift involves at least two steps. First, we must 

rigorously question dominant social values whereby some groups (white people, 

heterosexuals, cisgender men) are inherently different from and superior to others 
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(BIPOC people, LGBTQIA people, and women).35 We must also reflect upon how we 

have internalized whiteness, compulsory heterosexuality, and gender binaries and 

examine how we enact these oppressive principles in our own lives. Second, we must 

respond to the “other” not as irrevocably different; instead, we should look and listen for 

similarities between us. Foregrounding commonalities facilitates “synergistic 

relationship[s]” founded on shared commitment to social change (“En Rapport” 114).  

 Oppositional politics are ultimately anti-relational. They myopically center our 

differences and ignore the irrefutable shared commonalities of life on earth. We are all 

different, and difference is a good thing. Yet we also have much in common. For 

example, the desire for recognition is a binding nexus at the core of a more profoundly 

inclusive approach to change concerned with radical interrelatedness and sincere 

invitation. Womanist futures may then be achieved by both honoring differences and 

reaching beyond oppositional identity categories to acknowledge everyone’s complex 

personhood. Post-oppositionality is one approach to doing so. It identifies, unpacks, and 

heals desconocimiento to acknowledge commonalities and subsequently seek solutions to 

social problems that benefit all people. Post-oppositionality is inherently womanist. 

Post-Oppositionality  

 I propose that post-oppositionality provides an effective alternative to 

oppositional consciousness and politics. Furthermore, it has the power to advance 

                                                
35 The acronym BIPOC stands for Black, Indigenous, people of color. The acronym 
LGBTQIA stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex, asexual. 
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womanist social change. I borrow the term “post-oppositional” from AnaLouise Keating 

who developed the idea in response to oppositionality’s limitations. Keating writes:  

To be sure, oppositional politics and other forms of oppositional consciousness 

have been vital, enabling us to survive under hostile conditions and make 

important social change. However, I question the long-term effectiveness of our 

oppositional politics and thinking. . . these oppositional approaches—wherever 

they occur . . . in the academy, on the street, in daily life, or in the words we 

speak, read, and think—are too limited to bring about the long-term 

transformation we need. Oppositional politics and oppositional thinking have not 

enabled us to radically transform society . . . Without [a] larger vision, we remain 

locked in an embattled, us-against-them status quo. (Transformation Now! 3) 

Indeed, by parsing people, ideas, and beliefs into dichotomous, value-laden categories we 

erase our inherent commonalities (not to be confused with sameness), i.e., the radical 

points of connection that link all people across difference discussed in Chapter Two. 

Simply put, oppositionality counteracts meaningful collaboration because it denies our 

need for connection with other diverse groups of human beings. Alternatively, post-

oppositionality centers inclusion. It involves a broad praxis welcoming diverse groups to 

assist in problem-solving for positive social change. Anzaldúan theory also offers 

alternatives to oppositional politics (albeit without using the exact phrase “post-

oppositionality”) in that many of her social change suggestions invite us to reorient 

ourselves in relation to others, bypass the counterstance, and nurture activist tendencies 
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that we might otherwise gloss over or deem ineffective when operating from a binary 

worldview. As such, I use Anzaldúan thought to further theorize a womanist post-

oppositional methodology for change. 

 Importantly, post-oppositionality is not about confrontation; nor is it intended to 

usurp oppositional politics. Instead, post-oppositionality is another approach to 

conceptualizing social justice praxis beyond the rigidly dichotomous “either/or” 

framework generated by oppositional consciousness. The “post” in post-oppositionality 

signifies at least three things: (1) that post-oppositionality allows for conscious 

acceptance of oppositionality as a social justice approach that has been useful in the past; 

(2) that post-oppositionality provides room for oppositionality’s continued existence and 

implementation under appropriate circumstances; and, (3) that post-oppositionality 

motions towards the future and the dynamic ever-evolving nature of social justice praxis. 

Importantly, the term post-oppositionality differs from the term “nonoppositional,” which 

intends to defy oppositionality, albeit passively, and thus implies a necessary reification 

of the “either/or” paradigm post-oppositionality upsets. Ultimately, post-oppositionality 

insists on a more spacious politics in which multiple different, sometimes conflicting, 

viewpoints can exist simultaneously. By emphasizing relational ontologies whereby 

multiple valid ways of thinking about ourselves and our interactions with others can exist 

simultaneously, post-oppositionality denaturalizes either/or logic. It highlights modes of 

interaction that destabilize “us-versus-them” mentalities that so often govern our 
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approaches to personal interaction and social change. As such, post-oppositionality offers 

novel paths toward universal wellness. 

Part Two: Nepantleras are Post-Oppositional 
 

We need nepantleras whose strength lies in our ability to mediate and 
move between identities and positions. Necesitamos [we need] nepantleras 
to inspire us to cross over racial and other borders. To become nepantleras, 
we must choose to occupy intermediary spaces between worlds, choose to 
move between worlds . . . choose to build bridges between worlds, choose 
to speak from the cracks between the worlds . . . choose to perceive 
something from multiple angles.  

Gloria E. Anzaldúa, Light in the Dark 
 
 Anzaldúa’s discussion of Stage Six on the path of conocimiento centers her theory 

of nepantleras who, I assert, enact post-oppositionality to invoke universal wellness. 

Building on the definition in the introduction to this chapter, nepantleras are people who 

choose to dwell in liminality however painful. They willingly forego the safety inherent 

in static definitions of the self and conventional identity markers to explore fluid ways of 

being. Nepantleras make their home in nepantla, a Nahuatl word meaning “in-between,” 

which Anzaldúa uses to denote an often-chaotic space in flux, a bridge between two 

worlds. Anzaldúa writes, “Nepantla is the site of transformation, the place where 

different perspectives come into conflict and where you question the basic ideas, tenets, 

and identities inherited from your family, your education, and your different cultures” 

(Light 127). Questioning the status quo, while risky, allows nepantleras to open their 

minds to post-oppositional ways of thinking about and engaging with others. Indeed, 

nepantleras operate in part from a desire to locate points of connection among disparate 
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groups. Their chosen mindsets and behaviors evade oppositionality’s forced separation or 

assimilation, and they take a relational stance by reaching for activist tools that might 

build coalition. Therefore, I look to nepantleras to explicate post-oppositional ways of 

thinking about and working with each other. By doing so I characterize a womanist post-

oppositional methodology consisting of activist strategies for resolving what Anzaldúa 

calls our “social sickness” rooted in desconocimiento (Light 19).  

 Anzaldúa herself spent her life in nepantla crossing literal and figurative borders, 

decolonizing race, sexuality, class, and other boundaries imposed by dominant culture 

and her own cultures. Her constant back-and-forth world traveling gave birth to a 

nepantlera perspective— a “view from the cracks” between worlds, which, while painful 

and uncertain, empowered her to grow personally and apply her knowledge to help others 

grow in similar ways (Light 82). As discussed in Chapter Two, nepantleras’ 

transformative nature lies in their personal decision to use their sense of connection 

fostered via their own healing journeys on the path of conocimiento to invite in healing 

for all people and to guide others into and through transformational processes similar to 

their own. This, of course, is what Anzaldúa chose to do over and over again throughout 

her life. She engaged various specific methods to eschew the counterstance, locate points 

of connection across difference, and encourage coalition.  

 In what follows I draw upon some of Anzaldúa’s experiences and other scholars’ 

writings about nepantleras to craft a womanist post-oppositional methodology for 

facilitating positive social transformation. I assert that nepantleras bring specific traits 
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related to willingness to post-oppositional womanist work; specifically, nepantleras 

cultivate: (1) the willingness to witness and listen; (2) the willingness to adapt and 

compromise; (3) the willingness to be vulnerable and transparent; (4) the willingness to 

be honest and uncomfortable. These traits are not always present in all womanist 

activism. However, I assert that nepantleras implementing willingness are doing uniquely 

womanist work. Nepantleras’ methods are alternatives to oppositional activism; 

therefore, analyzing the types of strategies nepantleras employ and the spirit guiding 

those strategies is a fruitful endeavor for theorizing post-oppositionality.   

Willingness to Witness and Listen 

 Anzaldúa enacts post-oppositionality in the aftermath of an organization-wide 

conflict at the 1991 National Woman’s Studies Association (NWSA) conference in 

Akron, Ohio. In Light in the Dark, she draws on her experience at this conference and 

recasts it to describe nepantleras’ decision to approach conflict post-oppositionally. At 

NWSA, Anzaldúa witnessed attendees’ attempts to bridge difference, and she listened to 

their wants and needs in order to locate a solution that would benefit all everyone.36 To 

elaborate, a racist incident and a history of institutionalized racism at the conference 

compelled many women of color and their allies to cancel panels and workshops and 

walk out. Having participated in NWSA before, Anzaldúa was disturbed, but not 

                                                
36 Anzaldúa uses the second-person to narrate this experience in Light in the Dark and is 
therefore not being overtly autobiographical. In this chapter, I am extrapolating her 
experience from her discussion/theorization of nepantleras in the text. 
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surprised by the walk-out. Of course, she related to the anger and frustration of those who 

left the event and understood the rationale behind their oppositional reaction to 

exclusionary practices. However, and though Anzaldúa supported her peers, she 

struggled with her own decision about what to do. Anzaldúa notes that the pressure to 

choose between the group that left and the group that stayed felt “like a knife to the 

heart” (Light 147). Nepantleras and other bridge-builders do not take sides, Anzaldúa 

reasoned. Instead, they endure the conflict, “hold fast to the bridge and witness for all 

camps” (148). In other words, nepantleras navigate conflicting groups in search of a 

common solution. They withstand discomfort “to do the work and be the agent of change, 

even at some personal risk to themselves” (Maparyan The Womanist Idea 70). Indeed, 

Anzaldúa withstood discomfort at the conference in order to facilitate the transformation 

of ideas from within. Showing up in times of conflict, while often painful, is core to 

womanist transformation.  

 Once she decided to stay at the conference, Anzaldúa was able to locate 

commonalities among others who also remained. She witnessed what she calls “the basic 

human hunger to be heard” at impromptu post-walkout sessions (Light 148). This shared 

hunger is a desire for recognition that transcends identity, opinion, and beliefs. As such, it 

is foundational to building cross-cultural dialogues that lead to action. Anzaldúa’s 

response to this commonality involved what she calls “intimate listening”—a form of 

listening anchored in respect for and consideration of all the people involved in a given 

issue, regardless of their dissimilarities. Core to transformative dialogic exchange, 
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intimate listening involves “attending to the other as a whole being,” whether they 

support or oppress us (151). As such, intimate listening may be the most difficult task in 

which we will ever engage in environs immersed in oppositional thought. We must 

become willing to reach beyond enemy/ally lines to conceive of the other as a person 

worthy of respect and tolerance by sheer nature of being alive.  

 To avoid miscommunication during intimate listening, Anzaldúa asks us to 

continuously check-in with the other by comparing our understanding to their meaning. 

We might respond by acknowledging the other’s message, repeating their words back to 

confirm our comprehension. Ideally, intimate listening leads to shared understanding: 

“When an experience evokes similar feelings in [us] both, [we] feel momentarily in sync” 

(Light 151). I think this “sync”—contingent on our willingness to witness and listen—

may foster coalition. It might lay the groundwork for us to relate to one another, for 

rapprochement, and, subsequently, to combined efforts toward universal wellness. As 

such, intimate listening may strengthen our positive associations conducive to 

collaborative activism for womanist social change. 

Willingness to Adapt and Compromise 

 Post-oppositionality lets us choose how to best relate to each other and create 

coalition on a case-by-case basis. As such, it is a component of womanism that 

encourages intentionally malleable thought and action readying us to adapt to a given 

situation in order to make change. Our commitment to womanist change is in fact 

contingent on our willingness to adapt. Indeed, “we cannot control transformation” but 
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only “hope that it will occur” as we apply “flexibility and open-mindedness” to our 

activism (Keating, Transformation Now! 186). In order to adapt, we must actively choose 

to forgo ridged opposition to people and ideas, setting aside what we think we know for 

certain to entertain ways of knowing that we may not have considered otherwise. For 

example, I may assume based on my previous teaching experiences that all students who 

are resistant to transformation studies are naively invested in the status quo; however, as I 

listen with an open-mind to my students throughout the course of the semester, I may 

come to realize that quite often their resistance to course subject matter is not rooted in 

their opposition to equality; rather, it may be rooted in the fear of going against the grain. 

Furthermore, many of my past students are deeply invested in universal well-being—they 

are not apathetic but feel powerless to make change. Rather than become frustrated with 

my students and accuse them of “being racist” or “being sexist,” I might adapt to the 

situation by asking myself how I might empower my students to enact race and gender 

equality in practical and safe ways that work for them. One student’s activism may look 

different from another’s and from what I believe would make the biggest impact. I can 

adjust my expectations in order to facilitate students’ development as activists. I can meet 

my students where they are at.  

 Anzaldúa suggests that we approach the struggle for positive social 

transformation with a willingness to compromise—to concede that we may not always be 

right, and that we may be able to learn something about the world from those we believe 

to be indisputably different from ourselves. In a 1988 interview, Anzaldúa notes that 



 
 
 

85 

while there are certain things that she will not compromise (how she presents herself in 

public and her pedagogy, for example) she does allow herself the grace to easily alter her 

beliefs and opinions about society, oppression, and oppression’s impact on how people 

interact with each other: 

I will make compromises because I’m here on this earth to learn. In Spanish, 

compromiso is a commitment. I have a commitment to compromise. This is so 

that I won’t be inflexible or set in my ways. For me, to be rigid is to move toward 

death. I believe in being committed to compromise because we are all on the same 

planet, and no one person can have it their own way. It’s arrogant to think that I 

should come first or that my way should be the only way. (“Gloria Anzaldúa” 13) 

This quotation demonstrates that as a nepantlera, Anzaldúa is adaptable and willing to 

compromise in the struggle for social justice. Her willingness to be wrong, to “make 

mistakes” and alter her perspectives, allows her, like a young tree, to bend rather than 

break as she labors to meet her collaborators where they are at (13). Ultimately, Anzaldúa 

is committed to compromise rather than rigidity due to her belief in the decidedly 

womanist principles of profound inclusion, radical interconnectedness, and sincere 

invitation. She believes that we share this earth and are therefore accountable to all the 

people with whom we inhabit it. 

Willingness to be Vulnerable and Transparent  

 Few scholars have drawn upon Anzaldúa’s theory of nepantleras to theorize social 

change strategies for achieving universal wellness. Those who do highlight the unique 
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transformative potential nepantleras possess for doing post-oppositional change. In her 

2016 article “Diving Deep Into Oppositional Beliefs: Healing the Wounded 

Transnational, De/Colonizing Warrior Within” Kakali Bhattacharya engages Anzaldúa’s 

theory of nepantleras. Specifically, Bhattacharya uses vulnerability and transparency to 

explore the pain caused by oppositional discourse and to center self-healing as a key to 

fostering positive social change. As an Indian woman dealing with internalized 

xenophobia and coming to grips with the part that she plays in perpetuating western 

global privilege as a now North American scholar, Bhattacharya’s path of conocimiento 

involves making peace with her fragmented self as she circumvents the dichotomous 

academic discourses that position transnational women’s subjectivity at the intersection 

of a hyper-visible/invisible interplay. Bhattacharya resists oppositional consciousness by 

embracing nepantla and the advantages of her view from the cracks: 

I think of the ways in which I have made in/visibility work for me. I have 

especially made my position at the margins strategic in relation to the center. See, 

when the center does not know what the margin is doing or the margin is too far 

away from the center, the margin is not concerned about disciplining the center. I 

have stopped opposing invisibility . . . This displacement could potentially be 

unsettling, but it is so familiar that it feels like home . . . Attending to this 

entanglement in a non-fragmented way is transformative, because it allows me to 

see the consequences of social structures of oppression as similarly entangled in 

personal and professional spaces affecting lives of people. (499) 
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I quote Bhattacharya at length to highlight the ways in which she uses her nepantlera 

subjectivity to get to know herself and to witness and further understand the plight of 

other people.  

 To achieve her radical position in the margins, Bhattacharya undergoes self-

healing work similar to the path of conocimiento—that is, self-healing work “driven by 

the desire to understand, know, y saber [know] how human and other beings know. [For] 

[b]eneath [our] desire for knowledge writhes the hunger to understand and love 

[ourselves]” (Light 121). Specifically, Bhattacharya writes (and publishes) a letter of 

affirmation to her six-year-old self, a cathartic trans-temporal activity that allows her to 

grieve past traumatic experiences and celebrate the woman she has grown to become. 

Bhattacharya’s willingness to be vulnerable, to “risk the personal,” demonstrates her 

commitment to a post-oppositional womanist methodology that makes room for personal 

growth framing it as crucial to societal transformation (Keating, “Risking” 2). 

Bhattacharya’s willingness to be transparent with her process by, for example, publishing 

her letter in a scholarly journal, is a nepantlera’s invitation to others to engage in the sort 

of self-healing work she has chosen to undergo. I assert that the willingness to be 

vulnerable and transparent is a valuable trait associated with nepantlera strategies that 

comprise a post-oppositional womanist methodology of change. Vulnerability and 

transparency disrupt the academy’s focus on objectivity and professionalism and 

humanizes researchers making them more relatable. Sharing her vulnerability with her 

readers, Bhattacharya invites her readers to be vulnerable, too. 
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 Risking the personal is also key to Kavitha Koshy’s discussion of nepantlera 

activism. In her 2006 article, “Nepantlera-Activism in the Transnational Moment: In 

Dialogue with Gloria Anzaldúa’s Theorizing of Nepantla,” Koshy draws upon her 

experiences as a transnational woman activist whom others have labeled as coming from 

a backward culture. Koshy describes having been expected to speak for and defend her 

culture from those who see the world through a narrow “self/other” epistemic binary 

whereby those of us inhabiting the west are defined in superior opposition to those 

inhabiting non-western countries around the world. Koshy also risks the personal in her 

essay about nepantlera activism’s effectiveness for bridging the self/other divide and 

fostering a more egalitarian global politics. Specifically, she discusses an experience in a 

graduate school classroom where she is singled out and expected to support the 

professor’s assumption that women from India always already experience gender 

discrimination. Koshy shares her complicated feelings of vulnerability and frustration 

with the reader then she unpacks Anzaldúa’s theory of nepantleras to identify its practical 

application for transforming this common transnational encounter.  

 Like Bhattacharya, Koshy is transparent about her experiences and emotions as 

she theorizes from a place of vulnerability. In doing so, she offers an example of what 

risking the personal could look like in a transnational activist context and highlights the 

ways in which post-oppositional activism may empower nepantleras who challenge the 

status quo to build bridges and collaborate across difference despite resistance:   
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Fully aware of the betrayal and deadlocks and setbacks, the fractures, the 

likelihood of finding new “others” in nepantla, it becomes imperative that we 

view alliance making as a process and the taking of risks as an aspect intrinsic to 

it . . . Alliance building becomes a risk, for we become vulnerable to the 

possibility of being hurt again. Connecting with other nepantleras within the 

transcultural space, as Anzaldúa points out, requires that we risk being allies. 

(156-57) 

Nepantlera activism is risky, and with risk comes discomfort or even pain. Koshy’s 

willingness to experience discomfort and pain is key to her ability to act as a nepantlera. 

Anzaldúa writes, “By redeeming your most painful experiences, you transform them into 

something valuable, algo para compartir [something to share] or share with others so 

they, too, may be empowered” (Light 117). Opening ourselves up to people in order to 

connect across our differences can be frightening, but our willingness to be vulnerable 

and transparent facilitates stepping outside the dominant paradigm to locate points of 

connection as we work together toward a common goal. This willingness, I believe, is 

post-oppositional politics in action. By enacting vulnerability and transparency on the 

path of conocimiento Koshy models for others what womanist post-oppositional 

methodology could look like in daily life.  

Willingness to be Honest and Uncomfortable  

 A general willingness to experience discomfort and/or pain is central to 

nepantlera activism. Post-oppositionality asks us to step outside a familiar context for 



 
 
 

90 

organizing the world and dwell in nepantla where there are no solidly defined “sides” to 

an argument, where identity and ideologies are constantly shifting beneath our feet. A 

womanist post-oppositional methodology invites us to embrace nepantla and dispel 

discomfort’s negative associations. While pain is unpleasant and often unwelcome during 

healing, it is also a touchstone of transformation; thus, nepantleras allow themselves to 

safely experience discomfort and mine their experiences for new knowledges that might 

contribute to womanist transformation. For example, in her 2006 article, “Nurturing the 

Nepantlera Within: Working in the Borderlands of Our Prejudices,” Estelle Disch uses 

Anzaldúa’s theory of nepantleras to develop an assignment for an upper-division social 

service internship course. Specifically, she develops what she calls a “differences 

journal” that asks students to honestly track their initial reactions to those whose social 

locations depart from their own. By doing so, students are enabled to confront the 

question of difference and the ways in which they may have internalized dominant 

notions about race/ethnicity, sexuality, ability, and other identity markers. Self-reflection 

of this sort could be uncomfortable as students confront their own judgmentalism. 

 The difference journal compels students to ask how their internalized notions 

about difference effect their interactions in their professional and personal lives—how do 

they maintain systems of privilege and inequality consciously or unconsciously? The 

honest answers to such questions provide fertile ground for exploring our complicity in  
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oppression and for changing our thoughts and behaviors as we work toward universal 

wellness. Disch writes: 

I try to convince students that if we do not work to become aware of what is going 

on within ourselves, it is very difficult to “shrink” (Anzaldúa 1999:19) the space 

between two individuals who are different from each other in ways that society 

has taught one or the other or both to despise. The process of naming our 

responses to difference is an essential start. Following that, we can consider 

whether to try to change or at least monitor those responses. (129) 

Put differently, students, having endured the discomfort associated with self-searching, 

can decide whether to become nepantleras. Once they begin honestly exploring their own 

experiences and opinions using the differences journals, they can move through their pain 

to pinpoint the individual traits they want to change and work on altering those 

components of their personalities. Enacting the willingness to be honest and 

uncomfortable, they can begin to unpack the internalized oppressive messages dominant 

society uses to keep diverse populations from coming together to work for universal 

wellness. Anzaldúa writes that walking the path of conocimiento “requires that you 

encounter your shadow side and confront what you’ve programmed yourself (and have 

been programmed by your cultures) to avoid (desconocer [ignore]), to confront the traits 

and habits distorting how you see reality and inhibiting the full use of your facultades 

[faculties]” (Light 118). First, we must unpack our internalized oppositional 

consciousness no matter how uncomfortable the process. We must honestly investigate 



 
 
 

92 

how our judgmentalism informs our lives and limits our agency. Second, we shed the old 

messages dominant society instills in us from birth and embrace womanist messages of 

transformation, which center profound inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere 

invitation. By doing so, we bridge the chasms that divide diverse populations and ready 

the ground for collaborative action.  

Caveat 

 Post-oppositional womanist methodology involves the willingness to witness and 

listen, the willingness to adapt and compromise, the willingness to be vulnerable and 

transparent, and the willingness to be honest and uncomfortable. These nepantlera 

characteristics grant us the ability to unpack our internalized oppression, to connect with 

other people across difference, and to generate womanist change. Importantly, post-

oppositionality does not imply that we must blithely welcome all individuals into close 

association. Anzaldúa reminds us that before holistic alliances can happen, many people 

must yearn for a solution to our shared problems, and, until then, we must remember that 

it is impossible to be open and respectful to all views and voices: “Can you assume that 

all of us, Ku Klux Klan and holistic alliance members, are in it together just because 

we’re all human? . . . [S]ometimes you need to block the other from your body, mind, and 

soul” (Light 154-55). Activists’ commitment to profound inclusion and radical 

interrelatedness need not involve the naive sentiment that everyone wants positive social 

change. Nepantleras can hope for and model change for others, but we cannot force 

transformation. We must become satisfied with our limited ability to control situations 
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and yet we must work hard to do all we can with what resources and abilities we do have. 

Indeed, Anzaldúa’s theory of nepantleras involves the awareness that as we change 

ourselves, scrutinize our wounds and our complicity in oppression; we are readying the 

ground for others to follow. That is, for everyone—from corrupt policy-makers and 

violent police officers to other entitled individuals who simply do not concern themselves 

with social problems—to engage conocimiento and work for universal wellness. 

Conclusion 

 In the following chapter, I further examine Anzaldúa’s womanist activist 

modalities for universal wellness. Specifically, I investigate the spiritual technologies 

associated with Stage Seven on the path of conocimiento from which I cull spiritually-

imbued activist tactics for womanist change, tactics related to what Anzaldúa calls 

spiritual activism. Thought and action at the intersection of both spiritual and political 

movement, spiritual activism is geared toward effecting positive social change that can 

assist us as we work toward universal wellness. Within womanism, spiritual technologies 

(or practices) that enhance a person’s well-being contribute to well-being on collective 

levels. This spiritual activist assertion is also core to Anzaldúan thought. In a 1983 

interview, Anzaldúa notes that spirituality is marginalized people’s most valuable tool in 

protecting themselves from oppressive society, and that “changes in society only come 

after the spiritual” (Interviews 98). Accordingly, Anzaldúa’s own “politicized 

spirituality”—also a foundational principle of womanist methodology—is rich with 

examples of how to make change that simultaneously addresses both internal oppression 
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and social injustice. My exploration into Stage Seven, then, will reveal some of 

Anzaldúa’s lesser-known activist methods, place them within a womanist context, and 

allow me to make a case for their incorporation into everyday life as transformative 

means of both self and social change.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 

WOMANIST SPIRITUAL ACTIVISM: GLORIA ANZALDÚA’S POLITICIZED 
SPIRITUALITY  

 
A human yearning and an essential human need to witness the flow of life 
and the patterns (including individual patterns) manifested in life, the 
spiritual is a deep sense of belonging and participation in life. Spirit 
represents the zest for living—the energizing power for life. It is the inner 
voice, the electrical charge, that says, “I’m going to do it. I will do it.” 

Gloria E. Anzaldúa, Light in the Dark 

In the epigraph above, Gloria Anzaldúa refers to the spiritual search for meaning 

as a “yearning and an essential human need to witness the flow of life” (Light 39). While 

this yearning is often framed individualistically in mainstream western society (e.g., 

spiritual journeys are often focused on personal growth), Anzaldúa takes a broader, more 

collectivist perspective. She believes that spirituality facilitates personal growth but also 

that spirituality can uniquely catalyze positive social transformation. Inner and collective 

changes are inseparable; they are two sides of the same liberatory process. I refer to this 

inseparability as spiritual activism’s self-growth/social change interplay. Discussed in 

more detail below, spiritual activism involves the combination of traditional political acts 

and spiritual practices for generating both positive personal and social transformation. 

Spiritual activities including but not limited to contemplation practices and personal ritual 

become valid forms of making change alongside more public forms of activism such as 

demonstrations and rallies. Within a spiritual activist purview, spirituality is politicized. 

Applying spiritual praxis to alter personal and social conditions is core to Anzaldúan 
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spiritual activism. Indeed, Anzaldúan spiritual activism involves an explicit relationship 

between personal growth and social change. Turning inward for self-actualization and 

enhanced personal wellness transforms individuals who might then invoke a positive shift 

in their relationships. Due to our deep and profound connections with all humanity, our 

thoughts and actions have consequences for others. Anzaldúa’s “metaphysics of 

interconnectedness,” then, implores us to consider the well-being of everyone regardless 

of any difference or distance (Keating, “Risking” 11-12). 

In Chapter Three, I examined social change tactics embedded in Stage Six on the 

path of conocimiento. In this chapter, I examine Stage Seven on the path to highlight the 

transformative potential of politicized spirituality—a womanist methodology for change. 

I assert that spiritual activism is a form of politicized spirituality due to the positive 

impact its self-growth/social change interplay can have on individuals and communities. I 

demonstrate this point by highlighting the womanist current underlying Anzaldúa’s 

theory of spiritual activism. Specifically, I show how spiritual activism’s self-

growth/social change interplay functioned in Anzaldúa’s life to empower her personally 

and to support her activist work. A more thorough examination of Anzaldúa’s own 

spiritual beliefs and practices—her personal experience with Stage Seven—is core to the 

following discussion. Indeed, I cull from her spiritual activism explicitly womanist 

suggestions for evoking political change in the struggle for universal wellness. I begin by 

discussing the term spirituality in more detail and by interrogating specific mechanisms 

in society that account for spirituality’s marginalization in mainstream thought and in 
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many social justice movements. By doing so, I explore Anzaldúa’s own concept of 

spirituality and the struggles she encountered in maintaining its validity as a deeply 

personal phenomenon with undeniable political power. Specifically, I investigate 

personal ritual—a spiritual modality that I assert cultivates inner calm, fosters 

imagination and creativity, and connects us with nonhuman realms including nature/the 

environment and ancestral wisdom. I demonstrate below how calmness, creativity, and 

interconnectedness could be useful tools for engaging social justice activism toward 

sustainable universal wellness. Indeed, womanism, which aims for universal wellness, is 

an inherently spiritual idea that embraces politicized spirituality and the power spiritual 

technologies possess for transforming oppressive situations. Anzaldúa’s personal rituals 

could therefore guide us in further developing a womanist methodology of change. I end 

this chapter by posing questions about spiritual activism’s implications for transformation 

within women’s and gender studies, a topic explored more deeply in Chapter Five.  

Key Terms and Ideas 

Spirituality 

 Spirituality is a tenuous concept possessing multiple meanings. It represents 

unfixed, shifting phenomena that take on many varying characteristics often related to 

one’s cultural socialization and religion. It follows, then, that crafting a concrete 

definition of spirituality is particularly challenging. For Anzaldúa, spirituality is a crucial 

element of the human experience and involves being in community with others. In an 

unpublished 2002 writing, she refers to spirituality as “a deep sense of belonging” 
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(“Nepantla” 6). For me, this sense of belonging involves viewing oneself as inherently 

connected to the totality of existence through some elemental source that permeates all 

life and is thus part of a shared ontological experience. I use the phrase “elemental 

source” in my definition of spirituality for two reasons. First, the word “source” implies 

an origin or an original energy to which all realit(ies) are tied. Second, this energy-source 

connects all existence at all levels and is completely basic to everyone and everything 

without exception. As such, I use the terms “spirit” and “source” throughout this chapter 

to mean an inner animating or vital principle connecting everyone to everything at all 

levels—land to animals to object to humans to the cosmos and to the rest of existence. 

Anzaldúa supports this idea, asking us to “think of the divine as this huge fire and all the 

people in the world as these little sparks from this huge fire” (Interviews 39). The key to 

these definitions of spirituality is a belief in radical interrelatedness—the fundamentally 

and inextricably interrelationship between all things—and efforts to act from that belief 

with an awareness that what affects you affects me, both positive and negative. This 

spiritual way of thinking and being is a decidedly womanist endeavor. 

 My definition of spirituality largely corresponds to Anzaldúa’s and other women of 

colors’ definitions. While women-of-colors scholars employ diverse terminology to 

define spirituality, many of them overwhelmingly assert a version of spirituality that 

posits a connection between the material and immaterial realms. Anzaldúa often relies on 

the term “spirit” to denote that which “exists in everything,” and asserts that spirituality 

and “being spiritual means to be aware of the interconnections between things” 
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(Interviews 100; qtd. in Keating, “Risking” 9). Like my definition of spirituality above, 

Anzaldúa also describes some element or “creative life force” that permeates all existence 

to establish comprehensive relationality (“Spiritual Identity Crisis” 2). In a similar 

fashion, Lara Medina anchors her spirituality in radical interrelatedness as it is 

“fundamentally about being in relationship; being aware of one’s interdependence or 

connectedness to all that can be seen and all that is unseen,” including a “deeper power 

[that is] beyond, among, and within us” (167-68, note 2). Notably, each of these 

definitions of spirituality assert something nonhuman, be it a “source,” “spirit,” or 

“deeper power,” inherent to and connecting everything together. Other women-of-colors 

scholars follow suit by employing “the divine,” “the sacred,” and other such terms to 

similarly describe something beyond the human that exists in and connects all things to 

each other and to whatever unseen universal power exists (Fernandes 10). Thus, while 

definitions of spirituality are rightly informed by personal beliefs, an underlying sense of 

interdependence established by something other than human often serves as a common 

thread to link them together. In other words, I assert that spirituality, as a concept, would 

employ whatever terminology posits radical interrelatedness as a metaphysical truth. 

 Spirituality can function to empower individuals as they negotiate oppressive social 

situations and other personal hardships. Indeed, Anzaldúa found sustenance and solace in 

spirituality throughout her life. Aware of her connection to “something greater” than 

herself, some “particular presence,” she used spirituality to navigate the myriad, 

sometimes hostile social environments and accompanying racist, sexist, classist, and 
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homophobic realities she encountered growing up (“Spirituality” 78; Interviews 98). Her 

spiritual awareness instilled a sense of empowerment from within and became a 

significant strategy to combat oppression: 

This awareness was the strength of my rebellion and my ability to cut away from 

my culture and the dominant society . . . I didn’t have the money, privilege, body, 

or knowledge to fight oppression, but I had this presence, this spirit, this soul. 

Spirituality—through ritual, meditation, affirmation, and strengthening myself—

was the only way I could fight the oppression. (Interviews 98) 

This excerpt emphasizes how spirituality facilitated both Anzaldúa’s personal survival 

and her political resistance; spirituality helped her witness, endure, and intervene in 

everyday social injustices without going “stark raving mad” (Interviews 111). For 

Anzaldúa, spirituality was undoubtedly a context for living, one that she believed could 

transform her life and the lives of others. In fact, Anzaldúa wholeheartedly insisted on 

spirituality as a vital source of agency in individual and collective struggles for social 

justice. Her central philosophical belief is that the self exists in relation to the group, and 

concomitantly, that personal growth is crucial to our efforts to affect social change. In 

other words, Anzaldúa believes in the womanist principle of radical interrelatedness and 

its positive potential for social change. Until recently, however, scholars have largely 

ignored Anzaldúa’s theories of spirituality and the ways in which personal spiritual 

growth relates to large scale social transformation (Bost, “Hurting” 192).  
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 The erasure of Anzaldúa’s spiritual theorizing from much Anzaldúan scholarship 

occurs despite the fact that even her most heralded texts demonstrate deep investment in 

spirituality’s transformative potential. For example, in her 1981 essay “La Prieta” 

published in the seminal anthology This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical 

Women of Color, Anzaldúa highlights the intersection of personal growth and positive 

social change. Her assertion that “by changing ourselves we change the world” means 

that personal and political problems may be addressed and remedied together by working 

simultaneously on both psychic and material fronts (49). Anzaldúa continues this 

discussion on the inextricability of self-growth and social change in Borderlands, noting 

the importance of internal transformation for those activists committed to transformation 

in the public realm: “The struggle has always been inner, and is played out in the outer 

terrains. Awareness of our situation must come before inner changes, which in turn come 

before changes in society” (109). To summarize, self and social change occur together. 

This interconnection between internal and external change was of major importance to 

Anzaldúa, which is made evident by various texts penned over the course of her writing 

career.  

 In addition to the spiritual themes expressed in her 1980s writing, many of 

Anzaldúa’s final works are about spirituality and its transformative potential. In the 

interview “Speaking Across the Divide,” published in 2003 (only a year before her 

death), Anzaldúa discusses the relationship between spirituality and her writing: “Each 

piece of writing I do creates or uncovers its own spirit, a spirit that manifests itself 
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through words and images . . . I have to serve the forces/spirits interacting through me 

that govern the work” (291). Here, Anzaldúa portrays her creative process as “serving the 

spirits” and her writing itself as “a spirit that manifests,” a claim that centralizes 

spirituality in Anzaldúa’s life alongside that to which she is most committed and known 

for—her writing. For Anzaldúa, writing was an undeniably spiritual activity. So, what 

explanation do we have for the lack of academic scholarship on the central role that 

spirituality played in Anzaldúa’s social change theorizing? One explanation for the 

frequent omission of theories of spirituality from Anzaldúan studies may be due to what 

AnaLouise Keating terms “spirit-phobia,” or a disregard for spirituality as a valid area for 

study or mobilization inside and outside the academy (“‘I am a citizen’” 55). 

Spirit-phobia 

 By “spirit-phobia” I mean dismissal of and/or resistance to anything having to do 

with (or seemingly having to do with) spirit or spirituality however defined. Spirit-phobia 

hinges on the perceived superiority of rationalist dictates that deem intuition, faith, and 

esoteric phenomena inferior and inherently opposed to science, reason, and empirical 

reality (Lara and Facio 6). The Enlightenment thinking that presides over western 

epistemic paradigms emphasizes this oppositional dualism. In other words, the material 

and spiritual spheres are essentially disparate; belief in the spiritual realm is irrational at 

best and essentialist, backward thinking at worst. To grapple with the existence of 

spiritual beliefs and practices, scholars tend to conflate spirituality with religion or a 
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commodified version of New Age thinking. Anzaldúa’s theories of spirituality cannot be 

contained by either ideology.  

 While she was exposed to Catholicism growing up, religion and other spiritual 

institutions dismayed Anzaldúa because they mostly do not concern themselves with 

social injustices. Specifically, she faulted organized religion for upholding the status quo 

and “oppress[ing] people who are different” thereby vitiating spirituality’s transformative 

potential by using its tenets to perpetuate the very oppressions spirituality might resolve 

(Interviews 95). Anzaldúa also felt that religion stifled self-knowledge, personal growth, 

and development. While spirituality facilitates “inner knowing,” in that it “aims to 

expand perception; to become conscious, even in sleep; to become aware of the 

interconnections between all things by attaining a grand perspective,” religion has “strict 

taboos” about inner knowing imposed by authoritative, appointed intermediaries 

including priests and ministers (Light 38; Borderlands 37). As such, spirituality offers 

individuals the agency and empowerment that comes with inner knowing while religion 

attempts to control and regulate our knowledge of the self and the divine. Indeed, 

Anzaldúa’s direct and personal connection to “something greater” was nourishment that, 

she believed, was watered-down by institutionalized religions (Light 38). Accordingly, 

spirituality cannot be conflated with religion, an institution that, more often than not, 

forgoes political transformation that benefits all individuals and communities. To be fair, 

some religion supports social change; however, this support is not essential to many 
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religious teachings, and some religions may interfere with broad-based individual and 

collective well-being.  

 The main tenets of much popular New Age thought and practice also obscure the 

politicized nature of Anzaldúa’s brand of spirituality. A form of western spirituality 

uncoupled from institutionalized religion whereby practitioners seek individual 

transformation via the realization of personal desires and goals, most New Age thought is 

not concerned with universal wellness. Accordingly, it is sometimes deemed as an 

ineffective or prohibitory mechanism for advancing social justice. Anzaldúa notes how 

she often experienced “flak” from other activists “who saw meditation and ritual . . . as 

‘escaping’ from the real world” (“The Movement”). While Anzaldúa recognizes that 

many New Agers are apolitical, her own theories of spirituality are rooted in her 

commitment to personal, social, and global transformation. As such, they depart from 

commodified versions of New Age. Anzaldúa writes, “[E]ngaging the spirit in 

confronting our social sickness [is about] effect[ing] a shift . . . The healing of our 

wounds results in transformation, and transformation results in the healing of our 

wounds” (Light 19). In other words, Anzaldúa’s theories of spirituality are developed and 

deployed particularly to transform the material realities of oppressive societies for 

marginalized groups. They are focused on collective liberation rather than personal gain. 

 In addition to experiencing spirituality’s marginalization in activist spaces, 

Anzaldúa experienced spirit-phobia within the academy. Having spent time in and around 

higher education for nearly thirty years, she knew that for most academics, rationality 
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superseded all other modes of thought. Not surprisingly, Anzaldúa was sometimes 

concerned that her work would be dismissed by academics due to its spiritual nature. 

Indeed, she witnessed resistance to her spiritual ideas early in her writing career in 

response to even her most lauded book: Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. In a 

1993 interview, Anzaldúa comments: 

One of the things [in Borderlands] that doesn’t get talked about is the connection 

between body, mind, and spirit. Nor is anything that has to do with the sacred, 

anything that has to do with the spirit. As long as it’s theoretical and about 

history, about borders, that’s fine; borders are a concern that everybody has. But 

when I start talking about nepantla—as a border between the spirit, the psyche, 

and the mind—they resist. (qtd. in Keating, “Risking” 7) 

With this assertion, Anzaldúa acknowledges that her spiritual speculations are more 

suspect than the other provocative points she raises in Borderlands. Scholars’ directed 

focus on Anzaldúan border theory is evident from the literature published in various 

fields across the academy.37 Scholarship on Anzaldúa’s spiritual theories is less popular. 

Now, over thirty years post-Borderlands, I wonder if we are ready to take Anzaldúa’s 

spiritualized theories seriously. Can we accept her references to souls, spirit, and the 

sacred despite judgments that such topics are escapist, essentialist, or naive? From her 

                                                
37 A November 2017 ProQuest databases search of scholarship containing the key words 
“Anzaldúa” and “borderlands” published between 1985 and 2017 yielded 459 results. A 
search of scholarship containing the key words “Anzaldúa” and “spirituality” from the 
same time period yielded 122 results. 
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earliest scholarship, it is apparent that Anzaldúa valued spiritual empowerment. Without 

considering the ways in which spirituality functions as a guiding force for social change, 

we sideline a wealth of transformative insights that are worth the scholarly risks involved 

in studying them.  

Anzaldúa’s Impact  

While there is relatively little research conducted on the spiritual components of 

Anzaldúan thought, Anzaldúa’s spiritualized theories have made an important impact on 

recent women-of-colors scholarship. Take, for example, Fleshing the Spirit: Spirituality 

and Activism in Chicana, Latina, and Indigenous Women’s Lives, a 2014 edited 

collection that examines interconnections among spirituality, physical bodies, and social 

justice activism that engages “critical feminist thought with an emphasis on Anzaldúan 

theory and methodology” (Lara and Facio 11). New and established writers use poetry, 

testimonials, critical essays, and historical analysis to explore the complex and dynamic 

relationships among these topics. Their writings locate the body as a site of sacred 

knowledge in women of colors’ lives, affirm embodied spiritual epistemologies’ ability to 

embolden liberatory action at individual and collective levels, and concretize spiritual 

activism by rooting it in daily pursuits of healing and justice. Fleshing the Spirit flies in 

the face of spirit-phobic scholarship and activism. Indeed, the editors explain the 

inextricable relationship between spirituality and social change: 

Investigating the spiritual realities of our lives is significant. Our spirit matters. 

And, contrary to some dominant views that assume that being spiritual is a 
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passive, apolitical state, we are affirming that as deployed within a “spiritual 

activist” worldview, it is active, it moves us into further action, and sustains the 

multiple ways we participate in social justice. (Lara and Facio 3) 

This excerpt posits that there is no separation between spirituality and social justice—

spirituality is politicized. In fact, universal wellness depends on spiritual wellness as 

much as it does on physical, emotional, and mental wellness. Anzaldúa’s spiritual 

theorizing inspires this assertion. In their introduction, editors Irene Lara and Elisa Facio 

contextualize Fleshing the Spirit in terms of prior spiritual activist scholarship, referring 

to Anzaldúa as a “radical ‘foremother’” whose writings have been vital in “seeding the 

ground” for their call to enact its spirituality’s transformative potential personally and 

politically (11). Like Anzaldúa, the contributors to Fleshing the Spirit assert that 

spirituality is a fundamental to political agendas geared toward equitable social and 

ecological change. Politicized spirituality is a transformative tool. 

Anzaldúa’s version of politicized spirituality is core to women-of-colors 

scholarship that tackles a variety of issues. M. Jacqui Alexander’s 2005 book Pedagogies 

of Crossing: Meditations on Feminism, Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred asserts 

that U.S. feminism must thoroughly engage transnational frameworks to examine 

neocolonialist ideologies that facilitate state-sanctioned sexism, racism, and heterosexism 

in both U.S. higher education and global society more generally. Spirit-phobia is one of 

those neo-colonialist ideologies that must be dismantled. Alexander thereby prompts U.S. 

feminism to recognize that spirituality is not false consciousness for transnational 
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women. Rather, spirituality is “an ever-changing yet permanent condition of the universe, 

and not . . . an embarrassingly unfortunate by-product of tradition in which women are 

disproportionality caught” (15). Failure to recognize and engage with spirituality’s 

validity erases spirituality’s transformative properties and trivializes the lived experiences 

of a vast number of women in the world. Notably, in Pedagogies of Crossing, Alexander 

explicitly notes the impact of Anzaldúa’s theories, or “teachings,” on her own thinking 

about spirituality and social change:   

[W]e relied on you [Anzaldúa] as artist to provide our sanity . . . [Y]ou taught us 

about the need to shift consciousness, to build common ground, to move from the 

militarized zone to the roundtable, to view the artist as healer, without separation. 

You taught us that our politics would not be effective without a spiritualized 

consciousness . . . You taught us about Divine intelligence. (285-86)   

By posthumously honoring Anzaldúa in this way, Alexander simultaneously celebrates 

Anzaldúan thought’s under-appreciated components and highlights its relevance for 

advancing social justice transnationally.  

Anzaldúa’s impact on recent scholarship about spirituality is not limited to the 

realm of feminist theory as she has impacted womanist scholars including Layli 

Maparyan. In her 2012 book, The Womanist Idea, Maparyan discusses what she calls “a 

womanist approach” to spiritual activism—one that “puts spirituality to work for positive 

social and ecological change” (114). While Maparyan draws mostly on womanist 

thought, Black feminism, and African spirituality, she cites Anzaldúa as a major 
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influence on her work and refers to Anzaldúa’s 2000 book Interviews/Entrevistas as one 

of the “most interesting books [she has] ever encountered” (115). Interviews is a 

publication in which Anzaldúa has been most candid about her spiritual beliefs and 

practices and their relationship to social change. Accordingly, one might consider the 

ways in which Anzaldúa’s bold statements about politicized spirituality in this and other 

texts cleared the ground for both feminist and womanist scholars to further unpack 

spirituality’s transformative potential. 

By centering Anzaldúan spiritual activism in this project, I follow spiritual-

minded feminist and womanist scholars to further position Anzaldúa as highly relevant to 

on-going efforts at curbing social injustices. I illuminate how her unique spiritualized 

theories especially contribute to fostering transformative dialogues and innovative 

activist modalities. Like Theresa Delgadillo, I believe that Anzaldúa’s spirituality in 

particular “emphasize[s] an ethical, compassionate commitment to justice and the work 

of building alliances as necessary to the development of new spiritual and political 

visions” (9). As such, I this chapter unpacks some of the main tenets of Anzaldúa’s 

theory of spiritual activism. Specifically, I investigate how spiritual activism manifested 

in Anzaldúa’s own life and exactly what spiritual technologies she engaged. Anzaldúa’s 

spiritual practices undoubtedly led to some of the insights underlying her theory and 

could contribute to the further development of a womanist methodology for universal 

wellness. 
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Anzaldúan Spiritual Activism 

 Spiritual activism is spiritually imbued actions and interactions that encourage 

self-change and concretely alter systems of privilege and inequality toward universal 

wellness. Internal and external transformations are of equal value and, in fact, cannot 

happen independent of one another. Indeed, spirituality is the locus of and inspiration for 

personal and social change ways. In Anzaldúa’s work, the term “spiritual activism” first 

appears in a 1991 interview where she discusses her theory of conocimiento, which 

involves heightened awareness of radical interrelatedness and direct action intended to 

foster universal wellness. Over the course of the next decade, Anzaldúa developed 

conocimiento to represent an expansive theory and praxis, “an epistemology that tries to 

encompass all the dimensions of life” (Interviews 177). As an epistemology, 

conocimiento posits non-dualistic holism to facilitate self-integration and to strengthen 

relationships between the self, the spiritual, and everyone and everything in the external 

world. When it is utilized in socio-political contexts, conocimiento ignites spiritual 

activism: “Conocimiento urges us to respond not just with the traditional practice of 

spirituality (contemplation, meditation, and private rituals) or with the technologies of 

political activism (protests, demonstrations, and speakouts), but with the amalgam of the 

two” (Light 19). As such, the development of conocimiento leads us to enact spiritual 

activism. Indeed, spiritual activism is directly related to Stage Seven on the path of 

conocimiento, discussed in “now left us shift” under the heading, “shifting realities … 

acting out the vision or spiritual activism.” 
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  Having recursively traveled the path of conocimiento, nepantleras arrive at Stage 

Seven ready to enact spiritual activism to shift oppositional energy toward the 

development of post-oppositional realities. While the path of conocimiento is not linear, 

it is necessary for travelers to experience the growth and gain insights from the various 

other stages—in whatever order—before we are properly positioned to engage in spiritual 

activist work that will effectively shift realities on a daily basis. Transformation happens 

“when a change occurs in [our] consciousness” and we become cognizant of our ability to 

shift perspectives and “to act from choice” (Light 150). Shifting consciousness and acting 

from choice are not likely to happen automatically; that is, the earthquake (Stage One), 

the discomfort (Stage Two), the depression (Stage Three), the awakening (Stage Four), 

the call (Stage Five), and the decision (Stage Six) uniquely position travelers to carry 

their experiences into Stage Seven, which I refer to as “the action,” whereby they guide 

the next person or group of persons into their own transformative process. Nepantleras’ 

ability to guide other travelers toward and through the path of conocimiento is anchored 

in the fact that they have undergone the journey themselves. Inspired by “those who have 

crossed before,” nepantleras go on to become “agents of awakening” passing their 

knowledge on to others as it was passed on to them (136, 93). 

 Stage Seven on the path of conocimiento involves dual-layered work on both the 

self and in society. This work underlies spiritual activism’s self-growth/social change 

interplay, which involves both personal empowerment and our efforts to evoke change in 

larger society. “Empowerment,” according to Anzaldúa, “is the bodily feeling of being 
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able to connect with inner voices/resources (images, symbols, beliefs, memories) during 

periods of stillness, silence, and deep listening or with kindred others in collective 

actions” (Light 152). These radical connections spur the necessary experience, strength, 

and hope to direct personal energy outward in order “to persist and be resilient in 

pursuing goals” (153). Nepantleras’ goals involve daily actions to positively shift 

realities; that is, their own internal reality (how we feel based on how we see and speak to 

ourselves) and our shared external reality (how society operates based on our interactions 

with others). Dwelling in Stage Seven—the action—involves nepantleras constantly 

seeking ways to actively contribute to the betterment of both self and society.  

 Societal betterment might advance from a variety of actions on the part of 

nepantleras. There is no set script for how to create transformation, and each individual 

possesses their own talents and skills for fostering universal wellness. Anzaldúa notes 

that positive change might advance from small, public acts of service, including 

“commit[ing] one random act of kindness a day such as smiling at a stranger, making eye 

contact, holding a door” (Writing Notes J-3). Positive change also advances from self-

growth, which might involve spiritual technologies that help nepantleras endure the 

psychological violence associated with racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression. 

Indeed, spiritual technologies can establish emotional grounding in the midst of hostility. 

Praying, breathing deeply, meditating, and writing are some of Anzaldúa’s own 

suggestions for “diffusing negative energy . . . killers of the spirit” (Light 154). She also 

engaged ritual, yoga, prayer, tarot, I Ching, astrology, altar-building, mindful eating, 
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visualization exercises and other practices to center herself spiritually—a necessary 

endeavor for continuing the difficult work of social change. 

 In what follows, I focus on ritual, a spiritual activist technology Anzaldúa 

engaged in for her own self-growth/social change interplay. I focus on this practice both 

because it was important to Anzaldúa, which is demonstrated in various writings 

spanning decades, and because ritual is cross-cultural, easy to implement in our daily 

lives, and therefore more accessible than some of Anzaldúa’s more esoteric activities.  

Ritual as Politicized Spirituality 

I need more rituals in my daily life to give me a sense of connection to 
something within and something beyond me.  

Gloria E. Anzaldúa, “Journal” 
 
 In the epigraph above, originally penned in 1991, Anzaldúa identifies ritual as a 

spiritual technology for connecting to a deeper power. Her politicized spirituality 

involves using that power as a resource for promoting personal wellness and social 

transformation through spiritual activism’s self-growth/social change interplay. As I 

understand it, ritual involves a series of actions carried out to establish and enrich a 

connection between the practitioner and the sacred. Rituals can be individual or 

communal, private or public, simple or extravagant. They can be rooted in ancient 

knowledges or created on-the-spot by practitioners. Throughout her life, Anzaldúa kept 

various small individual rituals to enhance her connection to self and spirit. She created 

many of these rituals herself and outlined them in her writing for readers to engage. For 

example, Anzaldúa describes at least one ritual in her 2002 essay “now let us shift…the 
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path of conocimiento … inner work, public acts,” which I discuss below. She outlines 

other rituals in her currently unpublished writings that further demonstrate her investment 

in this spiritual activist modality. Poetry & Magick: A Practicum for Developing Literary 

+ Psychic Skills is a ninety-nine-page hand-written book manuscript rough draft that 

Anzaldúa was working on in the early part of her writing career (the late 1970s early 

1980s). In this text, she outlines various spiritual technologies useful for effectively 

guiding the creative process and preparing oneself to write.  

 For Anzaldúa, creativity through writing and other artistic acts is key to social 

justice work. By tapping into creative imagination writers and artists explore novel ways 

of thinking about reality and our relationship to reality. One can imagine and recreate 

mainstream social stories that posit individualism and separation to highlight relationality 

and integration. Through writing, art, and other creative means, we can express our inner 

selves, give voice to the diversity and depths of the human experience, and strengthen our 

connection to an elemental source. In Light in the Dark, Anzaldúa elaborates on the 

important role of imagination and creativity for bringing forth social change:  

Imagination opens the road to both personal and societal change—transformation 

of self, consciousness, community, culture, society . . . Without imagination, 

transformation would not be possible. Without creativity, “other” 

epistemologies—those of the body, dreams, intuitions, and senses other than the 

five physical senses—would not reach consciousness. (44) 
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Imagination and creative acts are transgressive modes of activism that challenge 

rationalistic approaches to understanding reality. They open our minds to ways of 

thinking about the world beyond empiricism and grant us the ability to record and 

disseminate knowledge about how to form egalitarian societies that honor our complex 

personhoods and diverse ways of knowing.38 

 In what follows, I demonstrate that rituals are especially conducive to Anzaldúa’s 

creative process; however, they serve other purposes as well. From a womanist 

perspective, rituals are healing processes that can be used to promote positive personal 

and social transformation.39 They alleviate internal strife by invoking inner calm and 

repair social fragmentation by nurturing the inextricable connections shared by all 

existence. Anzaldúa writes that rituals are “a sequence of events that allow 

communication with a greater reality” or what she sometimes refers to as the collective 

unconscious (Poetry 87). They link the human spirit with the sacred, thereby healing the 

                                                
38 In Light in the Dark Anzaldúa further elaborates on the transformative nature of 
imagination and creativity noting that, “[i]n addition to community building we can 
transform our world by imagining it differently, dreaming it passionately via all our 
senses, and willing it into creation. As we think inspiring, positive, life-generating 
thoughts and embody these thoughts in every act we perform we gradually change the 
mood of our days, the habits of years, and the beliefs of a lifetime. Changing the thoughts 
and ideas (the ‘stories’) we live by and their limiting beliefs (including the nationalist 
narrative of supreme entitlement) will enable us to extend our hand to others . . . 
Individually and collectively we can begin to share strategies on peaceful coexistence and 
desparamar (spread) conocimientos” (20). 
39 For more on rituals as personal and community healing modalities see The Spirit of 
Intimacy: Ancient African Teachings in the Ways of Relationships by Sobonfu Somé and 
Sacred Woman: Guide to Healing the Feminine Mind, Body, and Spirit by Queen Afua.  
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split separating the material and spiritual worlds. Thus, rituals can foster radical 

interrelatedness. As means of “reintegrating individuals [and] groups into the cosmos,” of 

“end[ing] alienation” that blocks us off from conscious contact with a deeper power, 

rituals are tools that “allow us to recreate that unity with lost aspects of ourselves . . . in a 

non-abstract, gut-level way” (91). Rituals allow us to self-actualize, to integrate elements 

of our complex identities toward personal wholeness. They achieve these various ends by 

“making connection, bridg[ing]” between the self, the sacred, and living and non-living 

others (87).  

 The significance of ritual in Anzaldúa’s Poetry & Magick reveals her early 

commitment to spiritual activism’s self-growth/social change interplay. In “now let us 

shift,” published about two decades after Poetry & Magick, Anzaldúa demonstrates her 

continued investment in spiritual activism by describing how the self-growth/social 

change interplay is core to nepantleras’ lifestyles. Indeed, it is through rituals and other 

spiritual activist modalities that nepantleras in particular tap into an energy source that 

guides them on the path of conocimiento empowering them to make personal and 

collective change. Womanist thought asserts that as we heal the self, we heal society. One 

person’s healing has an energetic ripple effect causing collectivities to transform, 

however subtly. Similarly, Anzaldúa notes that “[w]hen one person steps into 

conocimiento, the whole of humanity witnesses that step and eventually steps into 

consciousness” (Light 155). Examining Anzaldúa’s version of spirituality through a 

womanist lens makes clear her potential contributions to womanist theory and method. 
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 There are various means of enacting spiritual activism that support the self-

growth/social change interplay. These means might include outward-directed actions to 

support one’s community such as organizing a meditation workshop. Enacting spiritual 

activism might also include the cultivation of personality traits that promote positive 

change. Zainab Amadahy explores the role of compassion in facilitating both self-growth 

and social change in Wielding the Force: The Science of Social Justice. Specifically, she 

outlines a reciprocal relationship between self-compassion, compassion for others, and 

the impact this interplay can have on the social change activism’s practical application. 

Amadahy draws on the work of Kristen Neff to assert that self-compassionate people can 

be especially effective activists because they are willing to be gentle with themselves and 

others. They utilize self-compassion to grow from personal experiences and direct 

acceptance outward to meet other people where they are at (90). In doing so, self-

compassionate people encourage a type of activism that guides other people to be 

compassionate with themselves. As members of an activist community are increasingly 

able to embrace their imperfections, the entire collective becomes willing to look at their 

lives and work with less judgement (91). Compassion also encourages activists to slow 

down and take time and reflect on how to approach a given situation in a way that would 

benefit all people involved thereby supporting the womanist agenda toward universal 

wellness. It also allows activists to forgive themselves when planned actions do not 

unfold as intended. With compassion, we are granted permission to pick up and begin 

again without shame (91).  
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 Self-compassionate people are less likely to burn out as they work to create 

change. By prioritizing self-care, they are more able to contribute to collective action 

without negative consequences for their health and relationships. Avoiding burn-out is 

key to effective activism at individual and collective levels, as is healing personal wounds 

in order to position oneself to be of maximum service to society. Indeed, by healing 

personal wounds through spiritual practice nepantleras are better suited to carry the 

message of universal wellness out into the world and model social justice work for 

others. Wounds may be healed through various spiritual activist means enacted as we 

walk the path of conocimiento. For example, Anzaldúa states that “[c]ontemplation 

allows us to process and sort out anger and frustration; it gives us time for the self, time 

to allow compassion to surface” (Light 91). As such, contemplation may be considered a 

useful womanist social change modality. In addition to contemplation, ritual can be a 

manifestation of womanist politicized spirituality for personal and collective 

transformation. For Anzaldúa, it is core to spiritual activism’s self-growth/social change 

interplay. 

Analyzing Anzaldúan Ritual  

 Anzaldúa engaged a variety of spiritual practices to sustain hardship and gather 

the insights needed to generate liberatory theory. An analysis of her published and 

unpublished writings reveals that ritual in particular played an especially central role in 

her life. Ritual was a practice that Anzaldúa engaged for grounding, for preparing to 

write, and for honoring others; thus, ritual was crucial to her own personal self-
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growth/social change interplay. In what follows, then, I show how the various rituals 

Anzaldúa engaged support at least three components of spiritual activism’s self-

growth/social change interplay. First, ritual is useful for cultivating inner calm through 

deep breathing, visualization, and other techniques in order to establish a more present 

awareness of one’s relationship to self, society, and the cosmos. Inner calm allows us to 

be more present and therefore useful in the struggle for social change as energy is not 

exhausted in anxiety and worry. Second, ritual is a conduit for tapping into imagination 

and for fostering the flow of creativity. Imagination and creativity assist nepantleras in 

envisioning radical futures characterized by self-integration, egalitarian relationships 

across difference, and a deep and profound connection with a deeper power. These 

radical futures challenge contemporary western dictates that create divisive societies that 

value individualism and separation. Third, ritual functions to connect us to nonhuman 

realms including the environment/nature and our ancestors. Blurring the boundaries 

between the self and the nonhuman world is crucial to establish womanist worldviews 

that honor the earth and our connection to it as well as our connection to those who came 

before us. In what follows, I discuss three types of ritual that Anzaldúa engaged, each of 

which contribute to the self-growth/social change interplay and thereby function to 

politicize spirituality. I show how Anzaldúa’s personal rituals employ spirituality to heal 

both self and society and thereby demonstrate that ritual, a form of politicized spirituality, 

can function as a tool in the struggle for positive social change—a tool of womanist 

methodology.  
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Cultivating Inner Calm  

 Anzaldúa used ritual in part to become still, to ease her mind and spirit as she 

navigated the difficulties of living daily life as a part of multiple marginalized groups. 

Making space for the self to simply be could better facilitate one’s ability to put 

spirituality to political use without becoming overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of 

resisting social oppression. In Poetry & Magick, Anzaldúa outlines a self-created ritual 

for invoking inner calm. The “Rosebud Psychic Shield” exercise involves mediation and 

visualization specifically to cultivate a sense of groundedness in potentially hostile 

situations. Step-by-step, she guides participants through the peace-inducing practice: 

 [Take] 4 deep breaths, relax / Imagine you are in the middle of a rosebud—red, 

yellow, pink, white, blue / The petals are invisible but impenetrable [and] 

translucent, [they] have tinges of color / As you breathe in the petals close around 

you protected / No negative vibrations, [or] thoughts . . . / nothing can hurt you / 

As you exhale feel the rosebud opening up allowing only those people, those 

feeling to reach you that you permit / See yourself in this rosebud, protected as 

you walk the streets, see [the] petals open when you are home or among friends 

(44) 

This excerpt illustrates that the “Rosebud Psychic Shield” meditation and visualization 

exercise is useful for invoking inner calm in at least two ways. First, the rosebud’s petals 

open and close with the rhythm of the participant’s deep breathing, which is a proven 
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calming practice that brings down the heart rate in moments of stress.40 Second, the ritual 

grants the participant agency to choose who and what they are affected by and how, 

which is a novel experience for many marginalized groups who often have little choice 

but to deal involuntarily with oppression on a daily basis. As such, the “Rosebud Psychic 

Shield” exercise is an empowering ritual for protecting against the negative energy and 

psychic harm accompanying oppressive realities. Indeed, Anzaldúa suggests that 

participants “practice this visualization until you can adopt in naturally when you feel 

under attack or vulnerable” referring to light generated by the rosebud’s movement as 

“warm, safe, healing” (44).  

 Beyond empowering the individual who is encouraged to “experience this light 

fully,” the “Rosebud Psychic Shield” ritual has the potential to positively affect others as 

the light “expand[s] thru [sic] your body, outside your body, into the room” (44). In much 

the same way activists can promote compassion in communities by turning compassion 

toward themselves, we can use this Anzaldúan ritual to cultivate a sense of inner calm 

that may be contagious, positively affecting those around us and inspiring them to engage 

in their own self-growth/social change interplay. While the “Rosebud Psychic Shield” 

ritual may not function to prevent injustice, it promotes an inner calm that can work to 

                                                
40 For more on the health benefits of deep breathing see “Sympathetic nerve activity is 
decreased during device-guided slow breathing” by Bruna Oneda, et al. and “A 
longitudinal study of students' perceptions of using deep breathing meditation to reduce 
testing stresses” by Gina Paul, et al. 
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ease our emotional states and empower individuals and communities to continue 

organizing for womanist social change. 

Invoking Imagination and Creativity 

 Another of Anzaldúa’s rituals involves her use of altars before, during, and after 

writing. An altar is a structure upon which different objects are placed, each of which 

somehow facilitates the altar maker’s connection to self, society, and the cosmos. Altars 

might include flowers, photographs, candles, religious iconography, sacred texts, food, 

jewelry, toys, and other personal artifacts. According to Christina Holmes, altars often 

serve “the express purpose of maintaining family, spiritual, and cultural ties to loved 

ones—those who are living, those who have passed, and the deities and immanent 

spiritual presences that link us all together” (62). While they are often affiliated with the 

feminine domain, altars exist in communities across cultures due to their use in many 

diverse religions and spiritual traditions. For Anzaldúa, altars function in multiple ways 

to integrate the fragmented parts of the self toward personal wholeness and to enrich 

one’s connection to the unseen world. In an unpublished 1999 essay titled “Spiritual 

Activism: Making Altares, Making Connections” Anzaldúa discusses significant role 

altars play in her life and work:  

An altar is a sanctuary to honor my inner life and the life of my gente [people]. It 

also serves to make me more aware of, and to access and amplify, my own images 

and streams of consciousness so essential to my life as a writer. Most importantly, 

it enables me to make visible the hidden inner territories of the spirit. My altars 
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are pictures of my soul, of my entire universe of personal history, fantasies, 

dreams, senses and hopes and visions for the future—past, present, and future . . . 

I use altars as sources of inspiration and visualization . . . I do most everything in 

sight of an altar because I have an altar in almost every room. (5) 

In this quotation Anzaldúa describes altars’ centrality to her self-actualization process 

and to her connection with her culture or “my gente” (my people). Due to her deep belief 

in radical interrelatedness, the connection between self and society is core to Anzaldúa’s 

sense of spiritual well-being. The quotation also demonstrates that altars, beyond 

functioning as a “connection to the cosmos,” are crucial to Anzaldúa’s writing process 

and her predominant means of social transformation as a scholar-activist (8).  

 Altars play a central role in Anzaldúa’s various writing rituals demonstrating the 

importance of spirituality to her activist work. In “Spiritual Activism,” she further 

discusses how altar rituals facilitate imagination and creativity. Specifically, they enable 

her to tap into a “reservoir of energy” that guides her as she develops her liberatory 

theories (8). Anzaldúa writes, “[f]irst I light a candle and burn incense. This act serves as 

a mnemonic devise, a triggering device, for my [r]ight brain to channel images. Then I 

wait for an image to ‘come’ to me from the conscious or unconscious mind” (6). By 

engaging an altar ritual Anzaldúa clears her creative pathways and opens her mind to the 

images that will guide her writing process. She draws from a source of creativity that she 
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calls “el cenote” in later writings.41 Spanish for a deep natural well, el cenote erupts 

where the rivers of ancient, supernatural, and embodied information converge. This 

information manifests as liberatory insights and images, “the unconscious’s resources for 

self-knowledge and transformation” (Light 56). Through spiritual practices including 

altar rituals, anyone could tap into el cenote to acquire inspiration that will guide their 

own creativity. Indeed, accessibility is key to many of Anzaldúa’s suggested activist 

modalities. For example, Poetry & Magick’s title suggest that it is ultimately a 

“practicum” or sourcebook whereby Anzaldúa intends to teach readers how to use ritual 

and other means of spirituality to enliven their imagination and creativity. As such, the 

altar rituals she describes in this unpublished text and other writings are tools of spiritual 

activism’s self-growth/social change interplay with personal and collective benefits.  

Connecting to Nonhuman Realms  

 In true womanist fashion, much Anzaldúan ritual promotes profound inclusion, 

radical interrelatedness, and sincere invitation. In a poem appearing at the end of her 

essay, “now let us shift,” Anzaldúa outlines what she calls a “ritual . . . prayer . . . 

blessing . . . for transformation” that involves strengthening our inextricable relationship 

to all people (human and nonhuman) as well as nature/the environment, the cosmos, the 

spirit realm and beyond. The ritual takes place on the seashore, where “you” honor the 

four directions (east, south, west, north), the four elements (air, fire, water, land), the sky, 

                                                
41 For a detailed discussion of Anzaldúa’s theory of el cenote see Light in the Dark/Luz 
en lo Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, Reality. 
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the underworld, and scholar-activists who have passed including Audre Lorde, Toni Cade 

Bambara, and Barbara Cameron, and other ancestors.42 As such, this pilgrimage involves 

connecting with realms beyond the human to both enhance one’s personal spirituality and 

to facilitate social change. For example, rituals that honor the earth might encourage 

practitioners to better contribute to its well-being through sustainability practices. By 

connecting to ancestors, practitioners might cull from out ancient histories a sense of self-

in-community that could carry over into the present day thereby strengthening 

connections to our current communities and to groups of others.43 In an interview titled 

“Honoring Ancestors” Luisah Teish asserts that we—all of us—have common ancestors 

since humans originated in Africa. This knowledge and rituals that honor it promote 

profound inclusion and radical interconnectedness across race/ethnicity, geography, and 

other means of separation. Recognizing ancestral connections is therefore vital for 

creating coalition across difference as we work together toward collective liberation.  

                                                
42 In “now let us shift” Anzaldúa employs a second person point of view to implicate the 
reader in the narrative, to elucidate the multiplicity and fluidity of selfhood, and to 
highlight her radical interrelatedness with the reader. In “Working with Anzaldúa’s 
Writing Notas: An Archival Experiment in Three Parts” Betsy Dahms writes that 
“Anzaldua’s use of second person narration allows the reader to see how the author 
accounts for her multiple subjectivities and her connection with the reader” (209). In the 
same text, Kelli Zaytoun writes that “Anzaldúa’s choice to write in second person . . . 
suggests a complex multiplicitous and unfixed selfhood in which the reader and the 
resistant oppressed participate” (214). 
43 For more on ancestral reverence and its relationship to personal and social 
transformation see Jambalaya: The Natural Woman’s Book of Personal Charms and 
Practical Rituals by Luisah Teish.  
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 Anzaldúa continues to outline the ritual at the end of “now let us shift,” 

demonstrating for readers how spiritual practices might enhance our connection to 

nonhuman realms and facilitate the self-growth/social change interplay. To begin, you 

draw a circle in the sand in order to walk the circumference. Then you “voice your 

intention: to increase awareness of the Spirit, recognize our interrelatedness, and work for 

transformation” (Light 156). Facing the east, you acknowledge the power of the air to 

foster interconnectedness with all things, from people to nature/the environment: “with 

each breath may we / . . . see fibers of spirit extend out / from our bodies / creating us, 

creating sky / seaweed, serpent, y toda la [all the] / gente [people]” (156-57). With its 

focus on radical interrelatedness, this part of the ritual promotes womanist principles and 

can therefore contribute to a womanist methodology of change. Facing the south, you 

embrace fire and its ability to “inspire and energize us to do the / necessary work, / and to 

honor it / as we walk through the flames of /transformation” (157). The “flames of 

transformation” are destructive to conventional ways of thinking that promote separation 

and discord and are productive in guiding us to dream a liberatory world into existence. 

 Facing the west, you recognize water’s role in promoting empathy across 

difference. According to Anzaldúa, water enables us “to honor other people’s / feelings / 

respect their anger, sadness, / grief, joy as we do our / own” (Light 157). This empathy is 

crucial for building diverse communities that collaborate in the struggle for social justice. 

Different people will bring different experiences and emotions to the collective, and our 

ability to empathize enlivens points of connection across difference. Facing the north, 
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you ask the earth to “forgive us for poisoning your / lands, guide us to wiser ways / of 

caring for you” (157). This part of the ritual accentuates the importance of our 

connectedness to that which exists beyond the human. The spiritual practice of 

connecting to the land is core to moving forward toward ecologically sound futures, 

which are necessary conditions for the type of universal wellness womanism promotes. 

 Entering the center of the circle, you pay homage to the underworld, which 

enables us to “heal the wounds of hate, / ignorance, indifference / dissolve the divisions 

creating / chasms between us” (Light 158). It is difficult, but necessary, to find ways of 

connecting across difference especially when difference breeds hostility. Honoring the 

underworld might involve acknowledging the ways in which we all fear difference at 

some point in our lives. By doing so we might break the chains of fear to frame 

difference in positive terms and consider ways in which embracing our differences could 

help create diverse communities committed to universal wellness. Connecting with the 

underworld also promotes the act of tapping into the unconscious, which houses “the 

roaring force of our / collective creativity” (158). This point relates back to Anzaldúa’s 

theory of el cenote, a source of transformative information accessible to all people via 

spiritual practices. El cenote is comprised of collective knowledge. By tapping into it we 

tap into the commonalities that exist among us simply by nature of being in this world.   

 Looking toward the sky, Anzaldúa urges her readers to direct our energy out “into 

the universe / where it might best be / of service” (Light 158). Indeed, the ritual outlined 

in “now let us shift” is not solely about connecting to the spirit, the natural world, and 
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each other. It is also about envisioning radically free futures and acting with intention 

with intention to foster those futures. Ritual, like other nepantlera modalities, is spiritual 

activism for both personal and collective change. At the end of “now let us shift” ritual, 

Anzaldúa suggests that readers again walk around the circle, erase the lines in the sand, 

and “leave a tortilla to symbolize feeding the ancestors” (158). Leaving a tortilla may 

represent paying homage specifically to Anzaldúa’s ethnic ancestors; however, the act of 

leaving an offering to ancestors can be cross-cultural. Maybe the participant in this ritual 

leaves a type of food or other offering that more directly connects them to their own roots 

facilitating their tapping in to relevant ancestral knowledges.  

 In a set of untitled writing notes dated 1995, Anzaldúa journals about communing 

with her ancestors in order to transcend rational knowledge and explore spiritual 

solutions to social problems: “Where do I get inspiration? From others—my dead 

ancestors. My grandmothers’ images quicken something inside me. Ideas come to me. I 

make room for them, attend to them” (Writing Notes). Ancestral reverence is a spiritual 

activist modality in itself, and ritual helps cultivate that reverence so that practitioners 

might garner inspiration and resiliency applicable to their own struggle for personal and 

social change. Indeed, each of the rituals described in this chapter demonstrate that for 

Anzaldúa spiritual practices are a means of fostering self-growth which is intimately tied 

to social change. Poetry & Magick and “now let us shift” possess spiritualized 

suggestions that readers can engage as they seek to transform at personal and collective 

levels and foster universal wellness.  
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Conclusion 

 The rituals Anzaldúa used to embrace her spirituality can be considered activist 

modalities. They helped to center and enliven her so that she could more readily be of 

service to social justice movement through her writing and other forms of creativity. 

These rituals cultivated inner calm, invoked imagination and creativity, and helped 

Anzaldúa connect with the nonhuman realms. Spiritual activism’s self-growth/social 

change interplay hinges on the idea that we must nurture our spiritual selves so that we 

may be positioned to nurture our communities toward universal wellness. This is a main 

idea undergirding womanist politicized spirituality. M. Jacqui Alexander notes that many 

people rely on their spirituality to carry them through life’s trials and tribulations nothing 

that “the majority of people in the world—that is the majority of women in the world—

cannot make sense of themselves without it” (15). Indeed, spirituality is frequently 

central to one’s experiences of reality, and our thoughts and actions may be shot through 

with spiritual principles. As such, spirituality may empower individuals to stand up and 

act on behalf of themselves and their communities in the face of social oppressions.  

 Spirit-phobia’s impact on mainstream society and the academy downplays the 

important role spirituality plays in the lives of many people and in Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

scholarship. Spirit-phobia also erases the political potential of spirituality thereby 

obscuring its usefulness for solving social justice problems. Spirit-phobia is particularly 

problematic to social justice efforts committed to collective liberation—including those 

occurring within the field of women’s and gender studies (WGS). Without adequate 
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attention paid to spirituality and its transformative potential, WGS reinscribes a secular 

ontology that excludes many peoples’ experiences. As a WGS practitioner and spiritual 

person, I wonder how WGS might look it took spiritual activism seriously? Could more 

directed focus on womanism in the field make space for discussion about spirituality’s 

transformative potential? I explore these and other questions pertaining to womanism’s 

inclusion in WGS in the concluding chapter.  
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CHAPTER V  
 

MAKING SPACE FOR WOMANISM IN WOMEN’S AND GENDER STUDIES 
    

 In the previous chapter, I used womanism to highlight Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

politicized spirituality and its potential for guiding novel forms of social justice work. In 

this chapter, I assert that the intentional incorporation of womanism into women’s and 

gender studies (WGS) is useful for advancing Anzaldúa’s spiritualized social change 

suggestions. Womanist analysis more readily reveals the unique transformational 

qualities of Anzaldúa’s scholarship by centering womanist concepts and methodological 

principles typically glossed over via strictly feminist readings. Feminism is an important 

framework for WGS scholarship; however, it is traditionally organized around the 

eradication of women’s oppression and does not explicitly embrace universal wellness 

characterized by enhanced stability, mobility, and agency for all people.44 As such, calls 

for universal wellness proffered by scholars like Anzaldúa may not garner the attention 

                                                
44 In fact, feminism is still often considered the purview of women, which could 
potentially alienate men seeking to engage in social justice work (Maparyan, “Feminism” 
25). Womanism, though rooted in Black women’s and other women of colors’ lived 
experience, is explicitly concerned with men’s well-being recognizing the ways in which 
all people’s lives are intertwined at countless levels. Anzaldúa, supports this endeavor 
asserting that we must “move beyond us/them binaries…[and] dismantle the identity 
markers that promote divisions” (Light 77). While there are many types of feminisms and 
some men claim a pro-feminist standpoint, it is not uncommon for many men, some 
women, and trans people to express reluctance to embrace feminism as an organizing 
principle of their liberatory belief systems. For more on this point see “Feminism” by 
Layli Maparyan. 



 
 
 

132 

they deserve. Indeed, a driving motive for this project has been to reveal the womanist 

idea contained within Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands scholarship. By reading Anzaldúa 

through a womanist lens, I make clear the parity of Anzaldúan thought and womanism 

and illustrate the ways in which these paradigms might enrich one another. More 

specifically, I reveal the expansive nature of Anzaldúa’s conocimiento theory and 

demonstrate that the path of conocimiento is rich with womanist suggestions for how to 

live an activist life including post-oppositionality and politicized spirituality.  

 Before elaborating on my call for more womanism in WGS, I recapitulate the 

major points of the previous chapters of which this project is comprised: In Chapter One, 

I define and discuss womanism and outline my reasons for implementing this under-

utilized framework in my research. I contend that womanism as an analytical lens makes 

clear elements of Anzaldúa’s theorizing that may otherwise go unexamined. Specifically, 

womanism helps to highlight the ways in which Anzaldúa embraced profound inclusion, 

radical interrelatedness, and sincere invitation in much of her lesser-known writings 

especially those having to do with conocimiento and its related theories. Indeed, this 

project makes a case for womanist analysis into Anzaldúa’s beyond-Borderlands 

scholarship to more adequately represent the breadth and complexity of her work. 

Historically, scholars have focused on Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza and 

many have analyzed the text from a feminist standpoint concerned especially with 

resolving Chicanas’ gender discrimination. While I value Borderlands and scholars’ 

feminist analyses of Borderlands, I assert that failure to seriously explore Anzaldúa’s 
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work beyond this 1987 publication is a disservice to both Anzaldúa and to social justice 

movements seeking novel tactics for ushering in social change that benefits all groups. 

Likewise, strictly feminist examinations into Borderlands and Anzaldúa more generally, 

while valuable, obscure the unique contributions of under-utilized liberatory frameworks 

including womanism. In Chapter Two, then, I use womanism to show how Anzaldúa’s 

theorizing became more inclusionary over time as she further developed ideas embodied 

in her popular theory of mestiza consciousness. For example, nepantleras, who mainly 

enact conocimiento, possess similar characteristics to new mestizas, who enact mestiza 

consciousness; however, nepantleras are more explicitly inclusive. They proffer a version 

of identity that exists beyond conventional categories, that extends beyond the human, 

and that is anchored in radical action rather than biological traits. This radical action is 

learned by traveling the path of conocimiento—a recursive journey whereby nepantleras 

obtain and hone activist skills while gaining better insight into themselves and their 

relationships to the world around them. 

 In Chapter Three, I focus on Stage Six of the path of conocimiento to further 

explore nepantleras’ radical action, which I deem post-oppositional in that it eschews the 

us-against-them counterstance to posit relational activist modalities that appeal to diverse 

groups thereby fostering coalitional politics across difference. In oppositional activist 

scenarios, activists seek to obtain power from the forces that oppress. The state, for 

example, possesses the power to grant rights to minority groups—activists struggling for 

equality must obtain that power. The problem with this approach to social change is that 
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it can only ever be partially successful. As one group gains, another group loses thereby 

taking its place at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Leela Fernandes elaborates on the 

point that demanding rights from the powers that be for any certain group does not 

consider the universal wellness of everyone: 

As some women have benefitted from the women’s movement and have moved 

on to better jobs and better wages others have been trapped at the bottom of the 

ladder, cleaning their floors as they focus on breaking glass ceilings . . . a 

preoccupation with the view that social justice exclusively involves making gains 

for specific groups has concealed the possibility that a lasting transformation of 

society can never rest on a movement based purely on making demands, on an 

ideology of getting more—no matter how just these demands may be. (18) 

Of course, it is important for oppressed groups to acquire agency and mobility; however, 

the rights of a single group cannot preclude the rights of another. Obtaining “a piece of 

the pie” always leaves someone hungry.  

 I outline in Chapter Three that solution to the oppositionality problem could be a 

post-oppositional approach to activism that makes use of the activist traits embedded in 

the path of conocimiento including the willingness to witness and listen; the willingness 

to adapt and compromise; the willingness to be vulnerable and transparent; and, the 

willingness to be honest and uncomfortable. These traits, most frequently enacted by 

nepantleras committed to universal wellness, are less conducive to obtaining power then 

they are to transforming oppressive circumstances for all people. They rest on the notion 
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that we are all interrelated and that if one group struggles so does everyone else. The 

willingness to adapt and compromise, for example, is about seeking points of connection 

across difference to determine modes of engagement that support mutuality and 

collaboration. With adaptation we hold onto our own opinions and approaches loosely 

enough to make room for and listen to the thoughts and feelings of others. If the situation 

warrants compromise, we work together to create appropriate approaches to a given 

issue. The willingness to adapt and compromise might look like collaboration between 

Christian religious leaders and reproductive rights activists. While these two groups 

traditionally differ especially in terms of their stance on abortion, they can come together 

in order to advocate for sexual education and access to contraception (Culp-Ressler). 

Employing post-oppositionality, Christian religious leaders and reproductive rights 

activists may respectfully agree to disagree on some topics yet join forces and mobilize 

around others. Post-oppositional approaches aim to honor everyone’s humanity even if 

they do not fully incorporate everyone’s opinions. Indeed, the willingness to adapt and 

compromise seeks to empower all people involved in organizing and defines 

transformation as broad and sweeping change benefitting all groups.  

 Implementing post-oppositionality may not result in immediate policy change. 

Post-oppositionality aims to change hearts and minds, to change cultures, which takes 

time. Therefore, I do not suggest the eradication of oppositional forms of activism that 

could result in policy change and other material results. Rather, I suggest that Anzaldúa’s 

post-oppositional suggestions for change can enhance coalition and help us to empower 



 
 
 

136 

one another as we struggle collectively for universal wellness in the streets, courtrooms, 

our own homes, and other every day locations.  

 Spiritual activism—a form of politicized spirituality related to Stage Seven of the 

path of conocimiento—also posits the womanist idea that we must care for ourselves and 

others as we move forward with the hard work of transformation. The self-growth/social 

change interplay I describe in Chapter Four asserts that as we take care of ourselves—our 

emotional, mental, spiritual, and physical states—we are better positioned to serve our 

communities according to our own unique talents. Light in the Dark demonstrates that 

Anzaldúa seriously valued spiritual technologies due to their usefulness for ushering in 

change at personal and social levels:  

To deal with personal concerns while also confronting larger issues in the public 

arena, you began using spiritual tools to cope with racial and gender oppression 

and other modern maldades [evil things]—not so much the seven deadly sins, but 

the small acts of desconocimientos: ignorance, frustrations, tendencies toward 

self-destructiveness, feelings of betrayal and powerlessness, and poverty of spirit 

and imagination. The spiritual practice of conocimiento, such as praying, 

breathing deeply, meditating, writing—dropping down into yourself, through the 

skin and muscles and tendons, down deep into the bones’ marrow, where your 

soul is ballast—enabled you to defuse the negative energy of putdowns, 

complaints, excessive talk, and verbal attacks, as well as other killers of the spirit. 

Spirituality became a port you moor to in all storms. (Light 153-154) 
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This excerpt, first published in Anzaldúa’s 2002 essay “now left us shift … the path of 

conocimiento … inner work, public acts,” in addition to ideas put forth in Anzaldúa’s 

unpublished writings, further buttress her commitment to politicized spirituality as a tool 

for self and social change. In the unpublished manuscript Poetry & Magick: A Practicum 

for Developing Literary + Psychic Skills Anzaldúa recommends ritual, visualization, and 

altar-making for aligning ourselves with the flow of the universe, for gaining the 

encouragement and support needed to navigate oppressive social situations on a daily 

basis. Deep breathing can help us to find our roots during high intensity situations, while 

visualization can prompt us, in moments of emotional turmoil, to realize that we are safe 

enough to proceed with the hard work of social change. Altar-making works to connect 

us with our communities reminding us that we are not alone in our efforts to transform 

society, and self-compassion turns outward allowing us to develop compassion for those 

we meet on our social justice journeys. 

 I also discuss in Chapter Four that Anzaldúa’s spiritual activist suggestions may 

not be taken seriously in many political contexts due in part to rampant spirit-phobia. 

Spirit-phobia involves adherence to secular worldviews characterized by positivist 

epistemology that elevates the material and denounces the spiritual. Whatever exists 

beyond the five senses is irrelevant when it comes to questions of knowledge. Tools for 

change must therefore involve visible direct action that achieves material results. Less 

public strategies for transforming the self, such as meditation and divination practices, are 

decidedly unconnected to struggles for social change within a spirit-phobic purview. Both 
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womanism and Anzaldúan thought challenge spirituality’s dismissal to highlight the 

important role that personal growth plays in struggles for collective liberation. Politicized 

spirituality asserts that spiritual technologies for enhancing individual wellness have 

positive material impact. Reflecting on the inextricable relationship between inner work 

and public acts Anzaldúa writes, “Éste quehacer [this task]—internal work coupled with 

commitment to struggle for social transformation—changes your relationship to your 

body, and, in turn, to other bodies and to the world. And when that happens, you change 

the world” (Light 156). Indeed, people who employ spirituality in their daily lives to 

minimize activist burn-out, for example, carry their transformation into community 

spaces thereby encouraging others to engage in self-care as a means of resistance against 

oppressive forces bent on breaking down the spirits of marginalized individuals. 

Communities of individuals who are actively caring for themselves are in a position to 

better care for others who, in turn, can be more available to the next person. This 

reciprocal form of care causes a domino effect whereby efforts at personal wellness 

contribute to the greater good of society. 

 Despite the benefits associated with spiritual activism, mainstream society 

remains hesitant to embrace spirituality as an effective means for transformation. 

Spirituality as a tool for change is likewise considered impractical in academic settings 

including in WGS, a social justice-oriented, though decidedly secular field. As a WGS 

scholar and instructor I am curious about the field’s secularity and its ramifications for 

how we might achieve our liberatory goals of eradicating oppression and empowering 
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underserved communities. Women and gender studies’ silence around spiritual matters 

implies that the spiritual is somehow irrelevant to the struggle for social change. 

However, as M. Jacqui Alexander notes, spirituality is a major component of many 

people’s lives around the world, especially the lives of women (15). The field’s tendency 

to ignore spirituality sends the message to spiritual people that an immense source of 

personal and community empowerment is unrelated to the struggle for positive social 

change. As such, secularity in the field works to alienate spiritual people, many of whom 

are women of colors, which may strengthen the hold white supremacy has on WGS 

thereby impeding our social justice aims.  

Spirituality in Women’s and Gender Studies 

 Women’s and gender studies has been a white dominated field since its inception 

(Morgensen 101). Spirituality’s marginalization in the field may function to support this 

phenomenon. Over the course of nearly fifty years, women of colors scholars have 

worked to shift WGS to be more inclusive of their experiences. Issues directly affecting 

women of colors’ lives including the intersecting nature of racism, sexism, and classism, 

are increasingly foregrounded in research and course curricula (May 92). Spirituality, 

however, is mostly marginalized despite its centrality in the lives of many women of 

colors.45 At first glance, the lack open discussions about spirituality in WGS may not 

                                                
45 For discussions of the ways in which spirituality is central to the lives of many women 
of colors see Religion and Spirituality for Diverse Women: Foundations of Strength and 
Resilience edited by Thema Bryant-Davis et al., Fleshing the Spirit: Spirituality and 
Activism in Chicana, Latina, and Indigenous Women’s Lives edited by Elisa Facio and 
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seem like a problem. A potentially neutral zone, students and faculty in the academy are 

free to believe and practice whatever they want at home, away from the classroom and 

conference. However, the lack of scholarly discussions centering spirituality does not 

render WGS spirituality-free. According to Karlyn Crowley, WGS’s lack of discussion 

around spirituality actually obscures diverse spiritual experiences to center a de facto 

white Protestantism because it is the religion upon which the neoliberal state’s—and the 

university’s—values are organized (240). Religious neutrality is therefore a myth that 

functions to further support colonialist ideology in which there is only one right way to 

be spiritual—the white way.  

 Women’s and gender studies falls short when entering into conversations 

surrounding spirituality. In addition to her critique of de facto Protestantism, Crowley 

points to three major trends in the field that are responsible for such shortcomings. Each 

of these three trends suppress spirituality’s transformative potential. The first trend 

involves the ways in which spirituality is dismissed for being atavistic especially in 

relation to feminist efforts to resist the patriarchal domination embedded in many 

religions (245). Efforts to resist traditional forms of sexism in religion sometimes gloss 

over anything positive spirituality has to offer people struggling for autonomy. The 

second trend that suppresses spirituality’s transformative potential involves the conflation 

of spirituality with New Age, which is denounced for appropriating Native American 

                                                
Irene Lara, and Soul Talk: The New Spirituality of African American Women by Akasha 
Gloria Hull.  
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traditions (251). In an effort to avoid being labeled “New Age” and therefore racist, non-

Native scholars may ignore spirituality all together. I undoubtedly agree that WGS 

scholars should be wary of cultural appropriation and interrogate it constantly; however, 

we must be careful not to completely dismiss spirituality as we do so. Like other key 

topics affecting women’s lives, WGS must examine spirituality with care through a 

critical lens for what positive characteristics it offers. The third trend surrounding 

discussions of spiritual in WGS involves the ways in which spirituality, when it is being 

taken seriously by women of colors including Gloria Anzaldúa, is transmuted into a 

cultural concept whereby white women academics accept that spirituality is a central 

component of cultures of color not to be questioned but also not to be seriously 

considered for its transformative potential (255). Spirituality is framed as apolitical and 

filed alongside, for example, cultural foodways and traditional healing practices. It is core 

to certain cultures yet has no real place in politics. In all three of these occurrences, 

spirituality is not considered a genuine force for social change. As a result, WGS 

sidelines a central component of many women of colors theorists’ lives and work thereby 

limiting the field’s decolonizing impulses. White voices remain at the center of study, 

and many diverse ideas are further marginalized in part because their work deals with 

spirituality. This pattern of exclusion negatively impacts the field’s efforts toward 

creating coalition across difference in the struggle for social change. 

 More readily incorporating womanism into WGS could shift the ways in which 

the field frames spirituality and thus broaden the reach of its liberatory goals. Womanism 
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is an inherently spiritual framework that takes seriously the potential that spiritual 

principles including profound inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere invitation 

maintain for transforming oppression into universal wellness. It also considers the ways 

in which spiritual practices contribute to stability, mobility, and agency for all individuals 

and communities rather than mainly women’s advancement. Indeed, womanism’s explicit 

focus on universal wellness distinguishes it from general forms of feminism, which is the 

predominant mode of analysis in WGS. As AnaLouise Keating notes, “[u]nlike feminism, 

which seems almost always to make gender a (if not “the”) key focus, womanism does 

not” (Transformation Now! 151). Instead, womanism’s spiritual nature ensures its 

commitment to everyone’s wellness regardless of identity. If we are all radically 

interrelated through some elemental force, then our wellness is contingent on one 

another’s. Feminism’s main focus on gender, then, makes for a relatively myopic 

approach to issues of social injustice and could therefore limit WGS’s reach. That is not 

to say that feminism has been ineffectual or that WGS scholars should refuse it. I simply 

wonder what the field could look like if we opened up to other paradigms for change 

beyond feminism. How could womanism enable WGS to foster a coalitional politics 

committed to stability, mobility, and agency for all people? 

  Beyond expanding social justice efforts to include all people and more readily 

addressing the role of spirituality in people’s lives, incorporating womanism into WGS 

could lead to a field more committed to addressing our everyday struggles. While the 

production of knowledge is important to social change endeavors, the academy, which 
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houses WGS, is often detached from the lived experience of those who are being 

regularly impacted by systems of privilege and inequality. This is an impediment for 

WGS, which began as a field of study to improve people’s material realities. In “Why the 

Academy Needs Womanism Now More than Ever,” Layli Maparyan contends that in 

order to appeal to masses and to solve their social problems, the academy must take a 

more egalitarian approach to knowledge production and dissemination. This assertion is 

particularly applicable to WGS since the field is explicitly social justice-oriented. If WGS 

is to achieve its liberatory goals of transforming society then it must shy away from 

institutional culture and embrace modes of scholarship and activism that appeal to as 

many people as possible. Womanism is a vernacular framework concerned with 

accessibility and the application of practical solutions to everyday problems. It could 

have a positive impact on the production of knowledge within WGS ensuring that the 

field’s message reaches a larger population. Maparyan succinctly presents this idea: 

 The future of women’s studies, the viability of women’s studies, rests upon its 

connection to everyday women and the masses of humanity, its ability to marshal 

the resources of the academy—intellectual, cultural, and material—toward 

solving real-world problems in innovative, compassionate, and exuberant ways. A 

relationship that is collaborative, love filled, spirit infused (however that is 

defined), and courageously rebellious with respect to the existing culture of over-

intellectualizing and status quo maintenance that permeates the academy is what 

is needed. (91)   
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As a spiritual, inclusive, and accessible framework for making change inside and outside 

the academy, womanism can guide WGS to more readily attain its goals of uprooting 

systems of privilege and inequality to improve the lives of ordinary people. Importantly, I 

do not assert that womanism should replace feminism in WGS. Rather, womanism can be 

deployed along with feminism and other approaches to social change because it is post-

oppositional; it posits a “both/and” epistemology that makes room for innovative social 

change tactics like those embedded in the stages of Gloria Anzaldúa’s path of 

conocimiento, which I discussed at length in Chapters Three and Four.  

Locating Womanism in Women’s and Gender Studies 

 The lack of womanism within WGS is striking. A content analysis of the 2016 

and 2017 general catalogs for the National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA) 

annual conference reveals its limited presence in the field. This blind peer-reviewed 

conference involves three days of over 400 panel and roundtable presentations dealing 

with the most current research in WGS. My analysis shows that the terms “womanism” 

or “womanist” appear in the titles, abstracts, or rationales for only 3.9% of the scheduled 

presentations in 2017 and 2.8% of the scheduled presentations in 2016. While the number 

of presentations referencing womanism has increased between 2016 and 2017, the still 

small number of panels and roundtables demonstrates womanism’s marginal status in 

WGS.46 By comparison, feminism is strongly represented at NWSA as the words 

                                                
46 NWSA 2017, titled Forty Years After Combahee: Feminist Scholars and Activists 
Engage the Movement for Black Lives, featured 433 panels and roundtable presentations 
and 24 poster presentations. The terms “womanism” and “womanist” appeared in 17 of 
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“feminism” or “feminist” appear in the titles, abstracts, or rationales for 72% of the 2017 

scheduled presentations 69% of the 2016 scheduled presentations.47 I do not mean to 

assert that feminism should be used by WGS scholars less often; rather, I wonder how 

womanist concepts such as profound inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere 

invitation and womanist methodological principles including post-oppositionality and 

politicized spirituality could be enhanced with womanism’s incorporation into the field.48 

 A content analysis of four major WGS scholarly journals also reveals 

womanism’s marginal status in the field. Combined, Feminist Formations (formerly 

NWSA Journal), Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, SIGNS: Journal of Women and 

Culture in Society, and Women’s Studies Quarterly, have published a total of 30 issues 

between spring 2016 and summer 2018. These issues contain 580 works including 

editors’ introductions, articles, roundtables, book reviews, poetry, prose, short stories, 

activist panels, editors’ notes, contributors’ biographies, artists’ statements, calls for 

                                                
the panel and roundtable titles, abstracts, or rationales and in 1 of the poster abstracts. 
NWSA 2016, titled Decoloniality, featured 420 panels and roundtable presentations and 
23 poster presentations. The terms “womanism” and “womanist” appeared in 12 of the 
panel and roundtable titles, abstracts, or rationales and in 1 of the poster abstracts.  
47 For NWSA 2017 the terms “feminism” or “feminist” appeared in 313 of the panel and 
roundtable titles, abstracts, or rationales and in 10 of the poster abstracts. For NWSA 
2016 the terms “feminism” or “feminist” appeared in 289 of the panel and roundtable 
titles, abstracts, or rationales and in 12 of the poster abstracts. 
48 It is possible that scholars’ panels are dealing with womanism without explicitly 
naming the framework in their titles, abstracts, or rationales. However, there is value in 
naming—it a confers a degree of legitimacy to theories and provides a signifier around 
which to organize writings into a body of work. Thus, I am exclusively interested in 
panels, roundtables, and posters that intentionally include the word “womanism” or 
“womanist.” This note also applies to writings published in peer-reviewed journals and 
the descriptions for doctoral level courses in WGS graduate programs. 



 
 
 

146 

papers, scholars’ responses, and “thank you” notes. Of these writings, ten or 1.7% contain 

the words “womanism” or “womanist” somewhere in the text and/or references; however, 

the depth with which the authors engage womanism as a concept varies. For example, 

three of the ten writings are penned by authors who include in their works cited a 

published text containing the word “womanist;” however, the writings do not engage 

with womanism beyond this reference.49 Two of the ten writings refer to womanism as a 

useful mode of analysis, but do not actually utilize womanism in their writing.50 Three of 

the ten writings mention womanism in conjunction with feminism. For example, in her 

guest editor’s introduction to a 2018 special issue of Frontiers titled “Women Digitizing 

Revolution,” Anna Everett writes that the forthcoming essays “point the way forward for 

new feminist and womanist interventions in the digital humanities…” (xv). That said, 

Everett does not explain what womanist interventions might be and how they are or are 

                                                
49 Kamille Gentles-Peart cites Cheryl Townsend Gilkes’s book If it Wasn’t for the 
Women: Black Women's Experience and Womanist Culture in Church and Community. 
Tiffany Johnson Bidler cites Alice Walker’s book In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens: 
Womanist Prose. Kate Ott cites a special section of Journal of Feminist Studies in 
Religion volume 8, number 2 titled “Appropriation and Reciprocity in 
Womanist/Mujerista/Feminist Work.” Gentles-Peart, Bidler, and Ott do not mention 
womanism in the body of their texts. 
50 For example, in her discussion of Rosi Braidotti’s theory of nomadic subjectivity Mona 
Lilja notes how Braidotti uses Alice Walker’s womanist subject to exemplify one of 
many “figurations of alternative feminist subjectivities” posited by social justice scholar-
activists (678). Neither Lilja nor Braidotti go on to define or discuss womanism or 
engage with Walker’s text. Similarly, in her analysis of Mamie Garvin Fields’s Lemon 
Swamp and Other Places Erica L. Ball refers to womanism’s usefulness without actually 
engaging it. Ball writes, “Although Lemon Swamp seems to have made less of an impact 
in the field of literary studies, the text might profitably be considered alongside texts such 
as Alice Walker’s book In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens: Womanist Prose (1983) …” 
(56). Such is the extent of Ball’s discussion on womanism. 
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not similar to feminist interventions.51 While womanism and feminism undoubtedly share 

qualities, failure to contextualize womanism as “its own thing” contributes to a limited 

understanding of the concept and its uses for furthering social justice (Phillips xxii).  

 A roundtable discussion also from “Women Digitizing Revolution” references 

womanism alongside feminism, specifically non-white feminism. While recognizing the 

parity between womanism and feminism of color is perhaps more accurate than simply 

relating womanism and feminism, the roundtable still risks blurring the conceptual 

boundaries between the two ideas. Writing about Twitter’s adoption of an algorithmic 

timeline and this move’s potential to stifle people of colors’ voices, Dorothy Kim notes, 

“In online feminist discussions this is a platform development change that would give 

many non-white feminists and womanists pause” (151). With this usage, Kim is being a 

little more specific than Everett by insinuating that womanists and non-white feminists in 

particular have something in common. Indeed, womanism is essentially a women-of-

colors idea (Walker, In Search xi). However, the lack of definition, context, or analysis of 

                                                
51 In her second mention of womanism, Everett writes, “…we need to be cognizant of 
what has transpired in the intervening years and decades since the earliest feminist and 
womanist break-ins of STS [science and technology studies] …” (xv). Again, the use of 
the word womanist alongside feminist indicates that the two are somehow related, yet at 
no point does Everett define womanism or discuss the ways in which she is using the 
term. Similarly, in a 2016 issue of Frontiers Kelli Zaytoun and Judith Ezekiel, in 
discussing the future of WGS, quote Layli Maparyan, who writes, “What holds WGS 
together is not women or feminism or womanism but, rather, the liberation impulse 
itself” (“Feminism” 31 cited in Zaytoun and Ezekiel 209). While Maparyan is explicit in 
her writing about the differences between womanism and feminism, this particular 
quotation is not. The use of this quotation by Zaytoun and Ezekiel does not frame 
womanism as its own idea different from feminism, but rather implies that the two ideas 
are related, albeit without discussion as to how. 
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womanism in Kim’s writing might impede readers’ ability to fully comprehend 

womanism as a unique paradigm for collective liberation separate from feminism—even 

Black feminism. Conversely, in a 2017 issue of Signs, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, 

referencing Elsa Barkley Brown’s 1989 article “Womanist Consciousness: Maggie Lena 

Walker and the Independent Order of Saint Luke,” draws attention to the fissure between 

womanism and feminism by mentioning the ways in which Black women historians and 

religious theorists adopted womanism to distinguish themselves and their scholarship 

from feminists and feminism (633). While Higginbotham’s statement highlights a 

disconnect between womanism and feminism, she does not discuss how the two ideas 

differ in principle or application. Readers unfamiliar with womanism require more 

information to understand the ways in which womanism and feminism diverge from one 

another.  

 Of the ten writings that contain the word “womanism” and/or “womanist” only 

one explicitly describes both the differences between womanism and feminism and 

womanism’s unique potential for social justice work. In a multi-authored reflection on 

the Combahee River Collective’s impact on contemporary feminism, AnaLouise Keating 

asserts that womanism and feminism cannot be conflated, nor is womanism a version of 

feminist thought. As such, she distinguishes womanism as a stand-alone concept. Next, 

Keating goes on to define womanism as “a radically inclusive movement created by 

women of color” different from feminism in that it is concerned with all forms of 

oppression and does not foreground gender (Kolenz et al. 177). This is indeed one of 
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womanism’s major differences from feminism, which tends to frame gender oppression 

as the core issue from which to operate. Finally, Keating’s short discussion of womanism 

in this roundtable effectively highlights the idea as a unique social justice approach 

particularly when she asserts that womanism is especially radical due to its ability to 

“embrace contradiction and ambivalence in new ways” (177). This particular comment 

points to womanism’s expansive nature, which allows for post-oppositional approaches 

to social change. While Keating is not able to fully employ womanism as a mode of 

analysis in this brief reflection, she does successfully distinguish between womanism and 

feminism with explanation and notes that womanism itself can be engaged in struggles 

for social change.  

 The lack of explicitly womanist scholarship at NWSA and in WGS journals could 

be linked to the scarcity of graduate level courses that deal with womanism. As of 2018, 

there are eighteen accredited WGS doctoral programs in the United States.52 An 

                                                
52 The eighteen WGS doctoral programs include a PhD in Gender Studies at Arizona 
State University; a PhD in Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies at Emory University; 
a PhD in Gender Studies at Indiana University, Bloomington; a PhD in Women’s, Gender 
and Sexuality Studies at Ohio State University; a PhD in Women’s and Gender Studies at 
Rutgers University; a PhD in Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies at Stony Brook 
University; a PhD in Multicultural Women’s and Gender Studies at Texas Woman’s 
University; a PhD in Gender and Women’s Studies at University of Arizona; a PhD in 
Gender Studies at University of California, Los Angeles; a PhD in Feminist Studies at 
University of California, Santa Barbara; a PhD in Feminist Studies at University of 
California, Santa Cruz; a PhD in Women, Gender, and Sexuality Studies at University of 
Kansas; a PhD in Gender and Women’s Studies at University of Kentucky; a PhD in 
Gender, Women’s, and Sexuality Studies at University of Iowa; a PhD in Women’s 
Studies at University of Maryland, College Park; a Joint PhD in Women’s Studies and 
English, History, or Psychology at University of Michigan; a PhD in Gender, Women, 
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examination of the course offerings in these eighteen doctoral programs reveals that only 

two programs have offered doctoral courses explicitly dealing with womanism between 

spring 2016 and spring 2018. First, in the fall of 2017 Emory University’s Women’s, 

Gender, and Sexuality Studies doctoral program offered a special topics course, cross-

listed with the Graduate Division of Religion, titled WGS 730R/RLR 700: Special 

Topics: Moral Agency Under Constraint. The course engages with a theological version 

of womanism to “reconsider assumptions about moral agency” in contemporary novels 

and films (“Spring 2017 Courses”). The course was taught by Ellen Ott Marshall, an 

Associate Professor of Christian Ethics and Conflict Transformation employed by the 

Chandler School of Theology. My purpose in providing this detail about WGS 730R is to 

highlight that while the course is indeed available to WGS PhD students at Emory 

University, it is not core to the program’s curriculum, i.e., it is not a required course. 

Thus, it is not offered regularly nor is it taught by WGS faculty, which could minimize 

womanism’s impact on WGS students and the field more broadly.53 Furthermore, based 

on the course description which refers to works by religious scholar Katie Cannon, 

womanism in this case may be limited in definition by a theological perspective. In other 

words, Emory University WGS PhD students may acquire specialized knowledge about a 

religious version of womanism if they are inclined to take Moral Agency Under 

                                                
and Sexuality Studies at University of Minnesota, Twin Cities; and, a PhD in Gender, 
Women, and Sexuality Studies at University of Washington. 
53 WGS 730R/RLR 700: Special Topics: Moral Agency Under Constraint was offered 
once between spring 2016 and spring 2018. 
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Constraint. As such, the course does not necessarily indicate a commitment to the full 

breadth of womanist thought within WGS at Emory University.  

 Multicultural Women’s and Gender Studies at Texas Woman’s University is the 

only other department offering a doctoral course dealing with womanism, which could 

more readily indicate the department’s commitment to womanist theorizing in WGS. 

Required for all doctoral students, WS 6103: New Directions in Feminist/Womanist 

Theories puts both feminism and womanism into conversation with “recent controversies, 

significant research questions… [and] interventions in Women’s and Gender Studies” 

(“Courses”). As such, the course could potentially lead to a wide variety of WGS 

research employing womanism as a mode of analysis. Knowledge is produced in 

graduate courses, and they are comprised of doctoral students who are positioned to 

advance the field as we move further into the twenty-first century. More doctoral-level 

WGS courses dealing with womanism could therefore advance womanist research in the 

field more generally. That said, WGS may also benefit from undergraduate courses 

dealing with womanism. As I noted in Chapter One, I had not been exposed to 

womanism by WGS instructors until I began the coursework for my doctoral degree. 

Introducing WGS students to womanism early could instill womanist concepts and 

principles in students some of whom may be further drawn to the field by womanism’s 

unique qualities. 
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Teaching Womanism in Women’s and Gender Studies 

 In my view, a course dealing with womanism—be it literature or theory or 

something else—would demonstrate the paradigm’s unique approach to positive 

transformation. Specifically, womanist courses would illustrate some of the ways in 

which spirituality and social change can mutually inform and enhance each other. These 

courses would also guide students to define womanism in ways that are personally and 

politically relevant so that they might implement womanist concepts and principles in 

their everyday lives. These two objectives can be accomplished by mindfully assigning 

required texts that illustrate the inextricable relationship between spirituality and social 

change intrinsic to womanism and by creating assignments whereby students have the 

opportunity to engage womanism on their own terms. For five semesters I have taught an 

undergraduate multicultural women’s and gender studies course titled WS 2033: 

Womanist Spiritual Activism: Social Justice Theories for Wellness and Holistic 

Transformation. I have taught this course online at Texas Woman’s University, a small 

university comprised of about 80% women nearly 50% of whom are women of color 

(“America’s Top Colleges”).54 This student population is particularly suited to learn 

about womanism. Women of colors’ contributions to transformation are so often glossed 

over in the academy due to the centrality of western thought and its focus on white male 

                                                
54 WS 2033: Womanist Spiritual Activism: Social Justice Theories for Wellness and 
Holistic Transformation is part of Texas Woman’s University’s undergraduate core 
curriculum. The course satisfies the university’s “multicultural women’s studies” 
component area and the “wellness” component area. 
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knowledge production. Highlighting women of colors’ intellect and accomplishments 

means students read works by people who look like them. The curriculum is more 

representative, and higher education is less alienating.  

 In my Womanist Spiritual Activism course students spend the semester reading 

and writing about assigned texts, discussing course material with peers on discussion 

boards, and completing a variety of assignments intended to enhance their understanding 

of womanism as a means for positive self and social transformation. In what follows I 

briefly discuss some required texts I use to highlight the ways in which spirituality has 

been put to use for social change. I find that concrete examples of womanism-in-action 

are useful for encouraging students to consider womanism’s practical application. These 

examples also lay a foundation for an assignment I will describe whereby students 

imagine and propose an original idea for womanist activism. Next, I discuss an 

assignment pertaining to the self-growth component of womanism. This assignment is 

meant to encourage students to engage womanism in their own lives. My hope is that 

students carry their own womanist practices into their futures after the semester ends. 

They might even go on to share the insights they gained from practicing womanism to 

become nepantleras who guide others to step into a journey for change.  

Teaching Womanism-in-Action  

 Womanism is above all a practical solution to oppression. It involves ordinary 

acts that, when implemented in the spirit of transformation, become answers to social 

injustices. In order to illustrate the ways in which spirituality can be put to use for social 
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change I provide students with concrete examples of womanist activism. For example, 

students in my Womanist Spiritual Activism course might read a case study from Layli 

Maparyan’s The Womanist Idea in which Maparyan contextualizes multiple women of 

colors’ activism as womanism by highlighting the womanist principles inherent in their 

social change methodology. One of Maparyan’s five case studies focuses on Kiran Bedi 

who transformed the most notorious prison in India into a place of self-actualization and 

enlightenment during her tenure as Delhi, India’s Inspector General of Prisons. In this 

particular case study, Maparyan analyzes Bedi’s 2007 autobiography, It’s Always 

Possible: One Woman's Transformation of India’s Prison System, in which Bedi 

describes common sense approaches to correcting squalid conditions and human 

suffering including the beautification of prison grounds, improved access to clean water 

and nutritious food, and the implementation of meditation courses for prisoners (210). 

Bedi’s holistic approach to prison reform eschews authoritarian rule to center prisoners’ 

wellness. By treating everyone with dignity and respect, Bedi worked together with staff 

and prisoners to establish a sense of community within the prison. Collective prayer and 

group meditation lifted spirits, and prisoners’ assignments to various community-

supporting jobs—from barber to cook—gave them a sense of belonging to something 

greater (215). Maparyan’s chapter on Bedi is useful for instructors seeking to provide 

concrete examples of womanist activism. While her professional position as the first 

female Inspector General of Prisons is extraordinary, Bedi’s approach to transforming 

Tihar prison from a place of sorrow to one of hope involves the implementation of prayer 
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and meditation—everyday, spiritualized practices that anyone might engage. The 

ordinary and common-sense solutions womanism touts demonstrates for students just 

how accessible womanist activism can be and, in turn, how simple it could be to engage 

in social change. 

 Another concrete example of womanism-in-action that I share with my students 

includes yoga as it is described by Jillian Carter Ford in her chapter, “‘I’m Feelin’ It’: 

Embodied Spiritual Activism as a Vehicle for my Queer Black Liberation,” from the 

2016 anthology Yoga, the Body, and Embodied Social Change: An Intersectional 

Feminist Analysis. In this chapter, Ford identifies the roots of a period of literally 

crippling depression citing the interpersonal, systemic, and multigeneration oppressions 

she has experienced since childhood as a Black queer ciswoman. Ford discusses the ways 

in which yoga allows her to process her embodied trauma and uses womanism to frame 

her personal healing journey as a crucial element of social transformation work. She also 

outlines for her readers the parity between yoga and womanism highlighting both 

philosophies’ focus on self-growth as an important means of social change: 

Womanist and yogic philosophies offer overlapping conceptions of liberation. 

One resonate commonality is the principle that energy can be transmuted in the 

service of liberation. That liberation is possible on a continuum from a 

microscopic level (e.g., cells) to a cosmic level (e.g., the earth and beyond) . . . 

Like yoga, womanism posits the most important place to enter for social change 

creation is the self. (30) 
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The idea that one is actively participating in larger social transformation by addressing 

personal trauma is key to womanist thought. Yoga is therefore conducive to womanist 

change because, like womanism, it “direct[s] us inward as a precursor to healing anything 

outside ourselves” (32). As such, anyone can engage in the self-growth/social change 

interplay core to spiritual activism through yoga or some other spiritual practice.  

 Importantly, Ford asserts that the commodified nature of mainstream western 

yoga impedes diverse groups of people from practicing this form of self and social 

transformation comfortably in many U.S. environments. She issues a call to action to 

yoga practitioners, teachers, and studios to ensure yoga’s accessibility to people of color, 

queer people, poor people, and others who are consistently blocked from accessing the 

healing benefits of yoga by expensive, white-dominated yoga studios. As such, Ford’s 

writing itself is a form of womanist activism; that is, her chapter is scholarship-activism 

written in the service of profound inclusion, radical interrelatedness, and sincere 

invitation. Indeed, Ford highlights the transformative nature of radical interrelatedness in 

her discussion of yoga, womanism, and their combined usefulness for generating self and 

social change. She notes that, “Interconnectedness is foundational for using both yoga 

practice and womanist action as vehicles to create a more just world” reiterating for 

students the importance of relationality for evoking transformation (30). Ford’s chapter 

also serves as a sincere invitation to readers to practice yoga. Her personal narrative 

embedded in the writing addresses many of the concerns that students have regarding 

yoga in the U.S. from body insecurity to yoga classes’ costliness. In other words, Ford 
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demystifies yoga for her readers and encourages them to engage in what she refers to as 

“embodied spiritual activism” (29). In my experience, Ford’s chapter is useful for 

prompting students to actually try yoga especially when it is combined with other 

required readings and assignments focusing on yoga’s personal benefits and 

transformative potentiality.55  

 I find that providing students with examples of womanism-in-action assists them 

in understanding the concrete ways in which spirituality could be used for social change. 

Such examples also serve to inspire students who are tasked with imagining their own 

versions of womanist activism for a class assignment called the Womanist Spiritual 

Activism Project Proposal (see Appendix A).56 For this assignment, students propose (but 

do not carry out) an activist intervention into a selected form of oppression. The proposal 

can be a creative project like an art exhibition or a poetry compilation, an activist event 

such as a political march or demonstration, or a social justice organization. Students are 

free to propose whatever type of intervention they are drawn to; however, the proposed 

intervention must aim to solve or address a specific social issue addressed in the class. 

For example, a creative project proposal might aim to produce a line of sustainable 

                                                
55 Other useful texts framing yoga as womanist spiritual activism include Becky 
Thompson’s Survivors on the Yoga Mat: Stories for Those Healing from Trauma, 
“Healing to My Soul” by Tawnja Cleveland, and “Black Girl Yoga” by Tracey 
Ferdinand. 
56 The Womanist Spiritual Activism Project Proposal assignment is adapted from the 
Social Justice Action Project Proposal assignment created by the Multicultural Women’s 
and Gender Studies Department at Texas Woman’s University as an assessment of the 
multicultural women’s studies core curriculum. 
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fashion merchandise that advocates the healing of our planet. This intervention is directly 

tied to our class’ discussion of ecowomanism—a womanist approach to halting the 

destruction of nature/the environment.57 

 A proposal for an organization might involve starting a nonprofit that teaches 

meditation as a means to assist people of color to heal from trauma, which ties into class 

discussions of mindfulness as a womanist methodology.58 Whatever the intervention, 

students must provide a rationale in their proposal. Utilizing course material through the 

inclusion of direct quotations from assigned texts, students incorporate various authors’ 

voices into their proposal to support a call to action. In addition to describing their 

selected form of oppression and their imagined intervention, students outline a three-step 

plan of action for implementing their proposal. This requirement encourages students to 

envision actually enacting a form of womanist spiritual activism that would benefit 

society. Students must also provide their own working definition of womanist spiritual 

activism. This requirement encourages them to frame an important mode of activism 

according to their own understanding based on both the materials they have engaged over 

the course of the semester and their own experiences. Ideally, students could share this 

working definition with others in and outside the university using accessible language. As 

                                                
57 For more on ecowomanism see “Ecology Is a Sistah’s Issue Too: Politics of Emergent 
Afrocentric Ecowomanism” by Shamara Shantu Riley, Ecowomanism: African American 
Women and Earth-Honoring Faiths by Melanie Harris, and Ecowomanism, Religion and 
Ecology edited by Melanie Harris.  
58 For more on the role of mediation in healing from racist trauma see The Way of 
Tenderness: Awakening Through Race, Sexuality, and Gender by Zenju Earthlyn 
Manuel. 
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such, they might popularize and thus broaden the reach of womanism as an intervention 

into social injustice. 

 One of the aims of my Womanist Spiritual Activism course is for students to 

grasp the ways in which womanism can be used to both intervene into social injustices 

and enhance personal wellness. The Womanist Spiritual Activism Project Proposal 

allows students to consider womanist interventions into social issues that could contribute 

to broad-based change. To encourage students to engage womanism in their own lives I 

might assign the Spiritual Practices assignment (see Appendix B). Created by AnaLouise 

Keating, this assignment asks individual students to select a spiritual practice to enact 

over the course of the semester, which they regularly reflect upon in written journal 

entries. For example, students might engage daily meditation or practice yoga a few times 

a week. Other possibilities include, but are not limited to, mindful walking, guided 

visualization, Tarot, and aromatherapy. As part of this assignment, students also submit a 

short research paper as the final reflection over their selected spiritual practice. In this 

short research paper, students are asked to share any expectations they had for their 

selected spiritual practice, compare their expectations of the practice with their actual 

experiences of the practice, and discuss the ways in which their selected practice 

impacted or changed them over the course of the semester. Students must also provide a 

definition of spiritual practice in their own terms and discuss their selected spiritual 

practice in terms of spiritual activism. By doing so, students get to define their 
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spiritualized actions according to their own experiences and frame a seemingly personal 

activity as part of a larger movement to end social injustice.   

 My intentions for assigning Keating’s Spiritual Practices assignment are two-fold. 

First, I would like students to take time out of their busy semesters to engage in a practice 

that could help them to slow down, assist them in getting in touch with themselves and 

their communities, and provide a source of emotional support during their stressful 

college years filled with competing responsibilities from family life to academic success. 

In “How Meditation, Prayer, And Spiritual Communities Are Helping These College 

Students Thrive” Antonia Blumberg details the benefits some college students gain from 

engaging spiritual practices either on their own or as part of a spiritual or religious group. 

Blumberg notes that spirituality often provides much-needed support for college students 

navigating society as young adults:  

Life does not stand still for young people during their college years—family, 

relationships, health and countless other “real world” issues arise in their lives to 

compound the ever-present pressures of academic success. For many students, 

personal spirituality and religious groups provide necessary support to guide them 

through this challenging time.  

My teaching experience confirms Blumberg’s observation. During my time instructing 

Womanist Spiritual Activism, I have been contacted by students asking for the names of 

spiritual or religious campus groups they might join in order to enhance their spirituality. 

For many, the Spiritual Practices assignment is an introduction into taking time for the 
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self to connect to something beyond the human and feel the empowering effects of 

contemplation and other such spiritual rituals.  

 My second reason for using Keating’s Spiritual Practices assignment relates to my 

hope that students become open to seeing the ways in which spiritual practice relates to 

broader social change. By discussing their spiritual practice in terms of spiritual activism 

students are asked to contextualize a seemingly personal practice as part of a larger 

paradigm of work toward universal wellness. As I discussed in Chapter Four, this self-

growth/social change interplay is at the core of Anzaldúan thought and womanist spiritual 

activism. In my experience, the notion that we might change the world as we change 

ourselves resonates with students who desire to become part of the solution to social 

injustice yet are unsure how they can contribute to universal wellness. Womanist spiritual 

activism gives them a place to start and, hopefully, go on to become an actor in the 

struggle for social change. 

Conclusion 

 Each of the assignments described above contributes to womanism’s increased 

presence in the academy. They fulfill my desire to present womanism to undergraduate 

students in ways that demonstrate the paradigm’s unique approach to positive 

transformation. Specifically, these assignments highlight how spirituality can be put to 

work to evoke change at both personal and collective levels. Womanist readings and 

assignments in WGS might also ignite an interest in womanism in students who could 

then carry the idea into their graduate educations where it might inform their research and 
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thereby guide the field toward more womanist worldviews. The increased presence of 

womanism in WGS could facilitate practitioners in achieving our liberatory aims through 

scholarship-activism that centers radical interrelatedness, profound inclusion, and sincere 

invitation. More womanism in WGS could also assist us in grasping the expansive vision 

for change put forth by scholars like Gloria Anzaldúa, whose path of conocimiento 

outlines for readers a recursive journey toward enhanced awareness of the self and our 

inextricable relationship to others, both human and nonhuman. Indeed, a womanist 

reading of Gloria Anzaldúa’s lesser-known theories, such as the one presented in this 

project, demonstrates her commitment to a post-oppositional, spiritualized politics of 

change intended to promote universal wellness characterized by stability, mobility, and 

agency for individuals and communities. As such, Anzaldúa’s womanist idea may be just 

what WGS and other scholar-activists need in order to cultivate universal wellness in this 

political moment of hostile opposition to difference. It is my hope that this project 

contributes to Anzaldúa’s legacy in the field, and to the increased presence of womanism 

in the academy. 
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Womanist Spiritual Activism Project Proposal59 
 

Purpose: This assignment requires you to propose an activism project (a) designed to 
address a social justice issue and (b) that relates to significant topics addressed during the 
semester. You will select a specific social justice issue and develop a proposal that 
addresses your goals for social transformation related to the issue you’ve selected. Please 
use a Womanist Spiritual Activism lens in order to propose and justify your project. For 
this assignment, you will produce a proposal that provides your rationale for the project, 
based on concepts discussed in required course readings. However, you will not actually 
implement the project (although you may do so in the future if you’d like). I strongly 
recommend that you focus on a social-justice action that is local and manageable, 
something that you would actually be able to implement in the near future. Either way, 
the action you propose should be designed to address and/or bring awareness to your 
selected social justice issue. 
 
Types of proposals: You can propose a creative product (e.g., an art or photo exhibition, 
poetry collection, song playlist, video or film), a local activist organization (e.g., a 
student group/campus organization or association), or an activist event (e.g., a political 
march or demonstration). Whatever you choose, the proposals must address a specific 
issue explored during the semester in our course. For example, a creative project proposal 
might propose to design a line of sustainable plus-size fashion merchandise that 
celebrates diverse bodies and advocates the healing of our planet. A proposal for an 
organization might involve starting a compassionate listening group on campus for 
university students who are first-generation immigrants. The opportunities are endless, so 
be creative!  
 
Assignment: After selecting a social justice issue to serve as the focus for your activism, 
you should identify and analyze specific course readings that can be related to your 
selection. You should also research existing creative products, activist organizations, or 
activist events that already address your issue in some way, so that you can explain how 
your project is similar to and/or different from others. You may also, if you wish, do 
additional research in library databases of journal articles. 
 
In your proposal you will carefully explain your proposed project and give a thoughtful 
rationale for it. With reference to your personal experience or observation, a current 
event, or your analysis of a social problem, explain why you selected your topic and what 

                                                
59 This assignment has been adapted from the Social Justice Action Project Proposal 
created by the Multicultural Women’s and Gender Studies Department at Texas 
Woman’s University. 
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you hope to accomplish with your proposed project. Explain specifically how you would 
want your project to enhance social justice. 
 
Your proposal must carefully discuss your project in relation to at least three direct 
quotes from separate required readings in the course. The description and rationale for 
your proposed project must also incorporate careful discussion how your proposal 
contributes to universal wellness, a key issue we’ve discussed throughout the course. 
 
Your proposal should be well-written according to academic standards, and it must cite 
your sources according to the most recent edition of the MLA Handbook (8th edition). 
 
Project proposal form: To fulfill this assignment, carefully follow the instructions and 
complete the proposal form provided to you with the numbered subheadings listed on the 
form. Your Womanist Spiritual Activism Project Proposal should be submitted 
electronically to your instructor via the instructions provided. Your proposal should be 
submitted on the form provided you. 
 
Note on plagiarism: If you previously completed this assignment for another course, you 
may not submit the same assignment. Submitting the same assignment will result in a “0” 
for this course. You also may not submit the work of another student who previously 
completed this assignment. I reserve the right to check for plagiarism using “Turn-it-in,” 
which maintains a database of completed assignments. 

 
Womanist Spiritual Activism Project Proposal: Instructions and Proposal Form 

 
(1) Project Title: Here you should give the title or name of your proposed activism 
project. If you plan to create an organization this would be its name; if you plan to 
produce a creative project this would be the name of your product or concept. Your title 
should not be the same name of an existing organization or project. Remember, be 
creative! 
 
(2) Detailed Description: Here you should carefully describe the concept of your project 
(150-250 words).  

• For creative projects:  Describe your project clearly by addressing the following 
questions as specifically as possible:   

o What topic or issue are you bringing awareness to? Is your topic or issue 
local, regional, national, and/or global?  (I strongly recommend local.)  

o How does your proposal aspire to enhance social justice? 
o What will you be making or producing? Be as specific as possible. For 

example, if you are producing a playlist, what songs will you include? Or 
if you are producing an art show, what works of art will you include? 
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o How are you addressing the topic or issue in innovative ways? 
• For an activist organization or event: Describe your project clearly by addressing 

the following questions as specifically as possible:   
o What topic or issue will your organization or event address or advocate 

for? Is your topic or issue local, regional, national, and/or global? (I 
strongly recommend local.) 

o What will your organization or event do? What kinds of activities will it 
be involved with? In other words, if someone were to observe your 
organization or event in action, what would they see? 

o Will your organization or event have a specific location, and who will lead 
it?   

o What kind of services/insights/ideas/awareness will be offered? 
 
(3) Target Group/Audience: Describe the types of people whom you hope to impact 
with your project (i.e., youth, women of color, refugees, disabled people, etc.), and 
discuss why this is your target (25-50 words). 
 
(4) Purpose and Rationale: Here is where you make your case for the need and 
importance of your project (400-600 words). First, explain the purpose of your project, 
why you are proposing it, and how you hope that your project would enhance social 
justice. Second, explain the kind of change or impact you hope for your project to have 
on the people in your intended target group or audience. Your explanation of the purpose 
and rationale must include the following: 

• A brief discussion of a personal experience or observation, a current event, or 
your analysis of a social problem that leads you to make this proposal; 

• Your brief yet detailed definition of womanist spiritual activism. Your definition 
should be in your own words; 

• A thoughtful discussion of how your project is informed by at least three separate 
required readings from the course. Directly quote specific passages for each of the 
three readings that you select; and 

• A thoughtful discussion of how your proposal addresses key concepts in covered 
in class, including (but not limited to): radical interrelatedness, universal wellness, 
profound inclusion, sincere invitation, the self-growth/social change interplay.  

• Cite your sources according to the most recent edition of the MLA  Handbook. 
 
(5) Propose Three Steps to Initiate Your Plan: List three potential steps that you can 
make to initiate your plan; in 2-4 sentences per step provide reasons why these steps are 
necessary to accomplish your goal. Be as specific and realistic as possible. 

 
(6) List of Works Cited: List your works cited according to the guidelines of the most 
recent edition of the MLA Handbook (8th edition).  
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Your Name __________________________________________________________ 
 
Please complete this form according to the instructions provided and submit it to your 
instructor electronically as instructed. You should use the numbered subheadings as listed 
on the form below. 
 

Womanist Spiritual Activism Project Proposal Form 
 

(1) Title of Proposed Project: 
 
 
(2) Detailed Description (150-250 words): 
 
 
 
 
 
(3) Target Audience (25-50 words): 
 
 
 
(4) Purpose and Rationale (400-600 words): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(5) Three Steps to Initiate your Plan (2-4 sentences per step): 
Plan of Action 1: 
 
 
Plan of Action 2: 
 
 
Plan of Action 3: 
 
 
(6) List of Works Cited: 
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Spiritual Practices Assignment 
created by AnaLouise Keating 

 
This assignment requires you to select, research, engage in, and reflect on a “new” (that 
is, new to you) spiritual practice. (Possibilities include, but are not limited to, meditation, 
guided visualization, mindful walking, I Ching, Tarot, Sabian Symbols, Spirit Cards, 
yoga, etc.). In addition to regularly engaging in this spiritual practice throughout the 
semester, you will need to keep a journal on your practice,60 and write a short 
(approximately seven-page) essay, as follows:  
 
1) Craft your definition of “spiritual practice.” (“Spiritual practice” can be defined in 
many ways; it’s important that you develop a definition that resonates with you 
personally; you’re welcome, but not required, to draw on course readings and/or other 
sources.)  
 
2) Briefly describe the particular spiritual practice that you selected and explain why you 
selected it.  
 
3) Reflect on your engagement with this practice over the course of the semester. As you 
reflect, be sure to discuss the following:  
 (a) What were your expectations before beginning this spiritual practice? 
 (b) How would you describe your semester-long experience with this practice?  
 (c) In what ways did your experience meet, exceed, and/or not meet your 
 expectations?  
 (d) In what ways, if any, did this practice change you?  
 (e) What roles might this spiritual practice play in spiritual activism (be sure to 
 provide your definition of spiritual activism). 
 
4) Include an Oral Report, which entails a ten-minute summary of your project and a one- 
or two-page handout distributed to your classmates. 
  
 
 

                                                
60 You will not turn in the journal, but you will use it for self-reflection and material to 
draw on as you write your essay. 


