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Introduction

Studying the “Other” Girls

I walked eighteen-year-old Alicia to the reception area of the Chi-Town 
Health Teen Center after we wrapped up our first interview. I had met the 
high school senior two weeks earlier when she came in for an appointment 
to obtain birth control pills. We chatted about our weekend plans as we made 
our way toward the door, the previously busy waiting room, with its color-
ful flyers and posters, now empty. One hot-pink flyer shouted, “Come join 
our teen group!” Another bright-green flyer simply read, “Please ask for your 
brown bag at the front counter” (each bag contained twelve condoms). A 
large poster featuring a smiling brown-skinned Latino baby asked, “Have 
you immunized your child?” In less than thirty minutes, the center would 
close for the day; the rusted steel folding gate on the outside entrance was 
already extended at four in the afternoon. Alicia paused in front of the door 
to cautiously pull back the curtains on the windows of the double doors. 
Nervously surveying the street, she explained that she did not want to be 
“busted” by her parents or other relatives as she left the center. She had told 
her parents that she was going to attend a yearbook club meeting after school 
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on that Friday. Satisfied that she would not be discovered at the Chi-Town 
Health Teen Center, the confident young Mexican woman quickly said good-
bye and stepped outside. I stood in the doorway and watched her briskly 
walk away as she tightly clutched her backpack straps; I kept an eye on her 
until she turned a corner a block away. 

More than a month after our initial interview, Alicia and a couple of her 
friends were in the “teen computer lab” at Hogar del Pueblo, another com-
munity organization in her Chicago West Town neighborhood on the city’s 
Near Northwest Side. Alicia participated in a youth program there. On that 
unseasonably warm October afternoon, the three young women had the 
computer lab to themselves, since the rest of their peers were hanging out in 
the gym or in the youth lounge, where typically they listened to hip hop or 
reggaeton music, played pool, or just sat on couches or tables to talk. Despite 
having access to at least ten unused computers that afternoon, Alicia and 
her friends were tightly gathered around her computer monitor, concentrat-
ing on a Planned Parenthood website. They were doing homework, so they 
said, for a class project on health; I was already in the computer lab editing 
a “youth program” flyer as part of my volunteer service at Hogar del Pueblo. 
“Well, it says that the pill is like almost 99 percent effective,” one of Alicia’s 
friends said as she pointed to the screen. “But,” without looking away from 
the screen, Alicia quickly responded, “you gotta be able to take it every day.” 
Clicking onto other links, she furrowed her brow and tightened her lips as 
she and her friends continued to discuss the effectiveness of different birth 
control options for the next forty minutes. At one point, Alicia seemed to 
hold back tears as her lips slightly trembled. Immediately, one of her friends 
gave her a reassuring hug and squeezed her arm. Witnessing this exchange, 
I felt my stomach drop slightly as I wondered if Alicia had forgotten to take 
a birth control pill and now worried that she was pregnant. She left before I 
had a chance to ask her if she was all right. 

I found out why Alicia was upset a week later when we sat down for our 
second interview. With anger in her voice, she said that her fourteen-year-
old sister and she had been fighting over whose turn it was to wash the dishes 
when her sister suddenly told their parents that Alicia had a boyfriend. “They 
started trippin’ and yellin’ at me because they don’t let us have boyfriends,” 
she told me tearfully. “My dad is always like, ‘You can’t have a boyfriend until 
you’re like thirty,’ which is really stupid!” The next day, Alicia came home 
from school to find the bedroom she shared with her sister turned inside out. 
Her mother, having just scoured the bedroom, sat on Alicia’s bed. “She was 
like, ‘I’m only gonna ask you this once and you better tell me the truth, have 
you had sexual relations with your boyfriend?’ I was like, ‘Nope,’ and acted 
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like I didn’t know what she was talking about.” Relieved that her mother had 
not discovered her birth control pills or condoms hidden between some 
books, Alicia told me, “She probably would’ve sent me to Mexico or some-
thing crazy like that if she found them!” In the wake of that confrontation, 
Alicia opted to use the Depo-Provera shot after researching birth control 
methods with her friends. This was the “class project on health” they were 
doing the day I saw them together in the Hogar del Pueblo computer lab. 
Picking at a loose thread on the wrist of her worn sweater, Alicia confided, 
“To tell you the truth, I really don’t want to be using the shot ’cause some of 
the stuff I read about it freaks me out. . . . But at least my mom can’t find out. 
Like with the pills, there’s always a chance. And I keep my condoms in my 
school locker now, she can’t be all up in my business there.” She continued, 
“I know that people think that girls my age shouldn’t be bothering with sex 
right now because of this or that.” Pausing, she then insisted, “But that’s like 
saying that we have no sexual feelings, which ain’t true! I thought a lot about 
it [sex] before doing anything and made sure I knew how to take care myself. 
No one made me do anything.” Alicia’s experiences in making choices about 
and gaining access to safe-sex resources highlight just some of the challenges 
Latina girls face in their efforts to practice safe sex.1

The Latina girls I came to know, like Alicia, told me about their efforts to 
sexually “take care” of themselves or “handle” their business and the chal-
lenges they encounter in doing so, exhibiting behaviors and perspectives that 
do not quite fit into the prevailing idea that the sexuality of young women, 
particularly that of girls of color, is a social problem. Many may resist pictur-
ing what this entails for a teenage girl, especially for a young woman of color, 
because of the firmly held expectation and belief that they should abstain 
from sexual activities until marriage or at least until they are more mature 
and responsible. Others may acknowledge that young women are sexual 
beings and assert that if they are going to engage in sexual activities, they 
should practice safe sex, but without any real consideration of exactly what 
this demands of girls.2 For instance, the simple act of opening the door to a 
health center requires girls to negotiate their own understanding of their sex-
uality, as well as to reckon with what others expect of them or think of their 
sexuality. The conversations and exchanges I had with Latina girls and some 
of their mothers during two years of fieldwork for this book reveal that there 
is an untold story about Latina youth and sexuality, one that goes beyond 
their pregnancy, birth, and STD rates. 

This book evolved out of my experiences working with pregnant and 
parenting teenage girls at a Chicago-area teen health center from the mid- 
to late 1990s. This was my first job after graduating from college, and I was 
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eager to roll up my sleeves and to put my sociology degree to use in my com-
munity. I came to know and learn from a tremendous group of women at the 
center—midwives, nurses, medical assistants, licensed clinical social work-
ers, case managers, health educators, and intake receptionists—who were all 
committed to providing quality, affordable, and accessible health care and 
social services to young people. As at many other nonprofit organizations 
that serve poor and low-income communities, the staff had to be flexible in 
terms of the tasks individuals took on to meet the needs of the young peo-
ple, predominantly Latina/o youth, who walked through our doors. Thus, in 
addition to my case manager duties for the pregnant and parenting teen pro-
gram, I sometimes worked with girls at the center who were not pregnant or 
parenting but who were there for any of a variety of other services. They were 
brave young women seeking safe-sex resources, HIV testing, or information 
about their sexual and reproductive health care rights or just looking for 
someone to listen to them and reassure them of their right to dream about 
and pursue promising futures.

These girls are doing some of the very things that we often say we want 
young people to do when concerns about their ability to make informed sex-
ual choices are raised. But these are not the young women we usually talk 
to in our development of research, policy, and program efforts to address 
the negative sexual outcomes that disproportionately impact young women 
of color. Instead, we tend to focus on identifying and correcting the “prob-
lematic” sexual behavior of girls of color. We want to know answers to the 
following types of questions: Why do they get pregnant? Why do they have 
sex so young? Why do they get STDs? And why do they not practice safe sex? 
These questions, of course, are important and deserve our attention, but not 
all of it. My interactions with Latina youth at the health center made me real-
ize that we know very little about other dimensions of their sexual lives, such 
as their understandings of and approaches to safe sex. My questions and con-
cerns about these “other” girls followed me to graduate school and informed 
what would become the topic of Respect Yourself, Protect Yourself.

The Crisis in Youth Sexuality Research

The sexuality of young people, particularly girls’ sexual behavior, has gen-
erally been approached as a crisis. The dominant stance in our society on 
the sexuality of teenage girls is that of a problem: “sexually active” girls are 
promiscuous, engage in unprotected sex, get pregnant, have children, and 
thus find themselves socially, economically, and educationally deprived and 
disadvantaged.3 Undeniably, these are serious consequences that should 
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not be taken lightly. Nevertheless, this approach to studying girls’ sexuality 
is problematic and limiting in several ways. First, research on the sexuality 
of young people predominantly fixates on girls, thereby continuing to place 
the burden of the “problem” of pregnancy and STDs onto young women. 
Second, because the focus on girls is encoded in a racial scheme, sexually 
active young women of color become, in effect, the problem itself.4 If we look 
closely at the “crisis” framing of girls’ sexuality, it becomes clear that we are 
talking about not all groups of girls but African American and Latina girls 
specifically. Third, quite often this research conflates sexuality and preg-
nancy.5 This narrow perspective has led to an overpowering emphasis on 
pregnancy prevention, with inadequate attention paid to the meanings that 
youth assign to their sexuality.6 And, yet, as the sociologist Janice M. Irvine 
argues, it is precisely these meanings that can allow us to unpack the myriad 
ways in which youth negotiate their sexuality and sexual experiences.7

This book explores the meaning and practice of sexuality in the lives of 
Latina girls. Through a focus on their sexual agency, it explains the processes 
by which some Latina girls engage ideas about safe sex and choose to enact 
self-protective sexual practices and, more important, how this relates to 
their understanding and negotiation of their emerging sexuality. This book 
shows that Latina girls’ sexual lives are complicated and involve a confronta-
tion with racism, patriarchal and heterosexual privilege, and socioeconomic 
marginality. Drawing on twenty-four months of ethnographic research and 
interviews with second-generation Mexican and Puerto Rican young women 
and their mothers, Respect Yourself, Protect Yourself highlights the challenges 
that emerge for Latina girls when they seek to practice safe sex while still 
maintaining their claim to a respectable femininity in a larger sociocultural 
context in which they are not recognized as sexual actors. I found that cen-
tral to their strategies for negotiating the contradictions and dilemmas they 
faced as sexual actors who are young, working class, and Latina was the 
notion of sexual respectability. 

Women of color have historically been sexually stereotyped in the United 
States. For instance, African American women have been depicted as sex-
ually aggressive and uncontrollable, Latinas as sexually provocative and 
hypersexual, and Asian women as sexually submissive, “dragon ladies,” or 
a combination of the two. Despite the differences in the stereotypes associ-
ated with each group, these constructions have all rested upon the idea of 
the moral superiority of white women, specifically middle- and upper-class 
white women. Scholars who have focused on the connections among gender, 
sexuality, and race/ethnicity have documented how racialized communities 
elaborate on ideas about morality to challenge negative depictions of women 
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of color.8 These scholars have demonstrated how some of these communities 
articulate and present a “politics of respectability” that is especially anchored 
in the sexual integrity of women of color as a way to either reflect the com-
munity’s sexual values as similar to those of white middle- and upper-class 
culture or to claim superiority over the dominant society. Importantly, this 
work has highlighted the ways in which this strategy to counter racism has 
also exacerbated the inequalities that women and LGBTQ-identified indi-
viduals experience both within and outside their communities, pointing to 
a need to better understand how different members of the same community 
may experience a politics of respectability. This book expands on and con-
tributes to this scholarship by accounting for the ways in which second-gen-
eration Mexican and Puerto Rican girls engage a politics of respectability in 
their formation of sexual identities, particularly their sexual subjectivities.

Gender and Sexuality as Social Constructs

Sexual subjectivity is a productive point of entry through which to investigate 
girls’ meanings of sexuality and safe sex, as well as the strategies they develop 
in relation to these meanings.9 The developmental psychologist Deborah L. 
Tolman posits sexual subjectivity as a “person’s experience of herself as a sex-
ual being, who feels entitled to sexual pleasure and sexual safety, who makes 
active sexual choices, and who has an identity as a sexual being.”10 Attending 
to how girls form their sense of themselves as sexual beings brings to the 
foreground their sexual agency, which refers to the ability to make choices 
about one’s own body and to control and modify one’s sexual practices. It 
includes deciding whether and how to act on sexual feelings.11 Research has 
consistently shown that girls across various groups often have a difficult 
time acknowledging themselves as sexual subjects and enacting their sexual 
agency in empowering ways.12 In general, girls’ descriptions of their sexual 
experiences and feelings reflect a perception of themselves as sexual objects, 
rather than as sexual subjects. That is, they tend to see sex as something that 
just happens to them, rather than something that they decide on or desire. 
Previous studies have identified some of the mechanisms that contribute to 
girls’ limited sexual subjectivity, such as mother-daughter communication 
about sex, age at sexual initiation, sexual double standards, and a culture and 
ideology of love and romance, providing further evidence that the gender 
patterns we often observe in relation to sexuality, far from simply reflecting 
biologically rooted “drives,” are produced by social practices. 

I analyze the social processes that shape Latina girls’ sexual experiences 
and relevant identity formations. A social constructionism theoretical 
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framework informs my investigation of Latina girls’ gender and sexuality. 
This perspective on both gender and sexuality has proved to be fruitful in 
advancing new knowledge and questions. Research guided by this theoreti-
cal position has challenged the assumption that gender and sexuality are 
naturally occurring categories by exposing the ways particular meanings 
are assigned to these categories and how they are utilized to organize our 
social world in ways that privilege some groups and disadvantage others. The 
“doing gender” approach is one such social constructionist theorization that 
has shed light on how gender is understood to be something that women 
and men accomplish in social interaction. Rather than attending to gender as 
traits and behaviors that individuals possess, this approach analyzes gender 
as a situated accomplishment that is influenced by accountability. That is, it 
views social interactions as involving judgments about how individuals meet 
expectations of appropriate feminity and masculinity, so that the people 
involved in a given exchange within a certain context are aware that they are 
being evaluated on their adherence to gender prescriptions.13 By attending to 
how men and women “do gender” and, more recently, how they “undo gen-
der” in social interactions, as well as by exploring the social construction of 
gender at the level of identities and institutions and the integration of all of 
these approaches, feminist sociologists have been able to convincingly argue 
that it is gender inequality that creates gender differences, not the other way 
around.14

Sexuality scholars in disciplines such as sociology and history and in 
interdisciplinary fields such queer studies and race/ethnic studies have 
also demonstrated that sexuality, far from being just an aspect of one’s 
identity, is given shape and meaning by larger social, political, and histori-
cal forces that are marked by struggles for power.15 For instance, critiqu-
ing heterosexuality as a phenomenon that is often taken for granted in 
theoretical and empirical work on sexuality, several scholars have inter-
rogated heterosexuality and made evident some of the ways in which 
heterosexuality is organized, maintained, and reproduced in our soci-
ety.16 Thus, a key insight of a social construction framework has been an 
explication of how gender and sexuality constitute modes of inequality 
that structure experiences and opportunities. Some scholarship grounded 
in this theoretical stance has also challenged the assumption of a natural 
relationship between gender and sexuality in which gender is perceived as 
automatically dictating the expression of sexuality or sexual identity. The 
poststructuralist philosopher, Judith Butler, for example, conceptualizes 
gender as a performance that is limited by the rules of normative hetero-
sexuality.17 According to Butler, the repetition of heteronormative gender 
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performances serves to reinforce our understanding and acceptance of 
gender as a neat, dichotomous category. This theorization of gender also 
invites us to consider sexuality (along with sex) as performative. As the 
anthropologist Gayle Rubin asserts, while gender and sexuality do seem to 
influence one another, sexuality should not be and cannot be explained by 
gender alone.18 Instead, care should be taken to explore analytically their 
specific dynamics and how they inform one another.

In this book, I consider the relationship between gender and sexuality 
in the lives of working-class Latinas. But, in doing so, I bring into ana-
lytic view the relevance of race and ethnicity and generational status. My 
approach to the study of Mexican and Puerto Rican girls’ construction 
and experience of sexuality, safe sex, and identities is centrally grounded 
in the broader framework of intersectionality.19 This theoretical perspec-
tive underscores the need to account for the intersecting or interlock-
ing relationships that link social formations, such as race/ethnicity, class, 
gender, sexuality, and age. Categories such as gender, sexuality, and race/
ethnicity are therefore understood to constitute one other to produce dif-
ferential experiences and opportunities for groups.20 Intersectionality has 
been a powerful analytical tool for the study of Latina sexualities, espe-
cially in that it has provided Chicana and Latina feminist scholars a means 
by which to challenge the tendency to rely on stereotypes about Latina/o 
sexualities in the formulation of research agendas and explanations.21 Until 
quite recently, research on Latinas/os sexual lives has primarily focused 
on describing “Latina/o culture,” often in very problematic ways. Culture 
is too often taken for granted in studies of Latinas/os, approached as an 
unchanging factor that heavily influences Latina/o sexual and reproductive 
attitudes and behaviors. I strongly agree with other sociologists who study 
Latina/o sexualities about the need to move beyond and to complicate cul-
tural frameworks.22 One way to develop more sophisticated analyses of sex-
ualities that do not overemphasize culture at the expense of structure is to 
develop our sociological inquiry into meaning-making, which necessitates 
that we expand our analysis beyond the standard categories associated 
with culture: values, norms, and behaviors.23 I follow the sociologist Ann 
Swidler’s assertion that a culture is not a unified system pushing action in 
a consistent direction but, rather, a “tool kit” or repertoire of skills, habits, 
and styles (rather than values or preferences) that provides the resources 
from which individuals and groups select to develop strategies of action.24 
Respect Yourself, Protect Yourself privileges the sexual agency of young Lati-
nas to uncover and understand how the interplay between structure and 
culture shapes their sexual lives.

9780814733165_garcia_text.indd   8 8/15/12   2:34 PM



introduction: Studying the “Other” Girls >> 9

Methods

My investigation of how Latina girls experience their emerging sexual-
ity and their approaches to safe sex entails in-depth interviews with Mexi-
can and Puerto Rican young women, as well as with a subset of mothers, 
and ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Chicago between September 
2002 and November 2004.25 Home to the one of largest Mexican and Puerto 
Rican communities in the United States26 and with an extensive history of 
inter-Latina/o exchanges,27 Chicago is a rich site from which to continue to 
develop knowledge of U.S. Latina/o sexual identities, practices, and cultures. 
At the time of this study, the second largest Mexican and Puerto Rican com-
munities in the United States resided in Chicago. The sample of Latina youth 
includes twenty Mexican-origin girls and twenty Puerto Rican girls. Of those, 
eight self-identified as lesbian and the rest as heterosexual. The average age 
of young women was sixteen. With the exception of one girl,28 all are second 
generation, the U.S.-born children of immigrants and/or migrants, meaning 
that at least one parent was born in Mexico or Puerto Rico. All lived with 
their working-class families, their parents generally employed in the service 
sector or in factories. The sample of eighteen mothers included ten Mexican 
women and eight Puerto Rican women; four of the mothers had daughters 
who identified as lesbian. Appendix A provides more demographic informa-
tion about the study participants.

To maintain confidentiality, I have assigned pseudonyms to study partici-
pants, the people they reference in their interviews, and the organizations 
they accessed. And, with the exception of their self-identified racial/ethnic 
identities and ages, I have also altered the physical descriptions for all the 
girls and mothers, for example, changing the hair length and/or height of 
one study participant, while altering the weight and/or hair color of another 
study participant. I felt that this was necessary to safeguard the anonymity of 
the girls and their mothers. 

I recruited participants through four Chicago community organizations, 
all of which offered services for youth at the time of my fieldwork (I offer 
more information about each of the organizations in Appendix B). I estab-
lished access to the agencies through my previous employment at one of 
the community organizations, where I worked with pregnant and parenting 
teens. Three of the organizations were concentrated in the West Town area 
when I conducted this study, which is composed of neighborhoods located 
just west and northwest of the Loop (Downtown Chicago area). At the time 
of the study, Mexicans constituted 53.1 percent of the Latina/o population in 
West Town, and Puerto Ricans made up 35.6 percent of that population. In 
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2000, the median income for Latina/o households in this area was $28,157. 
Low-income Latina/o families in this area have been steadily experiencing 
displacement as a result of the gentrification process that gathered momen-
tum in the 1990s; while 62 percent of the West Town population was Latina/o 
in 1990, in 2000 Latinas/os fell to 46.9 percent of West Town residents.29 The 
other agency is located in the Pilsen neighborhood (Chicago’s Lower West 
Side), located just south and west of the Loop. Latinas/os in Pilsen have 
remained a majority, holding steady at 88 percent of the Pilsen population 
between 1990 and 2000; during my fieldwork, Mexicans constituted 91.7 per-
cent of the Pilsen Latina/o population, and Puerto Ricans made up 1.9 per-
cent of that population. In 2000, the median income for Latina/o households 
in Pilsen was $27,610.30 Pilsen has been more successful than West Town in 
challenging gentrification; however, the mid-1990s southward expansion of 
the University of Illinois at Chicago has heightened developer interest in the 
area, threatening to continue to displace community residents.

I interviewed young women who met the following criteria: (a) self-
identified as Mexican or Puerto Rican, (b) self-defined as sexually active, (c) 
between the ages of thirteen and eighteen, (d) self-defined as practicing safe 
sex and, (e) had no children. I provide consent process details in Appendix 
B. Rather than define the term “sexually active” for research participants, I 
asked them to share their understandings of the term to better comprehend 
Latina girls’ constructions of sexuality. I also sought to capture Latina girls’ 
conceptualizations of safe sex. Young people have been a target audience for 
safe-sex education campaigns, and it is important to consider how youth 
translate them and fuse them into their own meaning system. Thus, I did not 
impose a definition of the term “safe sex” in my recruitment or exclude girls 
from the study if they did not report consistent condom, dental dam, or fin-
ger cot use (behavior most typically associated with safe sex). Instead, I asked 
participants what “safe sex” meant to them. The requirement for participants 
to self-define as practicing safe sex provided insight into how girls come to 
see themselves as practicing safe sex, the processes that inform their defini-
tions of safe sex and enactment of safe sex, and what this means for their for-
mation of sexual identities. Using focused but open-ended questions, I asked 
girls about their lives at home, in their communities, and at school, especially 
asking that they share with me their views about their sexuality and gender, 
their understandings of safe sex, and the meanings they assign to their sexual 
experiences. I conducted two to three in-depth interviews with each partici-
pant and transcribed all interviews. With the exception of interviews with 
five girls that took place in their homes, all interviews with young women 
occurred at the community centers in private rooms.
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I gained access to mothers through their daughters. At the conclusion of 
our first interview, I asked young women if their mothers might be willing to 
participate in this study. I asked this only of young women who had obtained 
parental consent, since their mothers were already aware that their daughters 
were participants in a study on Latina youth and sexuality. If girls indicated 
that their mothers would be interested in being interviewed, I then asked 
them to provide my contact information to their mothers. Thus, the moth-
ers in this sample initiated contact with me about their participation in the 
project. Using focused but open-ended questions, I asked the mothers about 
their current lives, the gender and sexual scripts they teach their daughters, 
their perceptions of their own sexuality and that of their daughters, and 
their understanding of safe sex. I conducted one to two interviews with each 
mother and transcribed all of these interviews, as well. Upon their invitation, 
I usually interviewed mothers in their homes.

At the onset of interviews, I asked participants what language they pre-
ferred for their interview. The interviews with young women were carried out 
primarily in English, although girls code-switched into Spanish on occasion 
throughout their conversations. Focusing on a Puerto Rican community in 
New York City, the anthropolitical linguist Ana Celia Zentella writes about 
the value of code-switching for Latinas/os, noting that “switching serves many 
significant social and discourse functions beyond that of filling in forgotten 
words or phrases [Duran 1981]  .  .  . code-switching allows Puerto Ricans to 
make a graphic statement about the way they live with a foot in each of ‘Dos 
Worlds/Two Mundos.’”31 The young women I spoke with occasionally utilized 
the Spanish language to communicate their negotiations of experiences and 
meanings of such an intimate subject as sexuality. In terms of the mothers, 
fourteen mothers requested Spanish as the language for their interviews. I 
have translated the Spanish-language interviews into English. However, in 
using quotations, I have kept some of their Spanish phrases and words. Of the 
four mothers who did not request Spanish-language interviews, two of them 
stated that they did not have a language preference for their interview. How-
ever, these four mothers did code-switch frequently throughout their inter-
views, weaving English and Spanish together within their narratives. 

I supplemented formal interviews with participant observation and infor-
mal interviews with Latina girls. This component of my fieldwork allowed 
me to complement and clarify some of the information I had collected 
during interviews with study participants. This strategy also permitted me 
to gain further insight into contexts and interactions within which young 
Latinas negotiate and express their sexual subjectivity, particularly moments 
they shared with their peers. 

9780814733165_garcia_text.indd   11 8/15/12   2:34 PM



12 << introduction: Studying the “Other” Girls

On Being Both an Insider and an Outsider

As the U.S.-born daughter of Mexican immigrants who was raised in a work-
ing-class Latina/o neighborhood in the West Town community of Chicago, I 
entered the field anticipating that my shared identity with the young women 
and their mothers would shape my rapport and interactions with them and 
also have certain implications for how my presence as a researcher would 
be interpreted by them. Feminist scholars’ analyses of a researcher’s multiple 
identities have highlighted the significance of insider and outsider identi-
ties in the field.32 In her assessment of what she terms the “insider/outsider 
debate,” the sociologist Nancy Naples points out that the fixed distinction 
often made between insider and outsider positioning obscures the dynam-
ics of power and difference between researchers and study participants, 
rather than shedding light on them. She argues, “The bipolar construction 
of insider/outsider also sets up a false separation that neglects the interactive 
processes through which ‘insiderness’ and ‘outsiderness’ is constructed. .  .  . 
Rather, they are ever-shifting and permeable social locations that are dif-
ferentially experienced and expressed by community members.”33 Guided 
by such insight on researcher positionality, I entered into the study with 
an understanding of my identity as fluid rather fixed, permitting me to be 
more sensitive to how it was constructed by the research participants and by 
myself and the implications of this for our interactions, as well as the data I 
was able to collect.

It was in our interviews that Latina youth and mothers interrogated 
aspects of my identity in greater depth. Before we began our first “formal” 
interview, study participants interviewed me on topics such as my age, 
educational experiences, ethnicity, and marital status, in addition to the 
intended purpose and use of the project itself. Girls were usually much more 
direct in their questioning, asking me how old I was or where I lived and 
with whom. In her self-reflexive account of her study on urban working-
class households in Turkey, the sociologist Hale C. Bolak also found that 
one key way in which research participants developed their perceptions of 
her as an insider and/or outsider was by asking her questions related to her 
gender identity, class background, and relationship status.34 Similarly, the 
sociologist Naheed Islam experienced informants’ “pre-interviews” of her 
in her research on race in an Asian community in Los Angeles.35 She under-
stood these “pre-interviews” as a means for study participants to evaluate 
her relationship to members of the community and her specific gendered 
constructions of community. The topic that Latinas girls and their moth-
ers were most curious about in our “pre-interviews” was my educational 
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experiences. They wanted to know about living in a dorm as an undergradu-
ate student, how my parents felt about my leaving home to go to college and, 
later, graduate school, and how I convinced them to “let me” go. They were 
also interested in the college application process and how I paid for school. 
Many of them asked for advice on these educational issues. I regarded all of 
their questions and concerns, including personal questions, as important to 
the research.36

I also negotiated my positionality in the field by making certain decisions 
about my clothing choices. I was in my late twenties when I conducted my 
fieldwork but appeared to be younger. I opted to dress casually when at the 
community organizations unless there was a special event, such as an awards 
ceremony. Generally, I wore jeans, a t-shirt or sweater, including sweatshirts, 
and athletic shoes or sneakers. This decision was informed by my observation 
of the attire worn by the majority of the youth program staff at the organiza-
tions where I most regularly interacted with groups of young people. Though 
the youth program staff introduced me to the young people and explained 
that I was a graduate student working on a research project, I believe that 
most of the youth perceived me to be a social work intern or college student 
there to volunteer. I decided early on to volunteer at the agencies as way to 
establish trust with interview respondents and as part of my reciprocation 
efforts. My work as a volunteer at all but one of the organizations did permit 
the young women to become familiar with me prior to their first interviews. 
During these first interviews, in which young women asked me questions 
about myself, all of them learned that I was from Chicago; some discovered 
that I had grown up in the same neighborhood as they had, and a handful 
came to realize that we were graduates of the same elementary school. After 
the initial interview, they each seemed more relaxed with me, suggested by 
their lengthier conversations with me, their willingness to confide in me, 
or their occasional inclusion of me in some of their interactions with peers 
while hanging out at the organizations. 

I chose to modify my clothing selections for my interactions with moth-
ers. Given my youthful appearance when I conducted my fieldwork, I made 
it a point to “dress up” more in preparing to interview them, opting to wear 
dress pants or jeans and a career-type blouse or sweater, along with dress 
shoes, such as flats or boots. This decision was also informed by my desire 
to help mothers feel as comfortable as possible, given the sensitive nature of 
the interview topic. I thought this would be facilitated by my adoption of a 
more professional appearance in their presence, allowing them to feel more 
at ease about the legitimacy of my researcher training and knowledge about 
sexuality. Furthermore, I hoped to communicate my respect for them as 
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adults and for their time. An important lesson that was communicated early 
on to my siblings and me by our parents and by other family members was 
that we needed to present ourselves as being “bien educada or educado.” This 
referred to the importance of seeming well educated to others, not in a tra-
ditional school sense but, rather, by reflecting that one was raised properly. 
Importantly, this meant that you knew how to be well mannered and show 
others the proper respect they deserved, especially adults. I was concerned 
that if I dressed “too” casually, the mothers might read this as an indication 
that I did not think they were important enough for me take care with my 
appearance. This “outfit strategy” might have been different if the main focus 
of the study were not sexuality, particularly daughters’ sexuality, and if I had 
more opportunities to interact with mothers outside of interviews. 

It is undeniable that my status as a cultural “insider” mattered in criti-
cal ways for how my fieldwork experiences unfolded; for instance, it facili-
tated my ability to gain access to study participants, shaped the framing of 
some of the questions I posed to them, and permitted me to be attuned to 
the nuances in their meanings and practices of sexuality, including safe sex. 
The ability for my informants and me to relate to each other became appar-
ent in some of the stories they shared with me, with which I could iden-
tify because of my own experiences growing up in circumstances similar to 
those in which they now lived— educational inequalities in Chicago Public 
Schools, the significance of particular family formations, such as that of com-
padrazgo (co-parenthood with extended family members and/or friends), 
and struggles with certain neighborhood-related issues, such as gang vio-
lence, poverty, and gentrification. 

Nonetheless, I learned from the self-reflexive analyses of researchers who 
also shared similarities with those they studied that I could not assume ready 
access to informants or expect them to automatically feel a certain level of 
comfort with me just because of our shared identities. Equally as important, 
I knew that I had to be careful not to take my “insider” status and knowl-
edge for granted.37 This meant that I had to be willing to delve deeper and 
ask questions to which they expected me to know the answer as a cultural 
“insider,” though some of their stories and experiences might resonate with 
my own or those of other women I knew. When I probed and asked them to 
explain a perspective or experience they shared with me, it was not uncom-
mon for some of them to give me a perplexed look or even tell me, “Don’t 
you know this?” This helped me become cognizant of the need to simultane-
ously negotiate my “insider” status and my identity as a feminist researcher. 
It was in those instances that some of the important differences between my 
informants and myself became apparent to both of us. 
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Re-Thinking “At Risk” Youth

As of 2009, Latinas/os were the largest and youngest nonwhite racial/ethnic 
group in the United States, accounting for 18 percent of all young people in 
the United States between the ages of sixteen and twenty-five.38 Because of 
the size and age of this population, along with the number of births to Latina 
teens, Latina youth have recently emerged as the central subjects of concern 
and objects of intervention efforts related to sexual and reproductive outcomes. 
Much of the literature on the sexuality of Latina girls is encapsulated within 
a discourse of risk. Research on pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases 
treats Latina girls as an “at risk” population. Empirically, there is some reason to 
do so. For example, despite celebratory announcements of a decrease in over-
all U.S. teen births between 1991 and 2002, the decline in pregnancy rates was 
less steep among Latina girls. Since 1995, they have had the highest teen birth 
rate among all other major racial/ethnic groups in the United States.39 In addi-
tion, the Centers for Disease Control considers Latina/o youth to be at increas-
ing risk for contracting sexually transmitted infections. While I do not dispute 
such data, I suggest that they paint a one-dimensional picture of Latina girls’ 
sexual lives. My research findings show that the reality is far more complex.

Some research has strategically homed in on the experiences of certain 
youth we often fail to take notice of in our quest to document and explain 
the various risks and failures besetting young people living in disadvantaged 
communities.40 This body of scholarship presents young men and women as 
active agents, focusing on how they navigate the multiple inequalities shap-
ing their lives to construct more positive realities, outcomes, and futures 
than what is predicted for them. For instance, the sociologist Frank F. Furst-
enberg Jr. and his colleagues have shed new light on the lives and outcomes 
of young people growing up in poverty by exploring how success unfolds for 
youth living in poor socioeconomic circumstances.41 Similarly, some educa-
tion research has contributed to our understanding of pathways to academic 
achievement for marginalized youth, especially for students of color.42 The 
sociologist Prudence L. Carter, for instance, contributes new understandings 
of how African American and Latina/o students’ formation of racial and eth-
nic identities can positively inform their ability to be successful in school.43

Alongside this intellectual orientation, there have also been groundbreaking 
edited volumes that highlight the agency, strengths, and positive development 
of young women of color. Some key works falling into this category include 
Urban Girls: Resisting Stereotypes, Creating Identities, edited by Bonnie J. Ross 
Leadbeater and Niobe Way; Sugar in the Raw, by Rebecca Carroll; My Sisters’ 
Voices: Teenage Girls of Color Speak Out, edited by Iris Jacob; Colonize This!, 
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edited by Daisy Hernández and Bushra Rehman; and Urban Girls Revisited, 
edited by Bonnie J. Ross Leadbeater and Niobe Way. Together, these texts dem-
onstrate that there is variation among girls living under adverse conditions in 
terms of their responses to the hardships that define their day-to-day experi-
ences and in other ways. Research and texts such as these permit us to under-
stand not only the unequal contexts in which different groups of young people 
make their way into adulthood, but also how marginalized youth persevere to 
expand their life chances. Importantly, they challenge us to reconsider how we 
set out to understand and address the inequality in their lives.

In Respect Yourself, Protect Yourself, I want to reorient the study of Latina 
girls to better understand their sexual lives. Almost no previous research 
examines how Latina youth themselves understand their sexuality, particu-
larly how they conceptualize and approach sexual safety and pleasure. This 
book, empirically and theoretically, advances this line of inquiry by focusing 
on a unique sample of Latina girls. My sampling procedure required poten-
tial research participants to meet specific criteria that included self-identifi-
cation as sexually active and practicing safe sex. Thus, I deliberately sought 
out a theoretically driven sample of girls that would allow for an exploration 
of the meanings and mechanisms through which Latinas attempt to create 
positive sexual experiences for themselves. Conclusions from this study can-
not be generalized to the Latina population at large given the extent to which 
study participants were self-selected. For instance, since the young women 
were recruited from community organizations, the findings may be lim-
ited to girls who may have it “more together” than some of their peers who 
are not accessing community organizations. Additionally, since study par-
ticipants were self-selected, they may have also been more concerned about 
and/or knowledgeable about safe sex. But this study does provide insight 
into the ways in which a group of Latina girls, living under a particular set of 
circumstances shaped by the intersection of race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality, 
class, and generational status, approach and negotiate their sexual identities 
and safe sex. A study such as this may not be able to establish generaliza-
tions, but it can uncover the limits of generalization and, as the sociologist 
Schulamit Reinharz writes, “invalidate one [generalization] and suggest new 
research directions.”44 In this book, I draw attention to the experiences of 
second-generation Mexican and Puerto Rican girls who are not pregnant or 
mothers, but who are growing up in circumstances similar to those familiar 
to many of the Latina girls represented in negative sexual-outcome statistics.

It is not enough to understand why young women become pregnant or 
are at risk for contracting sexually transmitted diseases. Equally, if not more 
interesting, is an exploration of why they do not get pregnant or contract 
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sexually transmitted diseases and instead seek ways to honor their sexual 
selves. Thus, while some of their peers are being asked why they are not 
practicing safe sex, I am turning the question around. I ask questions such 
as these: What exactly does safe sex mean to Latina girls who seek to prac-
tice it? How do they understand safe sex in relation to their emerging sexu-
ality? Whom do they talk to about safe sex, pleasure, and their sexual expe-
riences? And how do they do this? In asking these questions, I do not mark 
this group of Latina girls as exceptional or as having “overcome the odds.”45 
Such an approach would only rely upon and reproduce dichotomous ways 
of interpreting the sexuality of young women, as, for example, virgins or 
nonvirgins, sexually innocent or sexually promiscuous, and good girls or 
bad girls, binaries that obstruct our ability to consider and acknowledge the 
diversity among them. Instead of trying to determine whether they are “suc-
cessful” in their sexual self-protective efforts or whether they “truly” pos-
sess an empowered sexual subjectivity, I present their experiences to direct 
attention to how Latina girls seek to develop and enact their sexual subjec-
tivity and sexual agency and the constraints under which they do this for 
themselves.

Organization of this Book

In chapter 2, I analyze the ways in which Latina mothers and their daughters 
communicate with each other about safe sex and sexuality by focusing on 
how mothers respond to the discovery of their daughters’ sexual behaviors 
and their daughters’ interpretations of the sex education lessons they provide 
to them. I consider the specific strategies that Latina mothers adopt to simul-
taneously address their daughters’ emerging sexuality and the gender, sex-
ual, and racial/ethnic inequalities they and their daughters face. I highlight 
the centrality of notions of respectable femininity in these mother-daughter 
interactions surrounding sexuality and for their identities as Latina women, 
and more specifically, as Mexican and Puerto Rican women. 

In chapter 3, I consider the classroom as another context in which Latina 
girls encounter lessons about sexuality and respectable femininity. I begin by 
examining how sexism, racism, and the presumption that all girls are hetero-
sexual structure the content and delivery of school-based sex education for 
Latina girls. I specifically focus on their middle school experiences, particu-
larly their interactions with teachers and sex educators. I show that Latina 
youth encounter racialized gendered stereotypes that limit their access to 
useful sex education and reinforce their disadvantages. I then turn to why it 
was important to this group of girls that they be able to learn about safe sex 
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in the classroom by drawing attention to how they situated their respectabil-
ity in relation to their future educational and career possibilities.

Chapter 4 looks at the meanings Latina girls assign to safe sex and how 
these meanings fit into their formation of their femininity. I explore the 
processes by which this group of Latinas, as young women who engage in 
partnered sexual behavior, maintain their claim to a respectable femininity. 
I consider how this plays out in the social world of their peers. This chapter 
illustrates that sexual respectability operates as a gendered sexual and racial/
ethnic boundary formation that they utilized to set themselves apart from 
other Latina girls and white young women and that enabled and constrained 
their sense of themselves as sexual subjects.

In chapter 5, I explore how Latina girls negotiate sexual safety and sex-
ual pleasure with their sexual partners by focusing on the strategies that 
they employ to obtain their partners’ cooperation with their self-protective 
efforts. I illustrate how young women draw on respectability to challenge and 
yet appeal to accepted notions of masculinity and femininity in their safe-
sex strategies. I suggest that their approaches to masculinity and femininity 
enhance their ability to practice safe sex but also limit their efforts to inter-
rupt the gender and sexual inequality they encounter as girls. In the conclud-
ing chapter, I briefly summarize major points and show the broad implica-
tions of this study for social policy. I recommend practical ways in which 
those working directly with girls and policymakers can develop best prac-
tices for sex education that will facilitate positive and healthy sexual experi-
ences and outcomes for all youth.
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