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Introduction
A l m a  M . G a r c ia

“Sisterhood is powerful”
— Robin Morgan

“There is a pretense to a homogeneity of experience covered 
by the word sisterhood that does not in fact exist”

— Audre horde

“Chicanas identify 
Chicanas communicate chicanas 
Let your spirits not die”

— Anna Nieto-Gomez

“Look at our women. They are strong you can feel it. They 
are the rocks on which we really build”

— Dolores Huerta

D uring the turbulent years o f the 1960s and throughout the 1970s, a generation o f 
Chicana feminists raised their voices in opposition to the gender tensions and con­
flicts that they were experiencing as women within the Chicano social protest move­
ment. Although the Chicano movement— an insurgent uprising among a new politi­
cal generation o f Mexican-Americans— challenged persistent patterns o f societal in­
equality in the United States, it ignited a political debate between Chicanas and Chi- 
canos based on the internal gender contradictions prevalent within El Movimiento. 
Chicana feminists produced an ideological critique o f the Chicano cultural nationalist 
movement that struggled against social injustice yet maintained patriarchal structures 
o f domination. Chicana feminist thought reflected a historical struggle by women to 
overcome sexist oppression but still affirm a militant ethnic consciousness. As they 
forged a feminist consciousness, Chicana feminists searched for the elusive “room of 
their ow n” within the socio-historical and political context o f the Chicano move­
ment.

El M ovimiento: The Paradox o f  Civil Rights and Ethnic Nationalism
Influenced by the Black nationalist movement and the M exican-American com mu­
nity’s historical legacy o f  discrimination and structural inequality in American society,

1
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a generation o f Mexican-Americans channeled their collective energies into a mili­
tant civil rights and ethnic nationalist movement in the late 1960s and 1970s. Sur­
rounded by a radical climate o f national political protests and insurgency such as the 
Black power movement, the anti-Vietnam War movement and the second wave o f  the 
w om ens movement, the movimiento focused on social, political, and economic self- 
determ ination and autonomy for Mexican-American communities throughout the 
United States.1 This focus at the same time manifested a paradoxical agenda o f civil 
rights and equal opportunity demands, on the one hand, and a more separatist ethnic 
nationalist rebellion, on the other.

This paradox revealed not a monolithic political base, but a Chicano movement 
that evolved from various struggles with specific leaders, agendas, and organizational 
strategies and tactics. The N ew Mexico land grant movement, for example, headed by 
Reies Lopez Tijerina fought for the rights o f dispossessed Hispanos, as those from 
N ew  Mexico called themselves, whose lands had been lost as a result o f the war be­
tween the United States and Mexico (1846-1848).2 In California, Cesar Chavez and 
Dolores Huerta organized migrant farm workers into the United Farm Workers 
union whose strikes, boycotts, and victories against the state’s agribusiness would be­
come the soul and inspiration o f the Chicano movement as well as a national and in­
ternational symbol o f a struggle for social justice and equal rights.3 The urban-based 
Colorado Crusade for Justice, spearheaded by Rodolfo “C orky” Gonzales, mobilized 
M exican-American communities around the issues o f political self-determination and 
com munity autonomy.4 In Texas, Jose Angel Gutierrez founded a third political par­
ty— the Raza Unida Party— and challenged the state s political system for its system­
atic exclusion o f the Mexican-American community. Gutierrez and the Raza Unida 
Party’s electoral revolt and victory in Crystal City, Texas, in 1970, became a political 
m etaphor for the strength and tenacity o f El Movimiento.5 In high schools and uni­
versities throughout the Southwest, Mexican-American students organized their col­
lective efforts into a radical confrontation with an educational system that they indict­
ed for its patterns of discrimination.6 Generations o f Mexican-American parents had 
identified the educational system as a barrier to their children’s achievement o f  the 
American dream: upward social mobility. After decades o f educational neglect, young 
Chicanos and Chicanas organized school boycotts, known as blowouts, as a sign o f 
militant protest.7

Drafted in large numbers into the military and out o f  proportion to their popu­
lation in the country, Chicanos organized their own significant anti-war movement. 
This protest reached its zenith when over 20,000 demonstrators, mostly Chicano, 
protested the war in the National Chicano Anti-War M oratorium  in East Los Angeles 
on August 29,1970.

Culturally, the movement released a new energy o f artistic and literary expres­
sion in what constituted a “Chicano Renaissance.” Poets, writers, playwrights, and 
artists mobilized art as a political weapon for “La Causa”— the Chicano movement. 
The movement was not the first time that Mexican-Americans had protested their 
second-class status. Indeed, a strong historical legacy o f protest existed, but the move­
m ent was the largest and most widespread expression o f M exican-American discon­
tent.8

Cultural Nationalism : Ideology o f  a M ovem ent
In 1967, Corky Gonzales’s epic poem ,“ /v4m Joaquin” reverberated “a trium phant vi­
sion, a tearful lamentation, and affirmation o f . . . Chicano people. [W ]ritten in fire,
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shouted in song and whispered in pain.”9 Sharing ideological roots with Black cultur­
al nationalism, Chicano cultural nationalism— Chicanismo— advocated an ideology 
and spirit o f active resistance within Mexican-American communities throughout the 
U nited States. Gonzales’s poem, representative o f a resurgent Chicano cultural renais­
sance, echoed a collective social and political lament throughout the movement:

I am  Joaqu in
L o st in  a w o r ld  o f  c o n fu s io n ,
C a u g h t u p  in  a w h ir l  o f  g r in g o  s o c ie ty  . . . 10

Chicanismo emphasized cultural pride as a source o f political unity and strength 
capable o f mobilizing Chicanos and Chicanas into an oppositional political group 
within the dominant political landscape in the United States. As an ideology, Chicanis- 
mo crystallized the essence o f a nationalist ideology: a collective ethnic conscious­
ness.11 Chicano cultural nationalism placed the socio-historical experiences o f Mexi- 
can-Americans within a theoretical model o f internal colonialism. Chicano com mu­
nities represented ethnic “nations” or “ internal colonies” under the domination and 
exploitation o f the United States.12

As a result, Mexican-Americans in the 1960s still faced fundamental inequities 
in comparison to many other ethnic groups especially Euro-Americans. More than 
one-third of all Mexican-Americans lived in poverty and the average educational at­
tainment for Mexican-Americans was less than eighth grade, the lowest in the coun­
try. Job and wage discrimination added to poor housing opportunities only com ­
pounded the Mexican-Americans position in the United States.

Chicanismo served as a dynamically effective tool capable o f mobilizing divergent 
struggles within the Chicano movement. By the late 1960s, cultural nationalism 
served a dual political purpose. Chicanismo provided a unifying worldview for El 
Movimiento while, at the same time, it provided the ideological link which cut across 
such groups as the Raza Unida Party, the United FarmWorkers, the Crusade for Jus­
tice, and the student movement.

In time, Chicanismo gave rise to a parallel movement o f ideological opposition 
that began to gain m om entum . Many Chicanas, active within every sector o f the 
movement, raised their voices in a collective feminist challenge to the sexism and 
male domination that they were experiencing within the movimiento. Developing 
first as cultural nationalists, these Chicanas began to see and experience some o f the 
contradictions o f Chicanismo, specifically as it applied to women. From their national­
ist base, these Chicana activists began to evolve also as feminists.

The Struggles o f  Chicana Feminists
Chicanas participated actively during this entire period o f social protest and com mu­
nity mobilization. Their work within each o f the strands o f the movement under­
mined long-standing stereotypes o f Mexican-American women. Chicanas struggled 
for social equality during this period as had past generations o f Mexican women in 
the United States.13

Chicana feminists inherited a historical tradition o f political activism dating 
back to the immigrant generation o f Mexican women, who together with their fam­
ilies, crossed the border into the United States at the turn o f the century. Mexican im­
migrant women and their families fled the upheaval produced by the Mexican R evo­
lution o f 1910 as well as from economic displacement and poverty. Communities o f 
Mexican immigrant families settled throughout the Southwest joining pre-existing
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communities created after the U.S.-Mexico war o f 1848. El Paso, San Antonio, San 
Diego, Los Angeles, and Santa Barbara— all experienced dramatic societal transforma­
tions that would shape future generations o f Mexican-Americans.14 Throughout con­
temporary Mexican-American history, women played active roles in their communi­
ties in a struggle against persistent patterns o f societal inequality. Their political ac­
tivism shaped the course o f major reform movements within communities o f Mexi­
cans in the United States. R ecent scholarship is recovering this historical legacy by 
docum enting the participation o f women at all political levels.15

The political struggles o f Chicana feminists during the late 1960s and late 1970s 
reflected a continuation o f w om ens activism that paralleled the experiences o f other 
women o f color in the United States. A Chicana feminist movement, like that o f 
African-American women, originated within the context o f a nationalist movement. 
As Chicanas assessed their role within the Chicano movement, their ideological de­
bates shifted from a focus on racial oppression to one that would form the basis for an 
emergent Chicana feminism discourse: gender oppression.

Chicana feminists shared the task of defining their feminist ideology and move­
m ent with other feminists, specifically other women o f color. Like African-American, 
Asian-American, and Native-American feminists, Chicana feminists struggled to gain 
gender equality and racial/ethnic equality. Like other feminist women o f color, C hi­
canas recognized that their feminist movement involved a confrontation with both 
sexism and racism.16 As a result, feminism, as articulated by women o f color, repre­
sented an ideological and political movement to end patriarchal oppression within the 
structure o f  a cultural nationalist movement. Chicana feminists shared a common ex­
perience with other women o f color whose life histories were shaped by the multiple 
sources o f oppression generated by race, gender, and social class.17 Thus, a Chicana 
feminist movement represented a struggle that was both nationalist and feminist. Ulti­
mately, the inherent constraints and cross-pressures facing Chicana feminists within 
the Chicano movement led to the broader development o f Chicana feminist thought.

The Social Construction o f  Chicana Feminist Thought
Historically, wom ens participation in revolutionary struggles or mass socio-political 
movements has been linked with the development o f a feminist consciousness. Studies 
o f wom en involved in revolutionary movements such as the Chinese, the Cuban, 
Mexican, and Nicaragua revolutions docum ent the origins o f feminist movements 
within the context o f a male-dominated national struggle.18 Similarly, case studies o f 
the white feminist movement in the United States during the 1960s docum ent the 
tensions experienced by women both in the New Left Movement and in the Civil 
Rights M ovement.19 Male domination within each o f these socio-political move­
ments precipitated the rise o f a feminist movement among white women during the 
1960s. African-American feminists have also traced the origins o f their feminist 
movement to their experiences with sexism in the Black nationalist m ovement.20 Al­
though cultural, political, and economic constraints limited the full development o f a 
feminist consciousness and movement among Asian-American women during this 
period, the cross- pressures resulting from the demands o f a nationalist and feminist 
struggle led Asian-American women in time to organize feminist organizations.21 
Native-American women activists also voiced a feminist agenda as they clashed with 
sexism among their male counterparts.22

Similarly, Chicana activists traced the emergence o f their feminist “awakening” 
to the internal struggles within the cultural nationalist Chicano movement. In the
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course o f their political activism, directed at reforming the structures o f social in­
equality embedded in American society and o f proposing alternative structuring, C hi­
cana activists turned part o f  their attention inward, embarking on a feminist journey 
that would change dramatically the course o f El Movimiento.

In a special issue on Chicanas published by Regeneracion, Chicana feminist ac­
tivist Anna NietoGom ez argued that sexism within El Movimiento represented a key 
issue facing Chicana feminists. NietoGom ez called for a mobilization o f Chicana 
feminists in order to unite against the issue o f male-domination prevalent within the 
movement.23 Similarly, Francisca Flores, another leading Chicana feminist and editor 
o f the Chicana feminist publication, Regeneracion, captured the early m om entum  that 
galvanized Chicana feminists:

[Chicanas] can no longer remain in a subservient role or as auxiliary forces in the 
[Chicano] movement. They must be included in the front line o f comm unication, 
leadership and organizational responsibility. . . .T he issue o f equality, freedom and 
self-determination o f the Chicana— like the right o f self-determination, equality, 
and liberation o f the Mexican [Chicano] com m unity— is not negotiable. Anyone 
opposing the right o f w om en to organize into their own form o f organization has 
no place in the leadership o f  the movem ent.24
Supporting this position, Bernice R incon argued that Chicana feminists, 

through their efforts to gain full equality for women, would strengthen El Movimien­
to by eradicating internal sources o f oppression. The dynamic process through which 
a feminist agenda was forcefully introduced into the Chicano movement by other 
Chicana feminists, such as Marta Cotera and Enriqueta Longeaux Vasquez who raised 
their voices in collective protest, proved to be a contentious political struggle. Like 
other feminist women o f color, Chicana feminists experienced male resistance as their 
nascent feminism challenged traditional gender roles. Their efforts to redefine them ­
selves as equal participants transformed them into an oppositional group in relation to 
their male counterparts and female counterparts who supported the view that femi­
nism was a divisive force within the Chicano movement. Nevertheless, Chicana femi­
nists continued their struggle to gain equality by challenging sexism. NietoGom ez 
summarized the impact o f Chicana feminism:

Chicana feminism is in various stages o f development. . . .  It is recognition that 
women are oppressed as a group and are exploited as part o f la Raza people. It is a 
direction to be responsible to identify and act upon the issues and needs o f C hi­
cana women. Chicana feminists are involved in understanding the nature o f 
wom en’s oppression.25
Throughout the 1970s, this initial generation o f self-proclaimed Chicana femi­

nists viewed the struggle against sexism within the Chicano movement and the strug­
gle against racism in the larger society as central ideological components of their fem­
inist thought.

Although many issues contributed to the development o f Chicana feminist 
thought, the ideological critique o f sexism or machismo, the term most frequently used 
within a Chicano context, contributed significantly to the formation o f Chicana fem­
inism. Chicana feminists, as active participants in the Chicano movement, experi­
enced the immediate constraints o f male domination in their daily lives. Their w rit­
ings express their concern with traditional gender roles within Chicano families that 
relegated women into secondary roles. Chicana feminist challenged the portrait o f the 
so-called “ Ideal Chicana” drawn by Chicano cultural nationalists. This portrayal was 
inspired by a cultural nationalism that indiscriminately equated Chicano cultural sur-
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vival with the glorification o f traditional gender roles for Chicanas. Thus, Chicano 
cultural nationalist praised the “ Ideal W oman” o f El Movimiento for representing 
strong, long-suffering women who endured social injustice, maintained the family as a 
safe “haven in a heartless world” for their families, and, as a result, assured the survival 
o f Chicano culture.26 As in the Black nationalist movement, the culturally accepted 
role o f wom en, as defined by a cultural nationalist ideology, relegated wom en to sub­
ordinate positions within the Chicano movement. Chicana feminists responded with 
scathing rebuttals that ultimately shaped the social construction o f Chicana feminist 
thought. As one Chicana feminist argued:

Some Chicanas are praised as they emulate the sanctified example set by [the Vir­
gin M ary].The woman par excellence is m other and wife. She is to love and sup­
port her husband and to nurture and teach her children.Thus, may she gain fulfill­
m ent as a woman. For a Chicana bent upon fulfillment o f her personhood, this re­
stricted perspective o f her role as a woman is not only inadequate but crippling.27
A com m on trope found in many o f the basic writings by Chicana feminists is 

the recognition that the existence and perpetuation o f patriarchy represents an essen­
tial source o f w om ens oppression. Their writings vary in terms o f analyzing the 
source o f this oppression. Many view the origins o f patriarchy and sexism within 
Chicano communities as a result o f individual choices and actions. For others, 
“machismo” was a myth created by the larger Anglo society to maintain a system o f 
racial/ethnic oppression. Most importantly, these historical writings docum ent the 
evolvement o f an analysis o f patriarchy and sexism as rooted in social structures per­
meating all levels o f  society. For most Chicana feminists, the origins o f a Chicana fem­
inist consciousness were directly linked to sexism within El Movimiento and the larg­
er society. Gender oppression constituted “a serious obstacle to women anxious to 
play a role in the struggle for Chicano liberation.”28 Many Chicanas feminists eventu­
ally analyzed gender oppression as a collective problem and answered with a collective 
solution: a Chicana feminist ideology and feminist activities within Chicano com mu­
nities and Chicano organizations. Nevertheless, Chicanas fought for gender equality 
always cognizant o f the interplay between race/ethnicity and gender. Marta Cotera—  
a leading Chicana feminist and prolific writer— captured the emergent roles o f C hi­
cana feminists:

There has always been feminism in our ranks and there will continue to be as long 
as Chicanas live and breathe in the movement . . . Chicanas will direct their own 
destiny.29
Chicana feminists came under attack for their explicit critique o f Chicano cul­

tural nationalism. Some were criticized as followers o f white feminists or as lesbians. 
Their feminist concern with patriarchal oppression was labeled by their opponents as 
secondary in importance to the more salient issue o f racial or even class oppression. 
Chicana feminist discourse responded directly to such feminist-baiting attacks by 
stressing the universal aspect o f sexism. Their writings reflected their views that C hi­
cano cultural values could not be extolled from a cultural nationalist perspective 
w ithout a critical analysis o f sexism.

Chicana feminist lesbians contributed to the further development o f  Chicana 
feminist discourse and, as such, precipitated more virulent feminist-baiting. As a result 
o f the oppressive climate, Chicana feminist lesbians voices were generally silenced. 
They participated in Chicana feminist activities, but it was not until the later years o f 
the 1970s that they made their protests significantly vocal. By the end o f this decade,
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conference proceedings and resolutions began to include references to the specific 
oppression experienced by lesbians within the Chicano movement and the Chicana 
feminist movement. Chicana feminist lesbians brought to the Chicana feminist move­
m ent an additional voice from the margins. Their writings revealed the societal con­
tradictions experienced by Chicana feminists whose sexual orientation and lifestyle 
was not only misunderstood by many within the Chicano movement but vehemently 
criticized by many Chicanos and Chicanas, revealing basic hom ophobic sentiments. 
In a political climate that viewed a Chicana feminist ideology with suspicion and, of­
ten, disdain, Chicana feminist lesbians confronted even more strident political attacks. 
Cherrie Moraga eloquently summarized the multiple sources o f oppression that Chi­
cana feminist lesbians encountered in their daily lives. Ultimately by the 1980s and 
now throughout the 1990s, Chicana feminist lesbians have contributed to the further 
development o f Chicana feminist thought. As Moraga states in her essay in the path- 
breaking anthology This Bridge Called M y Back: Writings by Radical Women o f Color:

My lesbianism is the avenue through which I have learned the most about silence 
and oppression. . . .  In this country, lesbianism is a poverty— as is being brown, as 
is being a woman, as is being just plain poor. The danger lies in ranking the op­
pressions. The danger lies in failing to acknowledge the specificity o f  the oppres­
sion.30

D ocum enting Chicana Feminist Thought
Chicana feminist discourse developed as Chicanas struggled in opposition to the un­
resolved gender tensions and contradictions that they experienced both within the 
Chicano movement and their communities. As a result o f their collective efforts to 
overcome racial and gender oppression, Chicana feminists constructed a feminist ide­
ology based on their specific experiences as women o f color. Ideological discussions 
over Chicana feminism took place at multiple levels. Ideological debates emerged 
within the ranks o f Chicana feminists; between Chicana feminists and the “Loyalists”- 
Chicanas who eschewed feminism or were ambivalent about organizing as feminists; 
b e tw een  C h ican a  fem inists and  C h ican o  males w h o se  cultural nationalist ideology  
continued to view Chicana feminism as a threat to El Movimiento; and between C hi­
cana feminists and Chicano males who sympathized and supported a Chicana femi­
nist agenda. Similarly, Chicana feminists engaged in contentious debates with white 
feminists whose feminism was often blinded by strands o f racism directed at women 
o f color feminists.

The writings o f Chicana feminists represent a significant contribution to the 
history o f feminist movements. Beginning in the late 1960s, Chicana feminist writings 
began to docum ent the ideological debates that intensified throughout this period of 
social protest. The historical evolution o f Chicana feminist discourse unfolds within 
the essays, speeches, newsletters, editorials, and conference proceedings, collected in 
this anthology.31 Although many Chicano publications, particularly newspapers, orig­
inated as an outgrowth o f the Chicano movement and the Chicano cultural renais­
sance, Chicana feminists believed that these early publications did not provide ade­
quate coverage o f feminist issues, and did not have a representative num ber of women 
on their editorial boards. Chicana feminists believed that these publication units did 
not provide Chicanas with an adequate or appropriate outlet to voice their concerns.

Chicana feminists devised specific strategies in their efforts to overcome these 
constraints in order to reach a larger audience o f Chicanas. First, Chicanas adopted a
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strategy o f submitting their works to Chicano publications which they then followed 
with a strategy o f  exerting pressure on editorial boards to publish their feminist w rit­
ings. A few Chicano publications published Chicana feminist writings; some even 
printed special issues on Chicanas. The Berkeley-based Chicano journal, El Grito, is­
sued a special volume on Chicanas in 1973. Chicana feminist writings also appeared 
in periodicals such as A ztlan, El M agazm de Tejas, La Raza, Consafos, De Colores, and La 
L uz.

A second strategy adopted by Chicana feminists, and one perhaps more impor­
tant for the development o f Chicana feminist discourse, was the development o f their 
own small but influential feminist publications. O ne journal, Regeneracion, edited by 
long-tim e activist Francisca Flores, appeared in 1970. In addition to its regular features 
on Chicanas, it printed a special issue on Chicanas in 1971 and 1973. Chicana femi­
nists at California’s Long Beach State also published a newspaper, Hijas de Cuauhtemoc, 
that served as a major outlet for the discussion o f feminist issues. In the spring o f 
1973, this newspaper was reorganized into the first feminist Chicana journal, Encuen­
tro Femenil. Anna NietoGom ez and Adelaida Del Castillo served as the journals first 
editors. The first issue focused on the social and economic status o f Chicanas; the sec­
ond examined the historical and contemporary stereotypes o f Chicanas.

Two Chicana feminists from New Mexico, Enriqueta Longeaux Vasquez and 
Elizabeth Martinez, edited the newspaper El Grito Del Norte from 1968 to 1973. 
Com m unity organization newsletters such as the Comision Femenil Mexicana Newsletter 
and the Chicana Service Action Center Newsletter, both published in Los Angeles, provid­
ed Chicana feminists with an additional im portant publishing outlet. Similarly, many 
colleges and universities witnessed the development o f Chicana newsletters. El Popo 
Femenil came out o f the Chicano student organization at California State— N orth - 
ridge. The San Francisco Chicana feminist organization, Concilio Mujeres, began 
publication o f its newspaper La R azon M estiza in 1974 under the leadership o f 
Dorinda M oreno: writer, poet and Chicana feminist activist. M oreno also published a 
1973 anthology o f Chicana feminist writings, La Mujer— En Pie de Lucha?2

In 1976, Marta Cotera, a Chicana feminist from Texas, published two major 
monographs o f Chicana feminist writings. Cotera wrote one o f the earliest histories 
o f Chicanas. Her book, Diosa y Hembra.The History and Heritage o f Chicanas in the Unit­
ed States, was used widely in courses on “La Chicana” at several universities.33 Cotera s 
Profile on the Mexican-American Woman contained additional historical writings by 
Cotera in addition to primary documents on Chicana feminism.34 Cotera also com ­
piled a series o f her own essays and speeches on Chicanas in the historical anthology, 
The Chicana Feminist, published in 1977.35

Chicana feminist publications served as a mobilizing tool for Chicanas. Their 
writings reflected a growing community o f  Chicana feminists and the widespread 
emergence o f feminist activities within their communities. Chicana feminists orga­
nized conferences and workshops during the 1970s that served as critical forums for 
the development of Chicana feminist discourse. O ne o f the earliest Chicana work­
shops was held in 1969 at the first National Youth Liberation Conference held in 
Denver and sponsored by the Crusade for Justice.The Chicana workshop’s resolution 
that “Chicanas did want to be liberated” would become one o f the conference s most 
controversial statements, and the one most open to conflicting interpretations. Marta 
Cotera was one among many Chicana feminists that later interpreted this resolution 
as indicating that Chicana feminists, finding themselves at a conference that was polit­
ically charged with intense cultural nationalism, decided not to take a stand on Anglo 
feminism within such a context. Resolutions passed by Chicana feminists at subse-
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quent conferences and symposiums docum ent the emergence o f Chicana feminist 
discourse. Conferences included the Chicana Regional Conference held in Los An­
geles in 1971, the National Chicana Conference held in Houston in 1971, the C hi­
cana Caucus o f the Texas W om en’s Political Caucus State Convention held in Texas in 
1972, the Chicana Curriculum  Workshop held in 1973 at UCLA, and the Chicana 
Identity Conference held in 1975 in Houston,Texas. The speeches, essays, conference 
proceedings and resolutions produced by Chicana feminists provide key historical 
documentation for tracing the social construction o f a Chicana feminist ideology. As 
early as 1971, Chicana feminists assessed their hopes for the future contribution o f a 
Chicana feminist movement:

We expect that this great force of women power will give the [Chicano] move­
ment one great empuje [push] to raise it one giant step higher in the drive for lib­
eration. . . .For peace and economic improvement for those who today are living 
in poverty and squalor, victims of a social and political system which is based on 
discrimination.36
Documents from these conferences and workshops trace the development o f ide­

ological debates and differences that surfaced during this historical period. Chicana 
feminist thought evolved with several divergent, often competing, views. Chicana fem­
inists confronted divisions based on social class, particularly the division between acad­
emic women and grass roots community women, sexual orientation, political strategies, 
political goals and objectives, the relationship between autonomous Chicana feminist 
organizations and white w om ens feminist organizations, and their relationships with 
Chicano organizations and Chicano men in general. Chicana feminists were aware o f 
the diversity o f views among Chicano men regarding their evolving feminist move­
m ent and organizations. Nevertheless, Chicana feminists generally agreed that the 
dominant attitude towards feminism among Chicanos, particularly among the most un­
yielding o f Chicano cultural nationalists, was one o f intolerance, if not disdain.

Chicana Feminist Thought: The Basic H istorical Writings
This anthology records the historical evolution o f Chicana feminist writings begin­
ning in the late 1960s and through the mid-1970s— the heyday o f the Chicano 
movement. These feminist documents stand as a historical tribute to Chicana femi­
nists whose activism represented lives o f struggle and triumph. They are testimony 
that some Chicanas during the movement years did not simply decry their victimiza­
tion, but more importantly displayed their agency in combating injustice. During this 
historical juncture, the gender contradictions that shaped their daily lives produced a 
feminist awakening that was ultimately channeled into a proliferation o f feminist doc­
uments. Chicana Feminist Thought: The Basic Historical Writings brings together key his­
torical feminist texts. This volume traces the development o f a Chicana feminist dis­
course that, like other feminist discourses by wom en o f color, is in the process o f be­
ing recovered into the historical record.

Chicana Feminist Thought: The Basic Historical Writings follows in the tradition o f 
Gerda Lerner’s Black Women in White America, originally published in 1972 and 
reprinted twenty years later in 199237. Lerner’s objective was “ to define major themes 
in the history o f black women as suggested by source material available; to bring to 
light important unknown or little-known documents; and to focus on those women 
leaders whose influence was recognized and significant in their own time.”38 Similar 
to the work o f other feminist historians such as Joan W. Scott, Lerner’s anthology at-
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tem pted to rewrite women into history and reformulate historical investigations using 
gender as a “useful category o f historical analysis.” 39 Lerner’s anthology answered the 
critical question raised by Scott: “W hy (and since when) have wom en been invisible 
as historical subjects, when we know they participated in the great and small events o f 
hum an history?”40

Lerner’s Black Women in White America traces the historical participation o f 
African-American women: a moving testimony o f courage under the most severe ad­
versities. Maya Angelou commended Lerner for collecting “the thoughts and writings 
o f  this doubly jeopardized segment o f America, and [holding] them  up for all to 
see.”41 Lerner concluded that:

American wom en have also been denied their history, but this denial has not yet 
been widely recognized. History, in the past largely w ritten by w hite male histori­
ans, has simply failed to ask those questions which would elicit inform ation about 
the female contribution, the female point o f  view. W omen as a group have been 
denied knowledge o f  their legitimate past and have been profoundly affected indi­
vidually by having to see the world through male eyes.42
Since the 1972 publication o f Lerners Black Women in White America, African- 

American wom en have made significant contributions to the field o f  feminist 
thought. Anthologies and monographs by Angela Davis, Paula Giddings, bell hooks, 
Gloria “Akasha” Hull, Audre Lorde, Barbara Smith, Alice Walker, and others have suc­
ceeded in reconceptualizing feminist thought by placing the experiences o f women 
o f color at the center o f feminist discourse.43 More recently, Patricia Hill Collins’ 
Black Feminist Thought traces the development o f  a feminist framework that combines 
an analysis o f  race, gender, and class.44 Collins’ theoretical and interpretive framework 
has been a valuable model in compiling this anthology on Chicana feminism.

This edited volume o f the historical writings by Chicana feminists will allow the 
reader to see the world through the eyes o f  wom en who confronted the walls o f  racism 
and sexism  with a nascent collective feminism.They struggled to achieve equality in the 
broadest sense. At the time o f  their publication, these writings represented the efforts o f 
Chicana feminists to resolve the many problematic issues constraining their full partic­
ipation in the Chicano movement. For many o f  these authors, their articles represent­
ed their “coming to voice” for the first time.45 These writers included young college 
wom en, community activists, graduate students, academic women, professional 
women, and working class women. Some women were veteran activists in Chicano 
communities while others were experiencing their first politicalization. Some essays re­
veal all the problems and challenges that confront emerging writers. Many o f the 
wom en whose works are collected in this anthology had never published and did not 
see themselves as writers.Their essays, primary documents in Chicana feminist thought, 
developed during a politically charged period o f tumultuous protests, demonstrations, 
and conferences. Often times, their works represented first drafts written under urgent 
conditions o f political struggle and short publication deadlines. Many publishing out­
lets, either at the university or community level, operated with limited editorial staffs. 
In some cases, the publishing unit consisted o f little more than a mimeograph machine 
in the office o f  a student or community organization. Proofreading and other editorial 
assistance were often not available. In addition, several essays, written by Chicana femi­
nists w ith limited writing experience, reveal distinct language patterns such as gram­
matical style; sentence construction; English and Spanish slang; specific Spanish syntax, 
grammar, and style often found among U.S. born Mexicans; and regional idiomatic ex­
pressions from California, Texas, and N ew  Mexico. O ther essays represent more expe­
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rienced writers whose works had already appeared in various newspapers and journals. 
This anthology includes both in order to most accurately recreate the political climate 
within this era o f  Chicana feminism. Only m inor editorial changes have been made, 
such as correcting typographical errors and errors in spelling and punctuation. W here 
necessary; Spanish words and phrases were translated for the reader and appear in brack­
ets. If the translation appeared in the original text, italics are only used if the w riter used 
them. Some documents were shortened, but only to the extent that the original intent 
o f  the w riter was maintained.

Furthermore, the writings by this generation o f Chicana feminists docum ent di­
vergent strands o f feminism. Many writings adamantly identified all Chicano males as 
inherent oppressors o f Chicanas. Similarly, another often recurring generalization in­
ferred that white wom en were inherently racist and classist. A nother com mon ideo­
logical trope o f Chicana feminism thought consisted o f a revised ethnic nationalism 
that incorporated gender equality as a basic foundation. Some Chicanas adopted a 
Marxist theoretical approach and reduced their conditions o f oppression to a ruthless 
capitalist economic system. This particular approach often included support for the 
struggles o f post-colonial, Third World women. By the late 1970s, Chicana feminist 
lesbians began to articulate their growing demands. N ot surprisingly, Chicana feminist 
writings o f  this period often reveal strands o f  all these approaches within a single essay. 
Such ideological diversity became a significant issue at various conferences where 
Chicana feminists either viewed such differences as divisive or as a basis for the for­
mation o f  a united coalition.

The voices o f Chicana feminists emerged, strong and forceful, during a historical 
period o f social protest w ithin the United States. Any historical analysis o f the C hi­
cano movement and the w om en’s movement and, indeed, o f the social movements o f 
the 1960s is seriously compromised w ithout a systematic integration o f  the Chicana 
feminist movement and its ideological foundations.

Chicano Studies, as a particular field o f scholarly inquiry which emerged out o f  
the Chicano movement, is only now beginning to re-examine the movement itself. 
W ith increased distance in time, Chicano Studies historians as well as other scholars 
are attempting to better understand the character and impact o f the Chicano move­
ment. To date, however, little attention or focus has been given to the role o f women 
and in particular Chicana feminists in the Movement. Ignacio Garcia’s fine study o f La 
Raza Unida Party, United We W in , for example, fails to integrate the role o f women in 
the party.46 Carlos M unoz, Jr.’s overview o f the Chicano movement, Youth Identity and 
Power, likewise gives little attention to gender issues.47 Armando Navarro’s in-depth 
examination o f MAYO (the M exican-American Youth Organization) in Texas recog­
nizes the participation o f Chicanas in MAYO and the role o f sexism in the organiza­
tion but does not make these topics central to his otherwise excellent study.48 As the 
Chicano movement becomes more o f a major field o f study, it is critical that the role 
o f women and especially feminists not be once again marginalized. O ur volume o f 
the writings and documents o f Chicana feminists is our attempt to prevent such mar­
ginalization and to encourage the centralization o f gender issues in the developing 
scholarship on the Chicano movement.

Similarly, these historical writings by Chicanas will contribute to the process 
through which the historical development o f  contemporary feminism is recontextu- 
alized. Feminist wom en o f color have been critical o f historical studies o f twentieth 
century feminist movements in the United States for generally neglecting to include 
the participation o f  wom en o f color in feminist movements within their com m uni­
ties.49 In their attempt to fill this historical gap, wom en o f color have directed their at-
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te n d o n  to  rewriting the scholarship on feminise theory and history whose “exclusion­
ary practices” have resulted in only limited attention, if any, to the differences among 
women regarding, race, ethnicity, class, and sexual orientation.50

Although several anthologies in feminist studies have made concerted efforts to 
include writing by women o f color, a strong tendency to contextualize “ the wom ens 
m ovem ent” and “feminist thought” in terms that exclude women o f color persists. 
Most recently, for example, M iriam Schniers Feminism in O urTim e.The Essential Writ­
ings, World War II to the Present (1994), claims to bring together “ the major literature 
and documents that inspired and shaped m odern feminism.”51 Schniers collection o f 
essays includes six contributions by African-American women. All other women of 
color— Asian-Americans, Native-Americans, Chicanas and other Latinas— are invisi­
ble. Schneir’s comment on this exclusion is based on her view that wom en o f color 
are only now beginning to engage in feminist discourse:

as the [women’s] contem porary movement enlarges its agenda to encompass a 
wider range o f issues, it is certain to attract a broader constituency; we can antici­
pate valuable new feminist insights from Asian-American women and Latinas in the 
coming years [bold and italics ours].52
W omen o f color feminists, critical o f the persistent omission o f feminist writings 

and anthologies, such as Schnier s, have been advocating that feminist scholarship re­
define the discipline’s views on gender by calling for feminist scholarship that inte­
grates additional sources o f wom ens oppression such as race and ethnicity. W omen o f 
color have a rich, historical legacy o f feminist activism and w ritten records o f feminist 
discourse. These historical documents are not invisible despite Schneir’s contention. 
They exist and are available for those with a desire to use them.

Thus, Chicana Feminist Thought: The Basic Historical Writings documents a feminist 
discourse that emerged from the struggles o f  Chicana feminists beginning in the late 
1960s.The selections in this anthology are arranged thematically and chronologically. 
Part One, for example, concerns the initial expression by Chicana feminists about the 
role o f patriarchy and sexism in Mexican-American culture. Part Two focuses on five 
core themes in Chicana feminist thought. These include: (1) Chicana feminism and 
the politics o f the Chicano movement; (2) analyzing the dynamics o f Chicana oppres­
sion; (3) mapping a Chicana feminist agenda; (4) the relationship between Chicana 
feminists and white feminists; and (5) Chicana feminists as an evolving future. Finally, 
Part Three reveals the influence that Chicana feminists in the movement had on post­
movement Chicana feminists in the 1980s and 1990s.

T he origins o f this study lie, at one level, in the recognition that the roots o f 
contemporary Chicana feminism are to be found in the crucial years o f the Chicano 
movement and, at another level, in the evidence o f these roots readily available in the 
existant newspapers and other documents generated by the movement. O ur task was 
to bring together the historical record o f Chicana feminist thought during the period 
o f the Chicano movement. We did not have to strain to find sufficient docum enta­
tion. O ur dilemma was to select from a bounty o f writings. O ur selections were based 
on the following criteria: (1) the substance o f the document; (2) the historical im por­
tance o f a particular document; and (3) the historical importance o f a particular 
writer. We want to stress that by no means is this collection o f writings com prehen­
sive. Such a volume would have resulted in one twice the size if not more that the 
present one. It is a selective volume o f what we believe to be the basic and key docu­
ments to an understanding and appreciation o f the roots and evolution o f Chicana 
feminist thought. It should likewise be clear that the focus o f this volume is historical.
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It is not a collection o f contemporary Chicana feminist writings which would obvi­
ously have included many more writers. Part Three o f our volume contains a selec­
tion o f more contemporary writings but only with the intent o f suggesting the con­
nection between Chicana feminists o f the Chicano movement and Chicana feminists 
o f the post-movement years. As a historical docum ent our volume concentrates on 
the initial expression o f Chicana feminist discourse during the late 1960s and the first 
part o f the 1970s— the major years o f the Chicano movement. Today, the writings o f 
this generation o f Chicana feminists stand as a legacy to their determination, bravery, 
and strength in struggling, often against all odds, to build a world free o f racial, class, 
and gender oppression. Their vibrant voices resound in each o f these essays and will 
echo for future generations o f  women and men who will experience their own femi­
nist awakenings as they confront their own gender struggles.
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