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M. Rochlin

The Heterosexual Questionnaire

1. What do you think caused your heterosex-
uality?

2. When and how did you decide you were a
heterosexual?

3. Is it possible that your heterosexuality is
just a phase you may grow out of?

4. Is it possible that your heterosexuality stems
from a neurotic fear of others of the same
sex?

5. If you have never slept with a person of the
same sex, is it possible that all you need is a
good Gay lover?

6. Do your parents know that you are straight?
Do your friends and/or roommate(s) know?
How did they react?

7. Why do you insist on flaunting your het-
erosexuality? Can't you just be who you are
and keep it quiet?

8. Why do heterosexuals place so much em-
phasis on sex?

9. Why do heterosexuals feel compelled to
seduce others into their lifestyle?

10. A disproportionate majority of child moles-
ters are heterosexual. Do you consider it safe
to expose children to heterosexual teachers?

11. Just what do men and women do in bed to-
gether? How can they truly know how to

Reprinted by permission from Changing Men, Spring 1982.
© 1982 Changing Men.

please each other, being so anatomically dif-
ferent?

12. With all the societal support marriage re-
ceives, the divorce rate is spiraling. Why
are there so few stable relationships among
heterosexuals?

13. Statistics show that lesbians have the lowest
incidence of sexually transmitted diseases. Is
it really safe for a woman to maintain a het-
erosexual lifestyle and run the risk of disease
and pregnancy?

14. How can you become a whole person if you
limit yourself to compulsive, exclusive het-
erosexuality?

15. Considering the menace of overpopula-
tion, how could the human race survive if
everyone were heterosexual?

16. Could you trust a heterosexual therapist to
be objective? Don't you feel s/he might be
inclined to influence you in the direction
of her/his own leanings?

17. There seem to be very few happy hetero-
sexuals. Techniques have been developed
that might enable you to change if you re-
ally want to. Have you considered trying
aversion therapy?

18. Would you want your child to be hetero-
sexual, knowing the problems that s/he
would face?
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A R T I C L E Tomas Almaguer

Chicano Men: A Cartography of Homosexual Identity
and Behavior

The sexual behavior and sexual identity of Chi-
cano male homosexuals is principally shaped by
two distinct sexual systems, each of which at-
taches different significance and meaning to ho-
mosexuality. Both the European-American and
Mexican/Latin-American systems have their
own unique ensemble of sexual meanings, cat-
egories for sexual actors, and scripts that cir-
cumscribe sexual behavior. Each system also
maps the human body in different ways by plac-
ing different values on homosexual erotic zones.
The primary socialization of Chicanos into
Mexican/Latin-American cultural norms, com-
bined with their simultaneous socialization into
the dominant European-American culture,
largely structures how they negotiate sexual
identity questions and confer meaning to ho-
mosexual behavior during adolescence and
adulthood. Chicano men who embrace a "gay"
identity (based on the European-American sex-

An edited version of the original article appeared in differ-
ences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 3:2(1991), pp.
75-100. Reprinted with permission. I gratefully acknowl-
edge the valuable comments on an earlier version of this
article by Jackie Goldsby, David Halperin, Teresa de Lau-
retis, Bob Blauner, Carla Trujillo, Patricia Zavella, Velia
Garcia, and Ramon Gutierrez.

ual system) must reconcile this sexual identity
with their primary socialization into a Latino
culture that does not recognize such a construc-
tion: there is no cultural equivalent to the mod-
ern "gay man" in the Mexican/Latin-American
sexual system.

How does socialization into these differ-
ent sexual systems shape the crystallization of
their sexual identities and the meaning they
give to their homosexuality? Why does only a
segment of homosexually active Chicano men
identify as "gay"? Do these men primarily con-
sider themselves Chicano gay men (who retain
primary emphasis on their ethnicity) or gay Chi-
canos (who place primary emphasis on their
sexual preference)? How do Chicano homo-
sexuals structure their sexual conduct, especially
the sexual roles and relationships into which
they enter? Are they structured along lines of
power/dominance firmly rooted in a patriar-
chal Mexican culture that privileges men over
women and the masculine over the feminine?
Or do they reflect the ostensibly more egalitar-
ian sexual norms and practices of the European-
American sexual system? These are among the
numerous questions that this paper problema-
tizes and explores.
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We know little about how Chicano men
negotiate and contest a modern gay identity with
aspects of Chicano culture drawing upon more
Mexican/Latin-American configurations of sex-
ual meaning. Unlike the rich literature on the
Chicana/Latina lesbian experience, there is a
paucity of writings on Chicano gay men.1 There
does not exist any scholarly literature on this
topic other than one unpublished study address-
ing this issue as a secondary concern (Carrillo and
Maiorana). The extant literature consists primar-
ily of semi-autobiographical, literary texts by
authors such as John Rechy, Arturo Islas, and
Richard Rodriguez.2 Unlike the writings on
Chicana lesbianism, however, these works fail to
discuss directly the cultural dissonance that Chi-
cano homosexual men confront in reconciling
their primary socialization into Chicano family
life with the sexual norms of the dominant cul-
ture. They offer little to our understanding of
how these men negotiate the different way these
cultural systems stigmatize homosexuality and
how they incorporate these messages into their
adult sexual practices.

In the absence of such discussion or more
direct ethnographic research to draw upon, we
must turn elsewhere for insights into the lives of
Chicano male homosexuals. One source of such
knowledge is the perceptive anthropological re-
search on homosexuality in Mexico and Latin
America, which has direct relevance for our un-
derstanding of how Chicano men structure and
culturally interpret their homosexual experi-
ences. The other, ironically, is the writings of
Chicana lesbians who have openly discussed in-
timate aspects of their sexual behavior and re-
flected upon sexual identity issues. How they
have framed these complex sexual issues has
major import for our understanding of Chicano
male homosexuality. Thus, the first section of
this paper examines certain features of the Mex-
ican/Latin-American sexual system which offer
clues to the ensemble of cultural meanings that
Chicano homosexuals give to their sexual prac-
tices. The second section examines the autobio-

graphical writings of Chicana lesbian writer
Cherrie Moraga. I rely upon her candid discus-
sion of her sexual development as ethnographic
evidence for further problematizing the Chicano
homosexual experience in the United States.

The Cartography of
Desire in the
Mexican/Latin-American
Sexual System
American anthropologists have recently turned
their attention to the complex meaning of ho-
mosexuality in Mexico and elsewhere in Latin
America. Ethnographic research by Joseph M.
Carrier, Roger N. Lancaster, Richard Parker,
Barry D. Adam, and Clark L. Taylor has docu-
mented the inapplicability of Western European
and North American categories of sexual mean-
ing in the Latin American context. Since the
Mexican/Chicano population in the U.S. shares
basic features of these Latin cultural patterns, it
is instructive to examine this sexual system
closely and to explore its impact on the sexual-
ity of homosexual Chicano men and women.

The rules that define and stigmatize homo-
sexuality in Mexican culture operate under a
logic and a discursive practice different from
those of the bourgeois sexual system that shaped
the emergence of contemporary gay/lesbian
identity in the U.S. Each sexual system confers
meaning to homosexuality by giving different
weight to the two fundamental features of human
sexuality that Freud delineated in the Three Es-
says on the Theory of Sexuality: sexual object
choice and sexual aim. The structured meaning
of homosexuality in the European-American
context rests on the sexual object-choice one
makes—i.e., the biological sex of the person to-
ward whom sexual activity is directed. The
Mexican/Latin-American sexual system, on the
other hand, confers meaning to homosexual
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practices according to sexual aim—i.e., the act
one wants to perform with another person (of
either biological sex).

The contemporary bourgeois sexual system
in the U.S. divides the sexual landscape accord-
ing to discrete sexual categories and personages
defined in terms of sexual preference or object
choice: same sex (homosexual), opposite sex
(heterosexual), or both (bisexual). Historically,
this formulation has carried with it a blanket
condemnation of all same-sex behavior. Because
it is non-procreative and at odds with a rigid,
compulsory heterosexual norm, homosexuality
traditionally has been seen as either 1) a sinful
transgression against the word of God, 2) a con-
genital disorder wracking the body, or 3) a psy-
chological pathology gripping the mind. In
underscoring object choice as the crucial factor
in defining sexuality in the U.S., anthropologist
Roger Lancaster argues that "homosexual desire
itself, without any qualifications, stigmatizes one
as a homosexual" (116). This stigmatization
places the modern gay man at the bottom of the
homosexual sexual hierarchy. According to Lan-
caster, "the object-choice of the homosexual
emarginates him from male power, except inso-
far as he can serve as a negative example and . . .
is positioned outside the operational rules of
normative (hetero) sexuality" (123—24).

Unlike the European-American system, the
Mexican/Latin-American sexual system is based
on a configuration of gender/sex/power that is
articulated along the active/passive axis and or-
ganized through the scripted sexual role one
plays.3 It highlights sexual aim—the act one
wants to perform with the person toward whom
sexual activity is directed—and gives only sec-
ondary importance to the person's gender or bi-
ological sex. According to Lancaster, "it renders
certain organs and roles 'active,' other body pas-
sages and roles 'passive,' and assigns honor/shame
and status/stigma accordingly" (123). It is the
mapping of the body into differentiated erotic
zones and the unequal, gender-coded statuses ac-
corded sexual actors that structure homosexual

meaning in Latin culture. In the Mexican/Latin-
American context there is no cultural equivalent
to the modern gay man. Instead of discrete sex-
ual personages differentiated according to sexual
preference, we have categories of people defined
in terms of the role they play in the homosexual
act. The Latin homosexual world is divided into
activos and pasivos (as in Mexico and Brazil) and
machistas and cochons (in Nicaragua).

Although stigma accompanies homosexual
practices in Latin culture, it does not equally
adhere to both partners. It is primarily the
anal-passive individual (the cochon or pasivo) who
is stigmatized for playing the subservient, femi-
nine role. His partner (the activo or machista) typ-
ically "is not stigmatized at all and, moreover, no
clear category exists in the popular language to
classify him. For all intents and purposes, he is
just a normal. . . male" (Lancaster 113). In fact,
Lancaster argues that the active party in a homo-
sexual drama often gains status among his peers
in precisely the same way that one derives status
from seducing many women (113). This cul-
tural construction confers an inordinate amount
of meaning to the anal orifice and to anal pene-
tration. This is in sharp contrast to the way ho-
mosexuality is viewed in the U.S., where the
oral orifice structures the meaning of homosex-
uality in the popular imagination. In this regard,
Lancaster suggests the lexicon of male insult in
each context clearly reflects this basic difference
in cultural meaning associated with oral/anal
sites (111). The most common derisive term
used to refer to homosexuals in the U.S. is
"cocksucker." Conversely, most Latin American
epithets for homosexuals convey the stigma asso-
ciated with their being anally penetrated.

Consider for a moment the meaning associ-
ated with the passive homosexual in Nicaragua,
the cochon. The term is derived from the word
colchon or mattress, implying that one gets on top
of another as one would a mattress, and thereby
symbolically affirms the former's superior mascu-
line power and male status over the other, who
is feminized and indeed objectified (Lancaster
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112). Cochon carries with it a distinct configura-
tion of power, delineated along gender lines
that are symbolically affirmed through the sex-
ual role one plays in the homosexual act. Con-
sequently, the meaning of homosexuality in
Latin culture is fraught with elements of power/
dominance that are not intrinsically accorded
homosexual practices in the U.S. It is anal pas-
sivity alone that is stigmatized and that defines
the subordinate status of homosexuals in Latin
culture. The stigma conferred to the passive role
is fundamentally inscribed in gender-coded
terms.

"To give" (dor) is to be masculine, "to receive"
(recibir, aceptar, tomar) is to be feminine. This
holds as the ideal in all spheres of transactions
between and within genders. It is symbolized
by the popular interpretation of the male sex-
ual organ as active in intercourse and the fe-
male sexual organ (or male anus) as passive.
(Lancaster 114)

This equation makes homosexuals such as the
pasivo and cochon into feminized men; biological
males, but not truly men. In Nicaragua, for ex-
ample, homosexual behavior renders "one man
a machista and the other a cochon. The
machista's honor and the cochon's shame are
opposite sides of the same coin" (Lancaster 114).

Mate Homosexual
Identity and Behavior
in Mexico
Some of the most insightful ethnographic re-
search on homosexuality in Mexico has been
conducted by anthropologist J. M. Carrier. Like
other Latin American specialists exploring this
issue, Carrier argues that homosexuality is con-
strued very differently in the U.S. and in Mex-
ico. In the U.S., even one adult homosexual act
or acknowledgment of homosexual desire may

threaten a man's gender identity and throw
open to question his sexual identity as well. In
sharp contrast, a Mexican man's masculine gen-
der and heterosexual identity are not threatened
by a homosexual act as long as he plays the in-
serter's role. Only the male who plays the passive
sexual role and exhibits feminine gender charac-
teristics is considered to be truly homosexual and
is, therefore, stigmatized. This "bisexual" option,
an exemption from stigma for the "masculine"
homosexual, can be seen as part of the ensemble
of gender privileges and sexual prerogatives ac-
corded Mexican men. Thus it is primarily the
passive, effeminate homosexual man who be-
comes the object of derision and societal con-
tempt in Mexico.

The terms used to refer to homosexual
Mexican men are generally coded with gendered
meaning drawn from the inferior position of
women in patriarchal Mexican society. The most
benign of these contemptuous terms is maricon, a
label that highlights the non-conforming gender
attributes of the (feminine) homosexual man. Its
semantic equivalent in the U.S. is "sissy" or
"fairy" (Carrier, "Cultural Factors" 123-24).
Terms such as joto or puto, on the other hand,
speak to the passive sexual role taken by these
men rather than merely their gender attributes.
They are infinitely more derogatory and vulgar
in that they underscore the sexually non-
conforming nature of their passive/receptive po-
sition in the homosexual act. The invective
associated with all these appellations speaks to the
way effeminate homosexual men are viewed as
having betrayed the Mexican man's prescribed
gender and sexual role. Moreover, it may be
noted that the Spanish feminine word puta
refers to a female prostitute while its male form
puto refers to a passive homosexual, not a male
prostitute. It is significant that the cultural equa-
tion made between the feminine, anal-receptive
homosexual man and the most culturally-
stigmatized female in Mexican society (the
whore) share a common semantic base.4
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Carrier's research suggests that homosexu-
ality in Mexico is rigidly circumscribed by the
prominent role the family plays in structuring
homosexual activity. Whereas in the U.S., at
least among most European-Americans, the role
of the family as a regulator of the lives of gay
men and lesbians has progressively declined, in
Mexico the family remains a crucial institution
that defines both gender and sexual relations be-
tween men and women. The Mexican family
remains a bastion of patriarchal privilege for men
and a major impediment to women's autonomy
outside the private world of the home.

The constraints of family life often prevent
homosexual Mexican men from securing unre-
stricted freedom to stay out late at night, to
move out of their family's home before mar-
riage, or to take an apartment with a male lover.
Thus their opportunities to make homosexual
contacts in other than anonymous locations,
such as the balconies of movie theaters or certain
parks, are severely constrained (Carrier, "Family
Attitudes" 368). This situation creates an atmos-
phere of social interdiction which may explain
why homosexuality in Mexico is typically
shrouded in silence. The concealment, suppres-
sion, or prevention of any open acknowledg-
ment of homosexual activity underscores the
stringency of cultural dictates surrounding gen-
der and sexual norms within Mexican family
life. Unlike the generally more egalitarian, per-
missive family life of white middle-class gay men
and lesbians in the U.S., the Mexican family ap-
pears to play a far more important and restrictive
role in structuring homosexual behavior among
Mexican men ("Family Attitudes" 373).

Given these constraints and the particular
meanings attached to homosexuality in Mexi-
can culture, same-sex behavior in Mexico typ-
ically unfolds in the context of an age-stratified
hierarchy that grants privileges to older, more
masculine men. It is very significant that in in-
stances where two masculine, active men enter
into a homosexual encounter, the rules that

structure gender-coded homosexual relations
continue to operate with full force. In these ex-
changes one of the men—typically he who is
defined as being more masculine or powerful—
assumes the active, inserter role while the other
man is pressed into the passive, anal-receptive
role. Moreover, men who may eventually
adopt both active and passive features of homo-
sexual behavior typically do not engage in such
reciprocal relations with the same person. In-
stead, they generally only play the active role
with one person (who is always viewed as being
the more feminine) and are sexually passive
with those they deem more masculine than
themselves ("Cultural Factors" 120-21).

In sum, it appears that the major difference
between bisexually-active men in Mexico and
bisexual males in the U.S. is that the former are
not stigmatized because they exclusively play
the active, masculine, inserter role. Unlike in the
North American context, "one drop of homo-
sexuality" does not, ipso facto, make a Mexican
male a joto or a maricon. As Carrier's research
clearly documents, none of the active inserter
participants in homosexual encounters ever con-
siders himself a "homosexual" or to be "gay"
("Mexican Male" 83). What may be called the
"bisexual escape hatch" functions to insure that
the tenuous masculinity of Mexican men is not
compromised through the homosexual act; they
remain men, hombres, even though they partici-
pate in this sexual behavior. Moreover, the Mex-
ican sexual system actually militates against the
construction of discernable, discrete "bisexual"
or "gay" sexual identities because these identities
are shaped by and draw upon a different sexual
system and foreign discursive practices. One
does not, in other words, become "gay" or
"lesbian" identified in Mexico because its sex-
ual system precludes such an identity formation
in the first place. These "bourgeois" sexual cat-
egories are simply not relevant or germane to
the way gender and sexual meanings are con-
ferred in Mexican society.
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Implications for Chicano
Gay Men in the U.S.
The emergence of the modern gay identity in
the U.S. and its recent appearance in Mexico
have implications for Chicano men that have not
been fully explored. What is apparent, however,
is that Chicanes, as well as other racial minorities,
do not negotiate the acceptance of a gay identity
in exactly the same way white American men do.
The ambivalence of Chicanos vis-a-vis a gay sex-
ual identity and their attendant uneasiness with
white gay/lesbian culture do not necessarily re-
flect a denial of homosexuality. Rather, I would
argue, the slow pace at which this identity for-
mation has taken root among Chicanos is attrib-
utable to cultural and structural factors which
differentiate the experiences of the white and
non-white populations in the U.S.

Aside from the crucial differences discussed
above in the way homosexuality is culturally
constructed in the Mexican/Latin-American
and European- or Anglo-American sexual sys-
tems, a number of other structural factors also
militate against the emergence of a modern gay
identity among Chicano men. In this regard, the
progressive loosening of familial constraints
among white, middle-class homosexual men and
women at the end of the nineteenth century, and
its acceleration in the post-World War II period,
structurally positioned the white gay and lesbian
population to redefine their primary self-identity
in terms of their homosexuality. The shift from a
family-based economy to a fully developed wage
labor system at the end of the nineteenth century
dramatically freed European-American men and
women from the previously confining social and
economic world of the family. It allowed both
white men and the white "new woman" of the
period to transgress the stifling gender roles that
previously bound them to a compulsory hetero-
sexual norm.3 Extricating the nuclear family from
its traditional role as a primary unit of production
enabled homosexually inclined individuals to
forge a new sexual identity and to develop a cul-

ture and community that were not previously
possible. Moreover, the tremendous urban mi-
gration ignited (or precipitated) by World War II
accelerated this process by drawing thousands of
homosexuals into urban settings where the pos-
sibilities for same-sex intimacy were greater.

It is very apparent, however, that the gay
identity and communities that emerged were
overwhelmingly white, middle class, and male-
centered. Leading figures of the first homophile
organizations in the U.S., such as the Mattachine
Society, and key individuals shaping the newly
emergent gay culture were primarily drawn from
this segment of the homosexual population.
Moreover, the new communities founded in the
post-war period were largely populated by white
men who had the resources and talents needed to
create "gilded" gay ghettos. This fact has given
the contemporary gay community—despite its
undeniable diversity—a largely white, middle
class, and male form. In other words, the unique
class and racial advantages of white gay men pro-
vided the foundation upon which they could
boldly carve out the new gay identity. Their col-
lective position in the social structure empow-
ered them with the skills and talents needed to
create new gay institutions, communities, and a
unique sexual subculture.

Despite the intense hostility that, as gay
men, they faced during that period, nevertheless,
as white gay men, they were in the best position
to risk the social ostracism that this process en-
gendered. They were relatively better situated
than other homosexuals to endure the hazards
unleashed by their transgression of gender con-
ventions and traditional heterosexual norms. The
diminished importance of ethnic identity among
these individuals, due principally to the homog-
enizing and integrating impact of the dominant
racial categories which defined them foremost as
white, undoubtedly also facilitated the emer-
gence of gay identity among them. As members
of the privileged racial group—and thus no
longer viewing themselves primarily as Irish, Ital-
ian, Jewish, Catholic, etc.—these middle-class
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men and women arguably no longer depended
solely on their respective cultural groups and
families as a line of defense against the dominant
group. Although they may have continued to
experience intense cultural dissonance leaving
behind their ethnicity and their traditional fam-
ily-based roles, they were now in a position to
dare to make such a move.

Chicanos, on the other hand, have never
occupied the social space where a gay or lesbian
identity can readily become a primary basis of
self-identity. This is due, in part, to their struc-
tural position at the subordinate ends of both
the class and racial hierarchies, and in a context
where ethnicity remains a primary basis of group
identity and survival. Moreover, Chicano fam-
ily life requires allegiance to patriarchal gender
relations and to a system of sexual meanings that
directly militate against the emergence of this al-
ternative basis of self-identity. Furthermore, fac-
tors such as gender, geographical settlement, age,
nativity, language usage, and degree of cultural
assimilation further prevent, or at least compli-
cate, the acceptance of a gay or lesbian identity
by Chicanos or Chicanas respectively. They are
not as free as individuals situated elsewhere in
the social structure to redefine their sexual iden-
tity in ways that contravene the imperatives of
minority family life and its traditional gender ex-
pectations. How they come to define their sex-
ual identities as gay, straight, bisexual or, in
Mexican/Latin-American terms, as an active, pa-
sivo, or macho marica, therefore, is not a straight-
forward or unmediated process. Unfortunately,
there are no published studies to date exploring
this identity formation process.

However, one unpublished study on ho-
mosexual Latino/Chicano men was conducted
by Hector Carrillo and Horacio Maiorana in
the spring of 1989. As part of their ongoing
work on AIDS within the San Francisco Bay
Area Latino community, these researchers de-
velop a typology capturing the different points
in a continuum differentiating the sexual iden-
tity of these men. Their preliminary typology is

useful in that it delineates the way homosexual
Chicanos/Latinos integrate elements of both
the North American and Mexican sexual sys-
tems into their sexual behavior.

The first two categories of individuals, ac-
cording to Carrillo and Maiorana, are: 1)
Working-class Latino men who have adopted
an effeminate gender persona and usually play
the passive role in homosexual encounters
(many of them are drag queens who frequent
the Latino gay bars in the Mission District of
San Francisco); and 2) Latino men who con-
sider themselves heterosexual or bisexual, but
who furtively have sex with other men. They
are also primarily working class and often fre-
quent Latino gay bars in search of discrete sex-
ual encounters. They tend to retain a strong
Latino or Chicano ethnic identity and structure
their sexuality according to the Mexican sexual
system. Although Carrillo and Maiorana do not
discuss the issue, it seems likely that these men
would primarily seek out other Latino men,
rather than European-Americans, as potential
partners in their culturally-circumscribed ho-
mosexual behavior.

I would also suggest from personal observa-
tion that these two categories of individuals oc-
casionally enter into sexual relationships with
middle-class Latinos and European-American
men. In so doing, these working-class Latino
men often become the object of the middle-class
Latino's or the white man's colonial desires. In
one expression of this class-coded lust, the ef-
feminate pasivo becomes the boyish, feminized
object of the middle-class man's colonial desire.
In another, the masculine Mexican/Chicano ac-
tivo becomes the embodiment of a potent ethnic
masculinity that titillates the middle-class man
who thus enters into a passive sexual role.

Unlike the first two categories of homo-
sexually active Latino men, the other three have
integrated several features of the North Ameri-
can sexual system into their sexual behavior.
They are more likely to be assimilated into the
dominant European-American culture of the
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U.S. and to come from middle-class back-
grounds. They include 3) Latino men who
openly consider themselves gay and participate
in the emergent gay Latino subculture in the
Mission district; 4) Latino men who consider
themselves gay but do not participate in the
Latino gay subculture, preferring to maintain a
primary identity as Latino and only secondarily
a gay one; and, finally, 5) Latino men who are
fully assimilated into the white San Francisco
gay male community in the Castro District and
retain only a marginal Latino identity.

In contrast to the former two categories,
Latino men in the latter three categories are
more likely to seek European-American sexual
partners and exhibit greater difficulty in recon-
ciling their Latino cultural backgrounds with
their gay lifestyle. In my impressionistic obser-
vations, these men do not exclusively engage in
homosexual behavior that is hierarchically dif-
ferentiated along the gender-coded lines of the
Mexican sexual system. They are more likely to
integrate both active and passive sexual roles
into their sexuality and to enter into relation-
ships in which the more egalitarian norms of the
North American sexual system prevail. We
know very little, however, about the actual sex-
ual conduct of these individuals. Research has
not yet been conducted on how these men ex-
press their sexual desires, how they negotiate
their masculinity in light of their homosexuality,
and, more generally, how they integrate aspects
of the two sexual systems into their everyday
sexual conduct.

In the absence of such knowledge, we may
seek clues about the social world of Chicano
gay men in the perceptive writings of Chicana
lesbians. Being the first to shatter the silence on
the homosexual experience of the Chicano
population, they have candidly documented the
perplexing issues Chicanos confront in negoti-
ating the conflicting gender and sexual messages
imparted by the coexisting Chicano and Euro-
pean-American cultures. The way in which
Chicana lesbians have framed these problems, I

believe, is bound to have major significance for
the way Chicano men reconcile their homo-
sexual behavior and gay sexual identity within a
Chicano cultural context. More than any other
lesbian writer's, the extraordinary work of
Cherrie Moraga articulates a lucid and complex
analysis of the predicament that the middle-class
Chicana lesbian and Chicano gay man face in
this society. A brief examination of her autobi-
ographical writings offers important insights
into the complexities and contradictions that
may characterize the experience of homosexu-
ality for all Chicanos and Chicanas in the U.S.

Cherrie Moraga and
Chicana Lesbianism
An essential point of departure in assessing
Cherrie Moraga's work is an appreciation of the
way Chicano family life severely constrains the
Chicana's ability to define her life outside of its
stilling gender and sexual prescriptions. As a
number of Chicana feminist scholars have clearly
documented, Chicano family life remains rigidly
structured along patriarchal lines that privilege
men over women and children.6 Any violation
of these norms is undertaken at great personal
risk because Chicanos draw upon the family to
resist racism and the ravages of class inequality.
Chicano men and women are drawn together
in the face of these onslaughts and are closely
bound into a family structure that exaggerates
unequal gender roles and suppresses sexual non-
conformity.7 Therefore, any deviation from the
sacred link binding husband, wife, and child not
only threatens the very existence of la familia but
also potentially undermines the mainstay of re-
sistance to Anglo racism and class exploitation.
"The family, then, becomes all the more ar-
dently protected by oppressed people and the
sanctity of this institution is infused like blood
into the veins of the Chicano. At all costs, la fa-
milia must be preserved," writes Moraga. Thus,
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"we fight back . . . with our families—with our
women pregnant, and our men as indispensable
heads. We believe the more severely we protect
the sex roles within the family, the stronger we
will be as a unit in opposition to the anglo
threat" (Loving 1}.

These cultural prescriptions do not, how-
ever, curb the sexually non-conforming be-
havior of certain Chicanos. As in the case of
iVlexican homosexual men in Mexico, there ex-
ists a modicum of freedom for the Chicano ho-
mosexual who retains a masculine gender
identity while secretly engaging in the active ho-
mosexual role. Moraga has perceptively noted
that the Latin cultural norm inflects the sexual
behavior of homosexual Chicanos: "Male ho-
mosexuality has always been a 'tolerated' aspect
of Mexican/Chicano society, as long as it re-
mains 'fringe' . . . But lesbianism, in any form,
and male homosexuality which openly avows
both the sexual and the emotional elements of
the bond, challenge the very foundation of la fa-
milia" (111). The openly effeminate Chicano
gay man's rejection of heterosexuality is typi-
cally seen as a fundamental betrayal of Chicano
patriarchal cultural norms. He is viewed as hav-
ing turned his back on the male role that privi-
leges Chicano men and entitles them to sexual
access to women, minors, and even other men.
Those who reject these male prerogatives are
viewed as non-men, as the cultural equivalents
of women. Moraga astutely assesses the situa-
tion as one in which "the 'faggot' is the object
of Chicano/Mexicano's contempt because he is
consciously choosing a role his culture tells him
to despise. That of a woman" (111).

The constraints that Chicano family life im-
posed on Moraga herself are candidly discussed
in her provocative autobiographical essays "La
Guera" and "A Long Line of Vendidas" in Lov-
ing in the War Years. In recounting her child-
hood in Southern California, Moraga describes
how she was routinely required to make her
brother's bed, iron his shirts, lend him money,
and even serve him cold drinks when his friends

came to visit their home. The privileged position
of men in the Chicano family places women in a
secondary, subordinate status. She resentfully ac-
knowledges that "to this day in my mother's
home, my brother and father are waited on, in-
cluding by me" (90). Chicano men have always
thought of themselves as superior to Chicanas,
she asserts in unambiguous terms: "I have never
met any kind of Latino who . . . did not sub-
scribe to the basic belief that men are better"
(101). The insidiousness of the patriarchal ideol-
ogy permeating Chicano family life even shapes
the way a mother defines her relationships with
her children: "The daughter must constantly
earn the mother's love, prove her fidelity to her.
The son—he gets her love for free" (102).

Moraga realized early in life that she would
find it virtually impossible to attain any mean-
ingful autonomy in that cultural context. It was
only in the Anglo world that freedom from op-
pressive gender and sexual strictures was re-
motely possible. In order to secure this latitude,
she made a necessary choice: to embrace the
white world and reject crucial aspects of her
Chicana upbringing. In painfully honest terms,
she states:

I gradually became anglocized because I thought
it was the only option available to me toward
gaining autonomy as a person without being
sexually stigmatized I instinctively made
choices which I thought would allow me greater
freedom of movement in the future. This meant
resisting sex roles as much as I could safely man-
age and that was far easier in an anglo context
than in a Chicano one. (99)

Bom to a Chicana mother and an Anglo father,
Moraga discovered that being fair-complexioned
facilitated her integration into the Anglo social
world and contributed immensely to her acade-
mic achievement. "My mother's desire to pro-
tect her children from poverty and illiteracy" led
to their being "anglocized," she writes; "the
more effectively we could pass in the white
world, the better guaranteed our future" (51).
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Consequently her life in Southern California
during the 1950s and 1960s is described as one in
which she "identified with and aspired toward
white values" (58). In the process, she "rode the
wave of that Southern California privilege as far
as conscience would let me" (58).

The price initially exacted by anglicization
was estrangement from family and a partial loss
of the nurturing and love she found therein. In
reflecting on this experience, Moraga acknowl-
edges that "I have had to confront that much of
what I value about being Chicana, about my
family, has been subverted by anglo culture and
my cooperation with it. . . . I realized the major
reason for my total alienation from and fear of
my classmates was rooted in class and culture"
(54). She poignantly concedes that, in the
process, "I had disavowed the language I knew
best—ignored the words and rhythms that were
closest to me. The sounds of my mother and
aunts gossiping—half in English, half in Span-
ish—while drinking cerveza in the kitchen"
(55). What she gained, on the other hand, was
the greater autonomy that her middle-class
white classmates had in defining their emergent
sexuality and in circumventing burdensome
gender prescriptions. Her movement into the
white world, however, was viewed by Chicanes
as a great betrayal. By gaining control of her life,
Moraga became one of a "long line of vendi-
das," traitors or "sell-outs," as self-determined
women are seen in the sexist cultural fantasy of
patriarchal Chicano society. This is the accusa-
tion that "hangs above the heads and beats in
the hearts of most Chicanas, seeking to develop
our own autonomous sense of ourselves, partic-
ularly our sexuality" (103).

Patriarchal Chicano culture, with its deep
roots in "the institution of heterosexuality," re-
quires Chicanas to commit themselves to Chi-
cano men and subordinate to them their own
sexual desires. "[The Chicano] too, like any
other man," Moraga writes, "wants to be able
to determine how, when, and with whom his
women—mother, wife, and daughter—are sex-

ual" (110-11). But "the Chicana's sexual com-
mitment to the Chicano male [is taken as] proof
of her fidelity to her people" (105). "It is no
wonder," she adds, that most "Chicanas often
divorce ourselves from conscious recognition of
our own sexuality" (119). In order to claim the
identity of a Chicana lesbian, Moraga had to
take "a radical stand in direct contradiction to,
and in violation of, the women [sic] I was raised
to be" (117); and yet she also drew upon themes
and images of her Mexican Catholic back-
ground. Of its impact on her sexuality Moraga
writes:

I always knew that I felt the greatest emotional
ties with women, but suddenly I was beginning

to consciously identify those feeling as sexual.
The more potent my dreams and fantasies be-
came and the more I sensed my own exploding

sexual power, the more I retreated from my
body's messages and into the region of religion.
By giving definition and meaning to my desires,
religion became the discipline to control my
sexuality. Sexual fantasy and rebellion became
"impure thoughts" and "sinful acts." (119)

These "contrary feelings," which initially sur-
faced around the age of twelve, unleashed feel-
ings of guilt and moral transgression. She
found it impossible to leave behind the Catholic
Church's prohibitions regarding homosexual-
ity, and religious themes found their way into
how she initially came to define herself as a sex-
ual subject—in a devil-like form. "I wrote poems
describing myself as a centaur: half-animal/half-
human, hairy-rumped and cloven-hoofed, como
el diablo. The images emerged from a deeply
Mexican and Catholic place" (124).

As her earliest sexual feelings were laden
with religious images, so too were they shaped
by images of herself in a male-like form. This is
understandable in light of the fact that only men
in Chicano culture are granted sexual subjectiv-
ity. Consequently, Moraga instinctively gravi-
tated toward a butch persona and assumed a
male-like stance toward other women.
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In the effort to avoid embodying la chingada, I
became the chingon. In the effort not to feel
fucked, I became the fucker, even with women.
... The fact of the matter was that all those
power struggles of "having" and "being had"
were played out in my own bedroom. And in
my psyche, they held a particular Mexican twist.
(126)

In a candid and courageously outspoken con-
versation with lesbian activist Amber Hol-
libaugh, Moraga recounts that

... what turned me on sexually, at a very early
age, had to do with the fantasy of capture, tak-
ing a woman, and my identification was with
the man.... The truth is, I do have some real
gut-level misgivings about my sexual connec-
tion with capture. It might feel very sexy to
imagine "taking" a woman, but it has sometimes
occurred at the expense of my feeling, sexually,
like I can surrender myself to a woman; that is,
always needing to be the one in control, calling
the shots. It's a very butch trip and 1 feel like
this can keep me private and protected and can
prevent me from fully being able to express my-
self. (Moraga and Hollibaugh 396)

Moraga's adult lesbian sexuality defined it-
self along the traditional butch/femme lines
characteristic of lesbian relationships in the post-
war period.8 It is likely that such an identity
formation was also largely an expression of the
highly gender-coded sexuality imparted through
Chicano family life. In order to define herself as
an autonomous sexual subject, she embraced a
butch, or more masculine, gender persona, and
crystallized a sexual desire for feminine, or
femme, lovers.

The Final Frontier:
Unmasking the Chicano
Gay Man
Moraga's experience is certainly only one ex-
pression of the diverse ways in which Chicana
lesbians come to define their sense of gender and

experience their homosexuality. But her odyssey
reflects and articulates the tortuous and painful
path traveled by working-class Chicanas (and
Chicanes) who embrace the middle-class Anglo
world and its sexual system in order to secure,
ironically, the "right to passion expressed in our
own cultural tongue and movements" (136). It
is apparent from her powerful autobiographical
writings, however, how much her adult sexual-
ity was also inevitably shaped by the gender and
sexual messages imparted through the Chicano
family.

How this complex process of integrating,
reconciling, and contesting various features of
both Anglo and Chicano cultural life are expe-
rienced by Chicano gay men, has yet to be fully
explored. Moraga's incisive and extraordinarily
frank autobiographical account raises numerous
questions about the parallels in the homosexual
development of Chicana lesbians and Chicano
gay men. How, for example, do Chicano male
homosexuals internalize and reconcile the gen-
der-specific prescriptions of Chicano culture?
How does this primary socialization impact on
the way they define their gender personas and
sexual identities? How does socialization into a
patriarchal gender system that privileges men
over women and the masculine over the femi-
nine structure intimate aspects of their sexual
behavior? Do most Chicano gay men invari-
ably organize aspects of their sexuality along the
hierarchical lines of dominance/subordination
that circumscribe gender roles and relationships
in Chicano culture? My impression is that many
Chicano gay men share the Chicano heterosex-
ual man's underlying disdain for women and all
that is feminine. Although it has not been doc-
umented empirically, it is likely that Chicano
gay men incorporate and contest crucial features
of the Mexican/Latin-American sexual system
into their intimate sexual behavior. Despite
having accepted a "modern" sexual i d e n t i t y ,
they are not immune to the hierarchical, gen-
der-coded system of sexual meanings tha t is part
and parcel of this discursive practice.
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Until we can answer these questions

through ethnographic research on the lives of

Chicano gay men, we must continue to develop

the type of feminist critique of Chicano male

culture that is so powerfully articulated in the

work of lesbian authors such as Cherrie Moraga.

We are fortunate that courageous voices such as

hers have irretrievably shattered the silence on

the homosexual experience within the Mexican

American community. Her work, and that of

other Chicana lesbians, has laid a challenge be-

fore Chicano gay men to lift the lid on their ho-

mosexual experiences and to leave the closeted

space they have been relegated to in Chicano

culture. The task confronting us, therefore, is to

begin interpreting and redefining what it means

to be both Chicano and gay in a cultural setting

that has traditionally viewed these categories as a

contradiction in terms. This is an area of schol-

arly research that can no longer be left outside

the purview of Chicano Studies, Gay and Les-

bian Studies, or even more traditional lines of

sociological inquiry.

Notes
1. See, for example, the writings by Chicana and
Latina lesbians in Ramos; Alarcon, Castillo, and
Moraga; Moraga and Anzaldua, and Anzaldua. See
also the following studies on Latinas: Arguelles and
Rich; Espin; and Hidalgo and Hidalgo-Christensen.

2. See Bruce-Novoa's interesting discussion of ho-
mosexuality as a theme in the Chicano novel.

3. There is a rich literature documenting the ways in
which our sexuality is largely structured through sex-
ual scripts that are culturally defined and individually
internalized. See, for example, Gagnon and Simon;
Simon and Gagnon; and Plummer. What is being
referred to here as the Mexican/Latin-American sex-
ual system is part of the circum-Mediterranean con-
struction of gender and sexual meaning. In this
regard, see the introduction and essays in Gilmore.
For further discussion of this theme in the Mexican
context, see Alonso and Koreck. Their essay, which
uses many of the many sources as the present essay,

explores male homosexual practices in Mexico in re-
lation to AIDS.

4. In "Birth of the Queen," Trumback has percep-
tively documented that many of the contemporary
terms used to refer to homosexual men in Western
Europe and the United States (such as queen, punk,
gay, faggot, and fairy) also were at one time the slang
term for prostitutes (137). See also Alonso and Ko-
reck, 111-113.

5. For a broad overview of the development of a gay
and lesbian identity and community in the United
States, see D'Emilio; D'Emilio and Freedman; and
Katz. A number of articles in the important anthol-
ogy edited by Duberman, Vicinus, and Chauncey
document the white middle class-centered nature of
gay/lesbian identity construction and community
formation.

6. Some of the very best research in Chicano stud-
ies has been conducted by Chicana feminists who
have explored the intersection of class, race, and gen-
der in Chicanas' lives. Some recent examples of this
impressive scholarship include Zavella; Segura; Pes-
quera; and Baca-Zinn.

7. This solidarity is captured in the early Chicano
movement poster fittingly entitled "La Familia." It
consists of three figures in a symbolic pose: a Mexi-
can woman, with a child in her arms, is embraced by
a Mexican man, who is centrally positioned in the
portrait and a head taller. This poster symbolized the
patriarchal, male-centered privileging of the hetero-
sexual, nuclear family in Chicano resistance against
white racism. For a provocative discussion of these
themes in the Chicano movement, see Gutierrez.

8. For an interesting discussion of the butch/femme
formulation among working-class white women at
the time, see Davis and Kennedy; and Nestle.
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