CHICANA LESBIANS

undoing everything and letting the anger out. “I know why so many of you are afraid
of doing well,” I say. “You've been told you can't do it, and you're so angy about it,
you can’t concentrate.” Courage takes pure concentration. By the end of these initial
two or three weeks we have become friends and defined our mutual respect. Only
then do we enter the course content.

I am not good at endings; I prefer to celebrate beginnings. The struggle contin-
ues, and the success stories abound. Students come back, year after year, to say “
Thank you.” Usually, I pull these visitors into the classroom: “Tell my class that they
can do it. Tell them how you did it!” The visitors start talking and can’t stop. “Look,
Olivia, when I first came into your class,” said Sylvia, “I couldn’t even put a fucking
sentence together. And now look at me, three years later I'm even writing poetry!”
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Chicana Lesbians: Fear and Loathmg
in the Chicano Community*

CARLA TRUJILLO

The vast majority of Chicano heterosexuals perceive Chicana lesbians as a threat to
the community. Homophobia, that is, irrational fear of gay or lesbian people and/or
behaviors, accounts for part of the heterosexist response to the lesbian community.
However, I argue that Chicana lesbians are perceived as a greater threat to the Chi-
cano community because their existence disrupts the established order of male domi-
nance, and raises the consciousness of many Chicana women regarding theirown in-
“dependence and mﬂt_nﬂ Some writers have addressed these topics (Moraga 1983, pp.
'103, 105, 111, 112, 117), however an analysis of the complexities of lesbian existence
alongside this perceived threat has not been undertaken. While this essay is by no
means complete, it attempts to elucidate the underlying basis of these fears which, in
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the very act of the lesbian existence, disrupt the established norm of patriarchal op-
pression.

Sexuality

As lesbians, our sexuality becomes the focal issue of dissent. The majority of Chi-
canas, both lesbian and heterosexual, are taught that our sexuality must conform to
certain modes of behavior. Our culture voices shame upon us if we go beyond the
criteria of passivity and repression, or doubts in our virtue if we refuse (Castillo 1991;
Alarcén, Castillo, and Moraga 1989). We, as women, are taught to suppress our sexual
desires and needs by conceding all pleasure to the male. As Chicanas, we are com-
monly led to believe that even talking about our participation and satisfaction in sex is
taboo. Moreover, we (as well as most women in the United States) learn to hate our
bodies, and usually possess little knowledge of them. Lourdes Arguelles (1990) did a
survey on the sexuality of 373 immigrant Latina women and found that over half of
the women possessed little knowledge of their reproductive systems or their own
physiology. Most remarked they “just didn’t look down there.”

Not loving our bodies affects how we perceive ourselves as sexual beings. As les-
bians, however, we have no choice but to confront our sexuality before we can con-
front our lesbianism. Thus the commonly held viewpoint among heterosexuals that
we are “defined by our sexuality” is, in a way, partially true. If we did not bring our
sexuality into consciousness, we would not be able to confront ourselves and come
out.

After confronting and then acknowledging our attraction, we must, in turn,
learn to reclaim that what we’re told is bad, wrong, dirty, and taboo-namely our bod-
ies, and our freedom to express ourselves in thermn. €n we internalize the ho-
mophobia and sexism of the larger society, as well as that of our own culture, which
attempts to keep us from loving ourselves. As Norma Alarcén states, “[Chicana les-
bians] must act to negate the negation.”! A Chicana lesbian must learn to love herself,
both as a woman and a sexual being, before she can love another. Loving another
women not only validates one’s own sexuality, but also that of the other woman, by
the very act of loving. Understanding this, a student in a workshop Cherrie Moraga
and I conducted on lesbian sexuality stated, “Now I get it. Not only do you have to
learn to love your own vagina, but someone else’s too.”2 It is only then that the subse-
quent experiences of love and commitment, passion and remorse can also become
our dilemmas, much like those of everyone else. The effort to consciously reclaim our
sexual selves forces Chicanas to either confront their owrrsexuality or, in refusing, cas-
‘tigate lesbians as vendidas to the race, blasphemers to the Church, atrocities against na-
ture, or some combination. '

Identification

 For many Chicanas, our identification as women, that is, as complete women, comes
from the belief that we need to be connected to a man (Flores-Ortiz 1990). Ridding
ourselves of this parasitic identification is not always easy, for we grow up, as my Chi-
cana students have pointed out, defined in a male context: daddy’s girl, some guy’s
girlfriend, wife, or mother. Vying for a man’s attention compromises our own person-
al and intellectual development. We exist in a patriarchal society that undervalues
women.> We are socialized to undervalue ourselves, as well as anything associated
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with the concept of self. Our voice is considered less significant, our needs and desires
secondary. As the Chicanas in the MALCS workshop indicated (Flores-Ortiz 1990),
our toleration of unjust behavior from men, the church, the established order, is con-
sidered an attribute. How much pain can we bear in the here-and-now so that we
may be better served in the afterlife? Martyrdom, the cloth of denial, transposes itself
into a gown of cultural beauty.

Yet, an alliance with a man grants a woman heterosexual privileges, many of
which are reified by the law, the church, our families and, of course,“La Causa.”’ Women
who partake in the privileges of male sexual alliance may often do so at the cost of their
own sense of self, since they must often subvert their needs, voice, intellect, and personal
development in these alliances: These are the conditional contradictions commonly
prescribed for women by the patriarchy in our culture and in the larger society. Histor-
ically, women have been viewed as property (Sanday 1974). Though some laws may
have changed, ideologically little else has. Upon marriage, a father feels he can relin-
quish “ownership” and “responsibility” of his daughter to her husband. The Chicana
feminist who confronts this subversion, and critiques the sexism of the Chicano com-
munity, will be called vendida if she finds the “male defined and often anti-feminist” val-
ues of the community difficult to accept (Moraga 1983, p. 113).

The behaviors necessary in the “act of pursuing a man” often generate competi-
tion among women, leading to betrayal of one another (Castillo 1991; Moraga 1983,
p. 136). When a woman’s sense of identity is tied to that of a2 man, she is dependent on
this relationship for her own self~-worth. Thus, she must compete with other women
for his attention. When the attention is then acknowledged and returned, she must
work to ensure that it is maintained. Ensuring the protection of this precious com-
modity generates suspicion among women, particularly single, unattached women.
Since we're all taught to vie for a man’s attention, we become, in a sense, sexual sus-
pects to one another. The responsibility is placed entirely upon the woman with little
thought given to the suspected infidelity of the man.

We should ask what role the man places himself in regarding his support of
these behaviors. After all, the woman is commonly viewed as his possession. Hence, in
the typical heterosexual relationship both parties are abetting the other, each in a
quest that does not improve the status of the woman (nor, in my view, that of the
man), nor the consciousness of either of them. |

How does the Chicana lesbian fit into this picture? Realistically, she doesn’t. As a
lesbian she does many things simultaneously: she rejects “compulsory heterosexuality”
(Rich 1980); she refuses to partake in the “game” of competition for men; she con-
fronts her own sexuality; and she challenges the norms placed upon her by culture
and society, whose desire is to subvert her into proper roles and places. This is done,
whether consciously or unconsciously, by the very aspect of her existence. In the
course of conducting many workshops on lesbian sexuality, Chicana heterosexuals
have often indicated to me that they do not associate with lesbians, since it could be
assumed that either (1) they too, must be lesbians, or (2) if they’re not, they must be
selling out to Anglo culture, since it is implied that Chicana lesbians do and thus any
association with lesbians implicates them as well. This equivocation of sexual practice
and cultural alliance is a retrograde ideology, quite possibly originating from the point /
of view that the only way to uplift the species is to propagate it. Thus, homosexuality
is seen as “counter-revolutionary.” l

- Heterosexual Chicanas need not be passive victims of the cultural onslaught of
social control. If anything, Chicanas are usually the backbone of every familia [family]
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for it is their strength and self-sacrifice which often keeps the family going. While
heterosexual Chicanas have a choice about how they want to live their lives (read:
how they choose to form their identities),* Chicana lesbians have very little choice,
because their quest for self-identification comes with the territory. This is why “com-
ing out” can be a major source of pain for Chicana lesbians, since the basic fear of re-
jection by family and community is paramount.’ For our own survival, Chicana les-
bians must continually embark on the creation or modification of our own familia,
since this institution, as traditionally constructed, may be non-supportive of the Chi-
cana lesbian existence (Moraga 1986, p. 58).

Motherhood

The point of view that we are not complete human beings unless we are attached to a
male is further promoted by the attitude that we are incomplete as women unless we
become mothers. Many Chicanas are socialized to believe that our chief purpose in
life is raising children (Moraga 1983, p. 113). Not denying the fact that motherhood
can be a beautiful experience, it becomes rather, one of the few experiences not only
supported, but expected in a traditional Chicano community. Historically, in dual-
headed households, Chicanas (as well as other women) were relegated to the tasks of
home care and child rearing, while the men took on the task of earning the family’s
income (Sacks 1974). Economic need, rather than feminist consciousness, has been the
primary reason for the change to two-income households. Nevertheless, for many
Chicanas, motherhood is still seen by our culture as the final act in establishing our
“womanhood.”

Motherhood among Chicana lesbians does exist. Many lesbians are mothers as
by-products of divorce or earlier liaisons with men. Anecdotal evidence I have ob-
tained from many Chicana lesbians in the community indicates that lesbians who
choose to become mothers in our culture are seen as aberrations of the traditional
concept of motherhood, which stresses male-female partnership. Choosing to become
a mother via alternative methods of insemination, or even adopting children, radically
departs from society’s view that lesbians and gay men cannot “successfully” raise chil-
dren. Therefore, this poses another threat to the Chicano community, since Chicana
lesbians are perceived as failing to partake in one of their chief obligations in life.

Religion

Religion, based on the tradition of patriarchal control and sexual, emotional, and psy-
chological repression, has historically been a dual means of hope for a better afterlife
and social control in the present one. Personified by the Virgen de Guadalupe, the con-
cept of motherhood and martyrdom go hand in hand in the Catholic religion. Never-
theless, as we are all aware, religion powerfully affects our belief systems concerning
life and living. Since the Pope does not advocate a homosexual lifestyle, lesbians and
gay men are not given sanction by the largely Catholic Chicano community—hence,
fulfilling our final threat to the established order. Chicana lesbians who confront their
homosexuality must, in turn, confront (for those raised in religious households) reli-
gion, bringing to resolution some compromise of religious doctrine and personal
lifestyle.® Many choose to alter, modify, or abandon religion, since it is difficult to ad-
vocate something which condemns our existence. This exacerbates a sense of alien-
ation for Chicana lesbians who feel they cannot wholly participate in a traditional re-
ligion.
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In sum, Chicana lesbians pose a threat to the Chicano community for a variety
of reasons, primarily because they threaten the established social hierarchy of patriar-
cRal control. In order to “come-out,” Chicana lesbians must confront their sexuality,
‘therefore bringing a taboo subject to consciousness. By necessity, they must learn to
love their bodies, for it is also another woman’s body which becomes the object of
love. Their identities as people alter and become independent of men, hence there is
no need to submit to, or perform the necessary behaviors that cater to wooing the
male ego. Lesbians (and other feminist women) would expect to treat and be treated
by men as equals. Men who have traditionally interacted with women on the basis of
their gender (read femininity) first, and their brains second, are commonly left con-
fused when the lesbian (or feminist) fails to respond to the established pecking order.

Motherhood, seen as exemplifying the final act of our existence as women, is
practiced by lesbians, but usually without societal or cultural permission. Not only is
it believed that lesbians cannot become mothers (hence, not fulfilling our established
purpose as women), but if we do, we morally threaten the concept of motherhood as
a sanctified entity, since lesbianism doesn’t fit into its religious or cultural confines.
Lastly, religion, which does not support the homosexual lifestyle, seeks to repudiate us
as sinners if we are “practicing”: and only tolerable if not. For her personal and psy-
chological survival, the Chicana lesbian must confront and bring to resolution these
established cultural and societal conflicts. These “confrontations” go against many of
the values of the Chicano community, since they pose a threat to the established order
of male control. Our very existence challenges this order, and in some cases challenges
the oftentimes ideologically oppressive attitudes toward women.

It is widely assumed that lesbians and heterosexual women are in two complete-
ly different enclaves in regard to the type and manner of the oppression they must
contend with. As illustrated earlier in this essay, this indeed, may be true. There do ex-
ist, however, different levels of patriarchal oppression which affect all of us as women,
and when combined inhibit our collective liberation. If we, as lesbian and heterosexu-
al Chicana women, can open our eyes and look at all that we share as women, we
might find commonalities even among our differences. First and foremost among
them is the status of women. Uttered under any breath, it implies subservience; cast to
a lower position not only in society, but in our own culture as well.

Second, the universal of the body. We are all female and subject to the same vio-
lations as any woman in society. We must contend with the daily threat of rape, mo-
lestation, and harassment—violations which affect all of us as women, lesbian or not.

As indicated earlier, our sexuality is suppressed by our culture—relegated to se-
crecy or embarrassment, implicating us as wrongful women if we profess to fulfill
ourselves sexually. Most of us still grow up inculcated with the dichotomy of the
“good girl-bad girl” syndrome. With virtue considered as the most admirable quality,
it’s easy to understand which we choose to partake. This generates a cloud of secrecy
around any sexual activity, and leads, I am convinced, to our extremely high teenage
pregnancy rate, simply because our families refuse to acknowledge the possibility that
young women may be sexually active before marriage.

We are taught to undervalue our needs and voices. Our opinions, viewpoints,
and expertise are considered secondary to those of males—even if we are more high-
ly trained. Time and again, I have seen otherwise sensible men insult the character of
a woman when they are unable to belittle her intellectual capacities.” Character assas-
sinations are commonly disguised in the familiar “vendida to the race” format. Com-
mon it seems, because it functions as the ultimate insult to any conscientious politica.
Because many of us are taught that our opinions matter little, we have difficulty at
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times, raising them. We don’t trust what we think, or believe in our merits. Unless we
are encouraged to do so, we have difficulty thinking independently of male opinion.
Chicanas must be constantly encouraged to speak up, to voice their opinions, particu-
larly in areas where no encouragement has ever been provided.

As Chicanas (and Chicanos), most of us are subject to the effects of growing up in
a culture besieged by poverty and all the consequences of it: lack of education, insuffi-
cient political power, and health care, disease, and drugs. We are all subject to the effects
of a society that is racist, classist, and homophobic, as well as sexist, and patriarchally
dominant. Colonization has imposed itself and affected the disbursement of status and
the collective rights of us as individuals. Chicana women are placed in this order at a
lower position, ensconced within a tight boundary which limits our voices, our bodies,
and our brains. In classic dissonant fashion, many of us become complicit in this (since
our survival often depends on it) and end up rationalizing our very own limitations.

The collective liberation of people begins with the collective liberation of half
its constituency—namely women. The view that our hierarchical society places Chi-
canos at a lower point, and they in turn must place Chicanas lower still, is outmoded
and politically destructive. Women can no longer be relegated to supporting roles. As-
suaging delicate male egos as a means of establishing our identities is retrograde and
subversive to our own identities as women. Chicanas, both lesbian and heterosexual,
have a dual purpose ahead of us. We must fight for our own voices as women, since
this will ultimately serve to uplift us as a people.

NotEs

1. Personal communication with the author at MALCS (Mujeres Activas en Letras y
Cambio Social) Summer Research Institute, 3—6 August 1990, University of California, Los
Angeles. ‘

2. Chicana Leadership Conference, Workshop on Chicana Lesbians, 8—10 February
1990, University of California, Berkeley.

3. There are multitudes of feminist books and periodicals which attest to the subordi-
nate position of women in society. Listing them is beyond the scope of this essay.

4. As Moraga (1983, p. 103) states, “only the woman intent on the approval can be af-
fected by the disapproval.”

5. Rejection by family and community is also an issue for gay men, however their situ-
ation is muddied by the concomitant loss of power.

6. Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Prefect, and Alberto Bouone, Titula Archbishop of Cae-
sarea in Numedia, Secretary, “Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church in the Pastoral
Care of Homosexual Persons:” 1 October 1986. Approved by Pope John Paul II, adopted in an
ordinary session of the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith and ordered published (Gram-
mick and Furey 1988, pp. 1-10).

7. This occurred often to the women MEChA, (Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de
Aztlin) leaders who were on the Berkeley campus between 1985-1989. It also occurred to a
Chicana panel member during a 1990 National Association for Chicano Studies presentation,
when a Chicano discussant disagreed with the recommendations based on her research.
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