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MexI co

Qoria Careaga Pérez and Patria Ji nénez

LESBI ANS AND THE LAW

n Mxico, there are no laws or regul ations that specificaly

prohibit sane-sex sexual relations. Leshianismis al so not

nentioned in any restrictions inposed on civil rights, and
there are no | aws agai nst free speech and associ ation by
gay and | eshian groups. Hwever, |eshians experience signifi -
cant coercion and stigma wthin Mxican society, and their
treatnent wthinthe legal systemis reliant on the interpre-
tation of those in charge of admnistering justice. Fre-
quent 'y, the honophobi a of individual civil servants can
result in |eshians being denied equal protection under the
law

For exanple, the Regulations for Police and God Govern-
nent nention “noral |apses” and “accepted custons” and
these provi sions have been used to inpose fines or arrest
| esbi ans who have been caught publicly kissing or enbrac-
ing. Arecent exanpl e invol ved two wonen who were ki ssing
inaca. Apolice patrol approached, denanded an expl ana-
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tion, and gave thema citation on the grounds that what
they were doing was deviant; they were threatened with
being taken to the police station for “noral cul pability.”
BEven after the wonen accepted the citation, the officers
continued the interrogation wth prurient questions about
the nature of the wonen's relationship. They were nade to
get into the police wagon separately and they were asked
to pay a certain sumfor their rel ease.

Inthis particular case, the wonen noted the identity of all
the officers involved inthis attenpted extortion and plan to
file a conplaint. Hwever, fewleshians are wlling to chal -
| enge such harassnent because they fear the consequences
of being public about their sexual orientation. Vénen who
speak out as |eshians have linited chances of achieving
promnent positions or even of keeping their jobs, and |es-
bi ans have no legal recourse in such cases because no anti-
discrimnation legislation exists to protect them This nakes
| eshians vul nerable to wongful arrest, extortion, and ot her
forns of harassnent. In addition, because of police hias, |es-
bians vho are victing of crines are often hesitant to report
them out of fear of facing noral disgrace when placing a
conplaint or naking crimnal allegations. A the sane tine,
if awonan vho coomts a civil or crimna offense is known
to be aleshian, her sexual orientationis likely to be brought
ot inhe trid.

DI SCRI M NATI ON I N SOCI ETY

Leshi ans in Mexico suffer discrimnation on two counts—
as wonen and as | eshians. For this reason, few nanage to
attain pronminent positions or devel op their personal abilities.
Ay attenpt to live freely and express one’s sexual orienta-
tion requires a high degree of autonony and enotional and
econom ¢ i ndependence, not only fromone's famly, but
fromsociety as well, and this autonony i s beyond the reach
of many Mexi can wonen.

Insnall toas, the state of isoation, |oneliness, and |ack
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of information can be overwhel ming. Those who nanage to
live as coupl es genera |y have only a snal | nucl eus of friends.
B ddset de Sor Juana, a leshian-femnist group based in
Mexi co dty, receives several letters each week fromles-
bians in need of infornmation and enotional support. Miny of
these letters speak of socia isolation and fear. Teresa, from
Tabasco, wites: “Honestly, | would |ike to be free and open
and not secretive as | amnost of the ting, unfortunately,
out of fear | cannot do that here.” Judith, fromthe Sate of
Mexico, wites, “l have a big problem | an25 years ol d. |
have just realized that | ama lesbian and | amvery much
afraid of comng out of the closet. | don't knowany girls
wth whom! could live and share ny |ife-sonething | can-
not dowth ny famly. They would prefer to see ne dead.”

Inlarger cities, there are nore | eshian and gay neeting
pl aces, and the communities tend to be larger. Lesbhian
groups, wile limted in nuner, offer at least a point of ref-
erence for many wonen seeking contact wth other wonen
in spaces other than bars and di scos. Even so, however,
social invisibility still leaves nany | eshians, evenin large
cities, lacking infornation about their |ives or the opportuni -
ties available to them H {6set de Sor Juana publishes a
buletin Las Mrreinas (The M cereines) and has al so pro-
duced a suppl enent, Las Arantes de | a Luna (Lovers of the
Mbon) for the recently defunct gay nagazine Del Qro Lado
(FFomthe Qher Sde). However, |eshian publications have
mninal and often irregular circulation, sothey do not as yet
provi de an effective vehicle for infornation. *

VI SI BI LI TY

Leshi an inages are denied or avoided in a nost all forns
of public life. Because of this, fewwonen dare to declare
publicly that they are leshians, despite the fact that sone
ho d promnent positions inpditica, intelectud, artistic, ad
sports circles. This silence contributes to the isolation and
sense of powerlessness that nmany | eshians experience.
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There are, however, a fewsignificant exceptions to this
silence, particularly wthin the artistic arena. Nancy Girde-
nes, theatrical director, witer, and poet, was the first |es-
bian to argue for hunan rights for sexual mnorities, initialy
fromanonynmity and |ater publicly. She approached | eshian,
gay, and bisexual thenes in her art, pronoting socia reflec-
tion on the subject. ? Chavel a Vargas, a perforner of Mxican
nusi ¢, has earned worldw de fane while her |eshiani smhas
not gone unperceived; the content and | anguage of her
songs are directed principal ly at wonen. Jesusa Rodriguez,
witer, theatrical director, conedian, and femnist, has been
a sharp political critic and a strong supporter of wonen's
i ssues throughout her career. Her production Gncilio de
anor (Qouncil of Love) gave rise to a great debate within
Mexi co on the church and sexuality, and she has been the

Vonen who do not fulfill the rol es of

mot her and spouse are seen as posing a

subject of threats and violent attacks fromconservative
| eaders and groups such as Pro-Mda (Pro-Life). She and her
conpani on, the singer and conposer Liliana Felipe, provide
space for palitical and socia discussionintheir theater-bar
B Hibito. Rosanaria Roffiel, witer, poet, and feminist, takes
an active part inthe leshian and fenini st novenent. * Sabi na
Berman, witer, theatrical director, and poet, has won the
National Theater Anard four tines.*

CULTURAL AND RELI Gl OUS ATTI TUDES

Mexi can culture is deeply patriarchal. Vénen who do not
fulfill the roles of nother and spouse-singl e nothers, pros-
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titutes, |eshians—are seen as posing a threat to society.
Wnen are educated froma young age to becone wives
and not hers; they are under pressure to narry and are sub-
jected to frequent questioning fromfriends and fanily. The
smal | nunber of |eshian support organi zati ons and the soci al
invisibility of |eshians cause nany wonen to live out their
lives inisolation, wthout benefit of know edge or personal
acceptance, and nany end up narrying. Fanmily pressure is
aggressi ve, sonetines even viol ent. Wen viol ence does
occur, leshians rarely seek redress fromthe authorities
because of the culture’ s tradition of honophobi a.

| felt affection and desire for ny girlfriends ever since
| was young; | didn't know what was wong wth ne. |
thought it would pass when | got narried. | tried never
to be alone, to avoid tenptation. Wen | learned that a
group existed, | knewit was the place for ne. Now at
the age of 40 and with two daughters, | amstarting to

live ny om life
—Cl ara, a 40-year-old woman who has only
recently cone to terns wth her sexuality?®

Wien | first becane attracted to other wonen, | told
ny parents; ny father got extrenely angry. Qce he
caught ne wth a girlfriend, and he beat ne so hard |
had to go to the hospital. Wen | got out of the hospital a
nale friend vent wth ne to nake a fornal conpl aint,
but we received no legal response. In high school, | had
agrlfriend, but ny fanily found out, and ny father
sent three guys to rape ng, so | got narried. | sepa-
rated after a year. Nowl have a son, and ny famly is
still vatching ne.
—Bely, 25 years ol d®

Religion reinforces the culture's patriarcha ideol ogy, pro-
noting the inage of the traditional family as the sacred
ideal to which all respectabl e peopl e must adhere. The
Gatholi ¢ Church has been outspoken in its condemmation of
honosexual ity. In 1991, when the 13th annual conference
of the International Leshian and Gay Association was sched-
uled to take place in Quadal g ara, the church joined | ocal
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authorities in a canpai gn of harassnent and intindation
towards | eshians and gay nen. The Mayor of the Gty,
Gibriel Govarrubias Ibarra, stated to the daily newspaper
Metropoli, “An event of this nature cannot be authorized in
any way because neither our custons, nor history, nor edu-
cation, nor religion, nor anything wll permit it.”” The nayor
al so stated that conference participants woul d not receive
palice protection in his city. Fearing vioence, the organizers
were forced to nove the conference to another city.

LESBI AN FAM LI ES

Recently, |eshian coupl es have begun considering the
possibility of having children through donor insemnation.
Snce it is aprivate service, donor insemnation is available
only to those wth significant econonic resources. Not only
is it an expensive procedure, but fewdoctors are willingto
assi st |eshians with donor insemnation, and | esbi ans have
no legal recourse in such instances. Adoption laws stipulate
nunerous requirenents even for heterosexual couples, such
as legal narriage, economc sol vency, enotional stability,
noral authority, conjugal assistance, and ownership of com
nunity property, naking it inpossible for |eshians to adopt.

Inthe ngjority of cases, |eshian nothers have children
fromprevious narriages. For these wonen, divorce and cus-
tody proceedings can be extrengly difficult. Leshians can be
deni ed custody of their children if the judge deens them
“nora ly unfit” on the basis of their sexua orientation. Even
if they manage to hide their sexual orientation fromthe
judge and retain custody of their children, their ex-husbands
can blackmai | themwth the threat of having the children
taken away. This puts |eshian nothers in a vul nerabl e posi -
tion in dvorce negotiations.

Leshian nothers are a so faced wth another difficulty: if
they are in a relationship wth another wonan, their partner
has no I egal 'y recogni zed rel ationship wth the child Sane-
sex coupl es are not recognized in any way under Mexican
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law Thus, the rights afforded to heterosexual narried cou-
ples are denied to | eshians. These include not only the ability
to obtain parental rights over a partner’s children but a so
to bequeath or receive an inheritance, to recognize their
partner in a public cerenony, to obtain |oans for purchasing
real estate as a couple, and to obtain nedica and life insur-
ance wth lega recognition as a partner.

HEALTH AND SOCI AL SERVI CES

The opportunity to speak openly to health care providers
about sexual orientation rarely exists. Doctors are often
highl'y conservative and do not consider sexual orientationin
their diagnoses or treatnent. A significant nunber of nen-
tal health professionals continue to claimthat they are able
to “cure” honosexual ity. Honosexual s Anonynous, an orga-
ni zation supported by religious groups and Pro-M da which
expanded in the early 1990's but never nanaged to estab-
lishitself in Mxican society, takes a repressive stance, am
ing to control honosexual urges through abstinence, and
cl assi fyi ng honesexual ity as an illness or a conpul si ve di sor -
der. A the sane tine, however, a significant nunber of
nental health professional's, and organi zati ons such as the
(onsej 0 Nacional de Lucha contra el S DA (National Gouncil
for the Sruggl e against ADS and various femnist and gay
organi zations not only acknow edge | eshi ans but have
increasingly begun to diversify their efforts in order to fufill
the differing psychol ogical, lega, recreationa, and politica
needs of |eshians.

VI OLENCE

Leshi ans are subject to various forns of verbal and physi -
cal harassnent. R ght-wng groups, especially anti-abortion
groups such as Pro-Vida, have shown great intolerance
towards | eshian existence and | eshian activism Sone |es-
bian activists, such as Giadal upe Lopez, founder of Gupo
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Patlatonal I, a Guadal aj ara | eshian group, have received tele-
phone death threats. Leshians have al so been victins of
aggressi on and nei ghbor hood pressure regarding the estab-
lishnent of assistance centers, suffering sexual harassnent
and requests by neighbors that the police investigate their

activities. Thi s
har assnent necessi -
tates frequent

changes of |ocation,
resulting in alack of
continuity in the work
that such centers can
perform Frequently,
i n nei ghbor hoods sur -
roundi ng | eshi an cen-
ters, nenbers of the
or gani zat i on—-and
sonetinmes visitors—
find their autonobiles
damaged or
scratched, their wn-
dows broken, their

Leshi an activist Patria Jingnez with
a fenal e nenber of the EZLN April

nmrrors and antennas stol en.

LESBI AN ACTI VI SM

The | eshi an novenent began in 1977 with the founding
of Lesbos, whose prinary purpose was to organi ze | eshi ans
and encourage consci ousness raising. It survived for approxi -
nately three years. The years 1978 through 1987 can be
considered the fornative period of the novenent, with a
proliferation of groups such as A KABETH Casis, Madres
Leshi anas (Leshi an Mt hers), Coordi nadora de Leshi anas
(Gordinator of Leshians), Milas (Miles), Gestacion (Gesta-
tion), La lectiva (The @l lective), Senminario de Leshi anas
Murxistas Leninistas (Semnar for Mirxist-Leninist Leshians),
and Patlatonal li, a group which has nanaged to survive in
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the conservative city of Quadal aj ara since 1986 and to
achi eve recognition and prestige on both a national and
international level. It is inportant to note that inthe years
1987-90, the | eshian novenent consisted of Patlatonalli,
Qusis, and a few other shadow organi zations, and yet nain-
tained the tradition of organizing national neetings of |es-
bians, taking part inthe annual narch, assisting Latin Amwri -
can neetings, and beconing involved in international
events. The Fourth National Leshian Feminist Meeting took
place in 1994. In 1994-95 H Qdset de Sor Juana hel d the
office of Vdnen's Secretariat wthin the International Les-
bian and Gay Associ ation. Several |eshian activists attended
the final preparatory neeting for the UINFourth Wrld Con-
ference on Wnen, and three had the opportunity to
address governnental and non-governnental del egates. In
1982, the first openly |eshian candidates, Qaudia H nojosa
and Patria Jingénez, ran for seats in the Federal Gongress,
and in 1991 Patria Jingénez was anong the 10 political can-
di dates nationw de who were fiel ded by the Goordi nadora
Fenminista (Femnist Gordinator).

Leshi ans have al so been active in mxed | eshian and gay
organi zations, such as Lanbda, B Mviniento de Liberacidn
Honosexual (MH, B Conite de Leshianas y Honosexual es
en Apoyo a Rosario lbarra (LHAR), B CGomité Nacional de
Leshi anas y Honosexual es (CONALH, Gl ectivo Sol, drculo
Qitura Gy, La Asanl ea Léshica Gy, H Foro Léshica Gy,
and La Semana Qultural Léshico Gay. However, discrinina-
tion, disdain, and msogynistic attitudes wthin gay nal e
organi zati ons have |ed | eshians to keep their work separate
and to collaborate only in certain specific activities, such as
the Leshian and Gay Pride narch, which has been hel d annu-
alyinMxco Gty since 1978,

Vilestill redativedyinvisidewthinsociety asawdade, les-
bi ans have gained a neasure of visibility wthin social and
political novenents. Leshians have becone invol ved in
nany aspects of Mxican pditica life participainginpaiti-
cal canpaigns and other activities undertaken in the strug-
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gle for denocracy. Responding to an invitation from Subco-
nmandant e Marcos of the B ército Zapatista de Liberaci 6n
Naci onal (Zapatista Any of National Liberation), |eshian and
gay activists participated openly in the National Denocratic
Convention that began in Chiapas in Septenber 1994 and
presented the proposal s of the | eshian and gay novenent.

LESBI ANS AND THE FEM NI ST MOVEMENT

The | eshi an novenent has been tied to the fem nist
nmovenent since its advent. Discussions regarding patri -
archy, oppression, and sexuality wthin the femnist nove-
nent have led to various exannations of fenale sexuality,
and | eshian participation in national fenminist neetings has
been extensive. Aiter 10 years of |eshian efforts under the
femni st banner, the denand for respect for the human
rights for |eshians becane one of three principal goals to
whi ch the femnist novenent is dedicated. ®

NOTES

1 Another significant publicationis Debate Fenminista, a reviewof
the fenini st novenent that appears every six nonths; it isin
great denand in all of Latin Averica. Snce its beginning in
1990 it has discussed the thene of honosexuality in each of its
issues. It is, hovever, atheoretical reviewwth limted dis-
tribution.

2 In 1972, Nancy Cardenas put on the first play wth honosexual
content in Mxico: Los Ghicos de |a Banda (The Boys in the
Band). She vent onto wite, produce, direct, and act in three
perfornances wth | eshian content: a nusical conedy based on
the short story Gaudine al Ecole de Gllette (Gaudine at the
Shoo of Qllette); The Btter Tears of Petra Von Kant, by WR
Fasshinder; H dia que pisanos |a luna (The Day V¢ Set Foot on
the Mon), a work she wote hersel f, which portrays the lives
of four leshians of varying ages. Just before her death in
1994, she conpl eted Quaderno de anor y desanor (A Not ebook
of Love and Dsaffection), a book of erotic poetry about |eshian
love.

3 Her witingisinthe field of |eshian ronance. Anong her
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