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e Gay life on the border
FROM BOOTS TO BOAS
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by victor santana-melgoza

¢
Llfe has never been easy for people living on the border—from
the Wild West days when the likes of Billy the Kid and John Wesley Hardin roamed the streets to
the most recent floods that left hundreds of El Pasoans’ lives ruined. For members of the lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgendered (LGBT) communities, this truth is no different. While being LGBT can be
very trying no matter where you live, people in the Sun City have had a different experience than their larger
city counterparts.

Not known as a Mecca for the gay community, El Paso is comparatively more conservative than cities like San
Francisco or New York. The strong influences of traditional Mexican, Catholic and the “machismo” culture have
longtime been associated with this border region, but El Paso has garnered national attention by being one of only

a handful of municipalities to incorporate sexual orientation and gender identity in its nondiscrimination policies. In
2003, The El Paso City Council added sexual orientation and gender identity into their nondiscriminarion ordinance.
The University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) added
sexual orientation as part of their nondiscrimination
hiring policies in 1999. For LGBT individuals who decide to make their lives here in this West Texas city—located
in the middle of the desert and whose closest neighbor is a completely different country that has a track record of
, harsher treatment toward gays and lesbians than the United States—they often have to redefine what it means to be gay.
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According to Dr. Julia Maria Schiavone Camacho, )

) |

who move here shouldn’t compare what being gay means \
in other cities to the reality that exists in El Paso. She \

argues that with the strong Latino culture that pervades the N
city, the gay culture will reflect those traditions rather than thac ~

of the gay culture that exists elsewhere. Dr. Camacho currently

teaches a class on sexual orientation on the border entitled, “Gente
de Ambiente: Queer Studies in the Borderlands.” Camacho chose the word
“ambiente” because of the way it is used in the Spanish-speaking border gay community.
“Ambiente,” which translates to ambiance or the mood or character of an environment, is gay
slang for the more welcoming environment the gay community creates for itself. In English
gay slang, the most direct parallel is the word “family,” as gays and lesbians often are forced
to create their own sense of familial community. Her class focuses largely on queers of
color and is made up of roughly 30 students. Half of those students are openly identified
as LGB or T.

Using the word “queer” as a positive and inclusive term has been on the rise in the
gay movement for the past decade. Originally used as a derogatory term, queer is now
embraced by many members of the LGBT community as a reclaimed sense of pride.
The term is also used as an umbrella term to include anyone who identifies themselves

as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender or intersexed, or any person who questions their
sexual or gender identicy.

“We need to think critically and challenge how we perceive what ‘gay’ looks like in the
border region,” Camacho says. She also argues that being queer on the border may
look different than in other parts of the country. The dominant example that exists for
people to judge how gays live comes from what the media portrays in cities like New
York City, but often looks different here. Even terms like gay and lesbian may have
different connotations in the border area than they do in mainstream gay culture.

Crystal Bustamante, a junior in the nursing program, agrees. While one might think
that bringing her girlfriend home to a birthday party in a traditional Mexican house-
hold would be a major faux pas, she feels perfectly comfortable. She has never formally
come out to her family, although she says they know about her and her relationship
with her partner of two years. Her family has embraced her girlfriend and, according
to Crystal, treat her like a member of the family. She feels that the Mexican culture
she comes from carries a high degree of respect and part of that respect shows itself in not
inquiring about the already understood relationship. “It feels like El Paso is more accepting
because they don’t talk about it,” she says.

Crystal has had less tolerant experiences in other cities. She recounts a time when her girlfriend

and her were walking hand-in-hand in Austin, a city with a strong gay community and a

reputation of being progressive. “This girl yelled out ‘fags’ and (my girlfriend) just yelled back
‘hetero’,” she recalls.

In El Paso, the most daunting experience that Crystal has had to deal with is awkward stares when
she goes out with her girlfriend. Carlo Mazziotta, a junior pre-nursing major, has also had posi-
tive experiences as a gay studentat UTEP. Coming out of the proverbial closet in high school, Carlo has
built an established network of friends, both gay and straight, and has made his transition into college with ease.
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