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Ey: Baobbi  Shapira, L.LC0S.W., Coalitiorr of Florida Farm@arker
Orgamizatioms, Inc., Homestead, Florida :

After working as a therapist in New York City for twelve years,
where an averane number of my clients {(about 19%) was haomosexual,
I moved here to Florida and began to work building a small mental
health service faor migrant and seascnal farmworkers in Homeétead,
where no GthE; mertal health services were available for

farmworkers or other poor pecple. Mozt of my clients are Pexican

and Mexicarn Americar.

This has beern an incredible experiernce, and I have iearrned & ict
from  it.  When this conference was armounced, and I began to
inguire about farmworkers and homosexuality, 1 assembled some

very interesting informaticr.,

Although 1  had seen & few gays and ;esbian; amcrig farmworkers,
ard & few of these had become my clients, I realized that
homosexuality was an issue that was so far underpground and taboo,

that it was basicaily rever talked about. My inguiries were met
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with comments 1ike: that doesn’t exit; on, no one ever talks
abcout that Bobbhi, don't yock the boaty ory, 1 dan‘t' kricew anyihing
about that, arnd have rever krnown a farmworker wha was homosexual.
Mariy of my informants assumed that I was referring only to men,
arnd could wot  even ecorneeive of  the possibility of a female

farmworker who was hamosexual.

Believe me whew I say that there is virtually wothing in the
“literature (that I know of) on this subject. = Inm fact, there is
precicus little in writing abocut farmworkers and mental health at
all. Ore of the few articles I found orn mental health, was in

the NASW Encyclcopedia, arnd I will guote from that:

Migrant and Seasonal Farmworhkers

Over the years, the plight of the farmworker—
especially the migrant farmworker-has been
brought to the attention of the public with
special force. In the 196@s, television
documerntaries such as Edward R. HMurrow's
"Harvest of BShame" and "NEC White Paper:
Migrant" described vividly the conditionms
urider which migrant farmworkers live. For
the most part, these cornditions still exist
ard, in some cases, have become accepted:
thug, it is difficuit to generate efforts to
address them directly. Farmuworkers work long
hours at low wages. iri most cases, the labor
of children cormbributes to the family's
ivecome.  Unusually hazardous working condi-~




tions exist; powerful pesticides | and
complicated heavy farm machinery, which
‘cortribute to higher corop yields and profits,
are being used more and more.

Altheugh mechanization has scomewhat
decreased the weed for migrant labor in the
past decade, many crops still carnn  be
harvested crly by migrant and seasornal
farmworkers. Despite +the importance of

migrant farmworkers  to agriculture, they are
amarig the most expleoited and wepglected of
poepulations. They work long hours under
hazardous  comditicns arnd inadequate o
riemexisting sanitary facilities angd receive
low wapges.

Mexicarn Americarns are the largest group
af migrant farmeorkers and blacks are the

second -larpgest. However, the proporticon of
farmworkers inm a specific ethnic group varies
from region to region. For example, a few
years ago, 35 percent  of the farmworkers in
Texas were Mexican Anmericar. In recent
years, the number of migrant farmworkers from
Haiti and ather Caribhean islands has
increased markedly.

These charnges in populaticn are
reflected in the languages spakern by

Farmworkers and by the rnumber and types of
humar service problems encountered in migrant
health, educaticrn, and cother programs.

Many migrants work for six to eight
morths.  They travel in  family groups, and
mast o all  family members, includirng the
children, do some work in the Tfields. The
childrern must work because of the families®
low income. The average size of the families
of migrant farmworkers ranges from 4.8 ta 6.4
members; Mexicar Fmerican families tend to be
slightly larger than black families.

Frograms and Special Needs

Health. The health of migrarnt farm-—




workers is  of special concern because of the
epidemiclogic consequences of a migratory
"pattern of employment.

*The infarnt mortality rate is 25 percent
higher than the rnatiomal average.

*The miscarriage rate is seven times the
national average.

*The death rate Tfrom influenza arnd
prieumconia  is 2@ percent higher thanm  the
ratiomal average.

Mental Health Problems. The extreme
poverty, high' mcobility, and the detrimental
ervironment of the laboy camps make migrant
farmworkers a group  that pgreatly needs
special mental healih services.

Li it im  our view that these
Lmental health3 needs are
freguerntly the result of systemic
stresses which put farmworkers at
encrmaus ard cormt inuing
disadvantane in our  society.
Locked in such a terrible cycle
af poverty and despair, it is a
tribute to their strength and
fortitude that they swvive at
all. . . » 1ot only do tne

uncertainties of intermitient
employment produce mewtal heslth
corsequences simiiar ta those

caused by uriemployment, they also
praduce economic hardships for
the farmworker of overwhelming
proport ions.

Although the literature on migrant and

seasonal  farmpwuorkers and their families
describes migrant farmworkers as having "low
zelf-esteem," "amxiety," “depression,’ and
"hopelessness, " little empirical data

actually exist on the state of their mental
health.

Vega, Warheit, and FPalacio’s survey




(1385), which utilized the Health Opirnion

‘Survey, concluded that the Mexican American

farmwerkers in this sample appeared to be

experiencing psychiatric symptom levels that

placed them at extracrdinary risk.
I subsequently irterviewed crme of the authors guoted in this
article, Dr. William Vega, of the University of Miami’s Sceciclogy
Department, himself a Mexican—Rmerican. He says that migrants
are hbasically conservative people with stromg working class
values., Their roles are rigidly defined, becausge. in marginal
- classes, pecople need . clear roles in. order to syrvive in our
society. They make allegiarnces and stick to them. & Thus, ripgid

male—-female roles are defined: the male is macho: the protector,

provider; the womar is wurturing and provides emctional guidance.

There ig a fear, according to Vena, amonp Mexican, Chicanc and
Mexicarn—American males, of reaching out to other males. It's
kricwrn  as  the impernetrabie mashk, as described by Mesxico's
prominent philosapher, Octaviao Faz. This impenetrability, or
machismo, is the wall that keeps a male irnside of himself, and
permits mic excharnge. As a result, a child raised in such a
traditicoral family who might be gay or lesbiarn will finmd his oy
her preferernces totally unacceptable ard will have o pursue his

o her sexual preferences in total secrecy and isclaticorm from the




family. Ard  this is & problem, because the family is very
impartaﬁt. The child «of a wvery poor family has to leave the
fold. The isclatiornn is less irv middle class families, where

there may be more assimilation, - more flexibility and more

acceptarce. But few migrant families are middle class.

I krmew that the issue of honcsexuality was just a littie foo

taboo, and pushed st the edge of an extreme. Could migrants be

~mcre. homaphobic  than cther groups? | If so, why? 1 was utterly

cermvinced that an average number of homosexuals cecurred  in this
group, but  that it was more repressed than in cther groups. "1
begarn teo interview people I krow in the migrant community. My
first interview was with a 49 year old marn who has beern my cliewnt
for three years. He has beern a practicing bomosexual all his
life, but his secret is guarded well. "If my family knew that 1
Was Day, I’wauld be kicked cut. " At age wnine, he was 5exua11y

abused by his father. He faound cut that his father had alsao

raped his four older brothers. The wisdom amcrg the brothers
was, "Don’t  tell, because if Dad fimds cut, he’ll kill you,
They lived orn a farm in Texas, out in the boonies. He fell iwn

iove with nis father durirng this pericd of time whern it was his

tury to be used sexually. He said, "It was like being in love




for the .first time, I was totally in love. Ther 1 saw my Tather
with his nay laver, and I felt betrayed. . I retaliation, I
started to have other laoaverg -~ I'11 go with anyome I wanmt!” He
was about 11 or 12 at this time. The family thern moved fyom the
farm to a town. His sexual activities with obther maleé
increased. I asked him why being gay was considered so very
terrible in his family. "it's like being Cathaolic =-- it's
traditicn ~-- if your grandmocther thought you changed religionms,
she'd turn over in the grave.” Here is Dr. Vegals implication

" gpelled out that sccial forms are very rigid.

FMresently, thiz manm i1is divorced. He is mot pbcmiscuaué, and
doesm't go to bars. Hel's beern in a moncgamous yelationship for
iz years. He had male lovers through his marviage. He married
in order to appear mormal.  He was able to fumction sexually with
his wife, though he prefers mer. Living & double life is the
solution far many migrant homosexuals. He tells :me there is a
subtle recognition of gays amowg farmworkers, but they dor’t show
it openly. He says that in spite of this fafher’s saxually
initiating him; he fears his father would shocot him if he krnew he
was a practicirng homosexual. He Krnows gaye who have beern beaten
up by theiyr macho courterparis.  "He would ﬂevér undevsetand, " he

says. This irmtelligent, articulate man says he regrets he’'s pay,




ard envies married men who are happy with their hetercosexuality.
He says, "Why me?" I asked him what he krnows about lesbian
farmworkers., He has a relative wha's a lesbiawn. . Bhe toc lives a

double life. She lives with a woman roommate, but sees men to

prevent suspicior.

I thern spoke to & family physicianm at  Martinm Luther King

Clinic in Homestead. His first reaction was laughter! "What's

-so Furmy?" - 1. asked. "I guess it exists, but llve seen rothing

at _aii. It must be pretty well hidden. I've rnever seen any gayes
presenting with problems or concerns about the issue. It's tne
most obscure thimg to get a handle or. Mo ce to refers  to i,
v talks  about it. " He thought my time couwld be put to better

use, investigating things that were really important.

Aricther irteresting testimony came to me from a priest who
used toc work in a migrant parish. He teld me that homosexuality

among migrants not only exists, but  is guite prevalient, & big

charnge fraom the Rind of responcses 1 had beern getting. He said
that there was a great deal of the raping of sons, as well as
daughters. He believes that unlike the populatice at larpge,

where B8-114 are gay o leshbian, in the migrant community, there



is at least a &% irncidence. He believes there are several

veasan Tfor this:

- Foor, downtrodden males have a need to dominate, be onm
tap, show their strerngth. Herce, the high incidEﬂce af
all types of family vialence.

- That males reed love and affecticrn  fram cther males,
but sirmce this natural need is taboo, it goes
undergrournd.

- There iz virtually wmo privacy in many families. Hids
see everything armd amy kid is up for grabs. I Dad
also has any Hind of substance abuse problem, there may

be arn attack on whoever is arbidrarily handy.

TWO CLINICAL VIEWPOINTS

What is the affect on families of such a sirong sccial taboo
against hmmosexuality juxtaposed with what may he at least an
average amcunt, but possibly an inordinate amounf at homosexual

activity?

CABE #1

Jorpge iz & tall, attractive and very feminine — sppearing 179
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vear «ld man. He was referred for counseling b? his emplayer
because hé was experiencing conflict abocut his desire to go to
ccellege. The yourgest of 12 children of a Mexicarn couple, he was
faftuﬂate ter have graduated high school, neot an easy task for
kids whose families never stay teo long in ore school district.
But Jorge's very bright, and managed to keep up with the
work., He felt frustratéd because his clder brothers arnd sisters
haé desigrated to him  the rale of remaining at home with his
. parents indefinitely and providing them with most of  the income
he earned at what to Tthem was a tramemdaué social advantage, a
clerical job. But Jorge wanted to corntinue his educaticrn, whieh

Mo amd Dad  forbade, and Jorge cculd mot thivnk of disobeying

them. Unforturnately, he developed suicidal ideations.

The superficial confliet hEIpFESEHtEd zeened to mask the onme
that even he did inot appear to be conscicus of. While he knew
focrr certain that he did rct want sex with womer, aﬂa vaioﬁsly
chose a rather feminine way of dressing, he would rnot or could
ot conceive of himself as gay.

His main pricrity was preserving the irntegrity of his

parents’ values, at wno matter the cost to hinmself. Tao my

kricwledge, his situatiorn and confliect remain unresolved. He went
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with his Ffamily . "up the road" %o Texas,. and still has rnot

returrned o Homestead this season.

CASE #2

A 1& year old girl was brutally beaterr by her father. This
mawn had previously'beatenland haospitalized his wife several times
befcre she left him. He intimidated her intco lyinmg about his
abuse. Whern she left him he would rot let her take her 2
“ghildreny and threaterned to @ kill the children if  she tried to
keep them. As  the children grew up, his attacks orn them
increased and they begarn to rurn away. Authorities kept bringing
them back tao theiy father because rna bruises showed so HRE could
remove them from their Tatherds custody. I was to courmsel both
of them urtil they could be reurnited with their mother.

The youngest boy was havirng suicidal thoughts and viclent

coutbursts. RBut Sarah was in  serious trouble toco. Marmy cother
kids accused her of being & lesbiar. She s=aid that was
disgusting and sick, and she would praove she wasn’'t! Her father,

she taold wme, wanted to be sure she wasn’t a lesbian too, so he
rented pornographic movies to show his daughter how men and women
had sex. Sarah said she hid her eyes "irn the nasty paris.”

Did this father sernse what Sarah's Triernds sermsed? Did he




hate arnd beat his daupghter to express his rage avd disgust at her

possible homosexuality? Weuld Sarah ever be able tao accept her

possible homosexuality withaout hmmuphobia? Ore wonders, as her

vehemence was great.

Clinical Implications

The fact that the eclaset is sa much in the closet in regard to
nomosexually among  faroworkers poses gprave clinical prablems,
~;especia11yuduring-the-QIDSmgcﬁisis.m~-Huw-aﬂe-mwe-to--help-people
with a problem if they are avoiding and dervying there is a
problem? What does this deceptiorn do to the mivds and psyches of
young hamasexwvals  who are fiﬂdiﬁg themselves rejected because of

whno and what they are?

The results are depression, ;uicide, identity crises, lots and
lots of substarnce abuse, livivg in fear, living double lives,
prejudice, viclence and pain. All of this is a waste of lives.
Peaple reed %o obtain help in adjusting to Cour  world and
cormtributing the best they have to it. The kirnd of rejecticn
experienced by farmnwoerker homosexuals adds fuel to the firey, and
it is cur job as mental health workers to bridge this additional

gap in cur clients! lives. As more and more AIDS patients find




their way to cur offices as the orisis deepens, we will be facing
this issue, whether we like it o rncoct. Are we prepared to deal
with cliernts and families abocut homosexuality in a suboculture
where the subject is not evern discussed? Cam we as clinical

social workers pass this difficult test as we have passed mary

~others?

In erder to do so, we must educate ocurselves about the realities

~mf homosexuality. - It is no -longer cornsidered-a disease by the - -

medical profession and this is only ripht, because irmocert
babies are simply born homosexual. It is wrong to be prejudiced
against homosexuals, just as it is wrong Ta be prejudiced against

ary cther kind of people because they are different. Helpers
muset examire their own biases amd make a commitment to overcoming

themn. We must alsoc realize that homaophobia —— the fear oof being
hamosexual crneself ——— i=s at the root of much of this prejudice.

Every human being has both male and female aspects. Why should
we fear what is urrnecessary to  fear? Let us heip cuyr gay and
leshiamn cliermts with the =ame dedication and caring as we would

help anyorne else.




