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Title: Ni De Aquí, Ni De Allá: Conceptualizing the Self-Authorship Experience of Gay 

Latino College Men Using Conocimiento  

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This essay aims to enhance our conceptual understanding of students with intersectional 

identities, specifically gay Latino men in college. We first explain how ethnic, gender, and 

sexual identities can act as compounding influences. Second, we review two distinct but 

complementary developmental theories. Conocimiento captures the disruptive, challenging path 

experienced by marginalized Latino youth. Self-authorship situates the broader developmental 

process in and beyond college. Our modified framework – conociéndose y escribiéndose –

conceptualizes how college students navigate multiple marginalized identities. Finally, we 

discuss the implications of this intersectional framework for LGBTQ+ students and institutions 

seeking to enhance diversity, inclusion, and student success. 

 

Keywords: gender, masculinity, sexuality, Latino students, higher education, conocimiento, self-

authorship, intersectionality, identity, LGBTQ students 
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Introduction 

Latino students, LGBTQ+ students, and men in general are each less likely to be retained and 

graduate from college; thus gay Latino men essentially encounter a triple bind in their pursuit of 

college degrees.1,2 While reliable figures for Latino LGBTQ+ men are scarce, the educational 

and economic outcomes of LGBTQ+ communities of color are disproportionately lower than 

those of white LGBTQ+ individuals (Center for American Progress, 2012). There is a dearth of 

research on gay Latino men in college, and even less about how their college experience is 

shaped by the intersections of their developing gender, sexual, and ethnic identities. Recent 

research has focused on the concept of masculinity, specifically, machismo (Ocampo, 2012; 

Peña-Talamantes, 2013a; 2013b; Saez, Casado, & Wade, 2009). Importantly, machismo is 

limited as a frame for gay Latino men, who are negotiating more than their gender and ethnic 

identity as they transition to college environments.  

This essay conceptualizes how gay Latino college men make sense of who they are, 

bridging Higher Education literature on the process of self-authorship with Latino Studies 

literature. Self-authorship is defined as “the internal ability to define one’s beliefs, identity, and 

social relations” (Baxter Magolda, 2008). We argue Anzaldúa’s framework of conocimiento 

(coming to know oneself), in conjunction with self-authorship, more effectively captures the 

culturally- specific dimensions of gay Latino students’ ethnic, gender, and sexual identity 

development. While particularly concerned with the experiences of gay Latino college men, we 

                                                           
1 The authors do not dispute the effects of patriarchy and male dominance in society in general (see Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005) as well as college environments in particular. Rather, we note the specific issue of student 

success in college, especially for men of color, which has tended not to focus on marginalized sexualities (e.g., Kuh, 

Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006). 
2 In this manuscript, �gay� refers to any men with a non-dominant sexual identity. We also use LGBTQ+ in this 

manuscript to refer to students who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and other Non-

dominant sexual identities. 
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conclude with a broader discussion of how even identities traditionally marked by marginality 

may be engaged and leveraged by students. 

 

Identity Lenses and Their Intersections 

Identity Development: LGBTQ+ College Students 

Identity development is a salient process during college (e.g., Torres, 2003; Stevens, 

2004). This context may foster exploration of students’ multiple and intersecting identities (e.g. 

sexuality, racial, gender) (Coston & Kimmel, 2012; Jones, 2009). For gay Latino men, these 

identities hold varying privilege and marginality; navigating this complex identity landscape 

includes negotiating the contexts that influence their identity development (Jones, 2009). Studies 

show coming out continues to be challenging for college men, in particular those negotiating 

multiple marginalized identities (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; Poynter & Washington, 2005; Rhoads, 

1995). Because of potential reinforcement of the dominant heteronormative culture, college 

environments can be challenging for Latino LGBTQ+ students (Peña-Talamantes, 2013a).  

Higher education research has begun to engage in more nuanced studies of identity 

formation among non-heterosexual college students (e.g., Dilley, 2005). This research tends to 

focus on men as a homogenous aggregate however, without taking into account how sexuality 

intersects with young people’s other, similarly fraught and contested identities. Notably, gay 

Latino men tend to stay in their ethnic communities as compared to the mainstream gay 

community (Ocampo, 2012). In doing so, they balance a variety of social identities. Rhoads 

(1995) emphasizes the importance of colleges having spaces for men to safely develop their 

emerging sense of self, across academic and social campus spaces. Harris’s (2010) more recent 

study suggests the importance of situational contexts in how college men make meaning of their 
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own masculinities, ranging from attitudes and behaviors (e.g. sense of respect, confidence, and 

responsibility) to their physical appearance.  

There are several potential explanations for the dearth of research on gay Latino college 

men. First, the stigmatization of homosexuality in the Latino community, as in the broader 

society, makes it more difficult to study gay Latino men. Cultural ideologies around machismo 

may be restrictive for gay Latino men, enhancing their reluctance to disclose their sexuality 

(Díaz, 1997). The term machismo can be used to further marginalize Latino men, as if machismo 

were worse, rather than a particular manifestation of patriarchy. Indeed, masculinity can vary 

across as well as within cultural groups (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Notably, the cultural 

reinforcement of gender role stereotypes in the Latino community limits open expression of gay 

men’s sexuality. Violating social norms and gender role stereotypes can bring negative 

consequences, such as alienation from students’ families and communities (see e.g., Peña-

Talamantes, 2013a).  

 

Masculinity as a Lens into Latino College Students’ Identity Development 

Research on masculinity and its relevance for college men’s development has been 

growing (Kimmel, 2008; Kimmel & Davis, 2011). Notably, recent scholarship has identified 

“manhood acts” as a mechanism on how men “signify a masculine self and adjust according to 

your surroundings and acceptability of your actions as a man” (Schrock & Schwalbe, 2009, p. 

282). Problematically, this concept defines these acts within the dominant culture while gay 

Latino college men inhabit culturally nuanced social worlds and identities, ranging from 

academic (e.g., classroom experiences, study groups) to social (e.g., residence and/or Greek life) 

to student leadership to on- or off-campus employment. Anzaldúa (2007) describes the 
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negotiation of identities as a borderlands, a space of heightened consciousness of marginality 

where one learns to balance counter spaces of interaction. In addition to Latino masculinity, it is 

important to note how Latino men develop and understand their sexuality within the contrasting 

spaces they may occupy.  

Research on the socialization of Latino men focuses greatly on machismo, whereby 

Latino patriarchy is often framed through a predominantly negative lens. Specifically, scholars 

using machismo tend to problematize Latino masculinity as focusing on aggression, dominance, 

virility, and heterosexuality (Ascencio, 2011; Carillo, 2002; Díaz, 1997; Ocampo, 2012; Peña-

Talamantes, 2013a; 2013b; Saez, Casado, & Wade, 2009). Indeed, the assumption of 

heterosexuality among Latino men can make it difficult for those who identify as gay to learn to 

navigate their intersecting ethnic and sexual identities.  

Peña-Talamantes (2013b) used grounded theory to investigate the intersection of gender 

and sexuality among seven gay Latino undergraduate men at one of two large, predominantly 

White public institutions. During in-depth semi-structured interviews, respondents were asked to 

select ten photographs that they associated with their identities (e.g. ethnic, gender, and/or sexual 

identities) and supply written reflections using the paragraphs they had chosen (Peña-

Talamantes, 2013b). From this data, a dichotomy of machismo was constructed using a spectrum 

of gendered sexuality. Results showed evidence of machoflexible identities, whereby some men 

used “socially acceptable masculine performances to enhance their identity as a Latino man and 

downplay their sexual identity” (Peña-Talamantes, 2013b, p. 176). This practice reinforces a 

hierarchy that rewards traditionally masculine behavior and penalizes the less “masculine” 

gender performances of some gay Latino peers. Nevertheless, their stigmatized non-hetero 
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sexuality means gay Latino men must learn to negotiate their ethnic and sexual identities within 

their social worlds (Peña-Talamantes, 2013a).  

Correspondingly, Ocampo (2012) found Latino men’s use of masculinity is based on 

their social surroundings. Using an ethnographic approach, Ocampo explains how Latino men 

negotiate various social values among their familial network, their gay Latino male peers, and 

the mainstream gay community in the U.S. He argues masculinity serves as cultural capital for 

gay Latino men, facilitating social mobility through a specific culture, including the mainstream 

gay community and the Latino community (Ocampo, 2012; see Bourdieu, 1984). Gay Latino 

men with a stronger sense of masculinity navigate hegemonic social spaces more easily 

compared to their peers (Ocampo, 2012). Given the hypermasculine and homophobic stereotypes 

common within the Latino community, many gay Latino men tended to be particularly conscious 

of the way they and other gay Latino men expressed their sexuality. Some men in his study 

looked down upon their gay Latino peers who were highly feminine during social outings and 

tended to stay away from places popular with mainstream gay men. In doing so, they were 

reinforcing traditional heteronormative hierarchies while positioning themselves strategically 

within the social worlds they occupied. Reading Ocampo and Peña-Talamantes together, gay 

college men who do not engage in performances of gender traditional behavior seem particularly 

vulnerable to marginalization, even from their co-ethnic and co-LGBTQ+ peers. 

The identity development of gay Latino college students need not be so constrained 

however, as this identity may emerge more organically. In an exploratory study with six 

participants, Peña-Talamantes (2013a) depicts how Latino LGBTQ+ college students use their 

agency to become self-empowered through the process of negotiating their sexual and ethnic 

identities. As with prior studies of Latino students transitioning to college (e.g., Hurtado & 
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Carter, 1997), students primarily referenced two social worlds. Generally, their hometown was 

associated with their ethnic identity, while the college world was where their sexual identity 

could be more accepted. Respondents employed self-empowerment to cope with the realities of 

their social world back at home, however this did not necessarily equate with a deep sense of 

belonging in their community (Peña-Talamantes, 2013a). Together, these findings suggest how 

already marginalized students can be further stratified in college, reproducing status hierarchies 

from the broader culture. For this reason, it is particularly urgent students experiencing multiple, 

intersecting axes of marginalization have spaces to develop an authentic sense of self. 

 

Theorizing Students’ Intersectional Struggles 

Theories developed by Baxter Magolda (1998) and Anzaldúa (2002) each distinctly contribute to 

how individuals make meaning for themselves and their lives. The former has been used to 

understand how undergraduate students make meaning. The latter is particularly relevant for 

Latino and other marginalized individuals. In this essay, we review and consider the potential 

contributions of using these theories in tandem to understand the experiences of college students 

experiencing multiple axes of marginalization, with a focus on gay Latino college men.  

Self-authorship 

Baxter Magolda (1998, 2008) characterizes self-authorship as meaning-making. For 

students, this is oriented around three questions: the epistemological “How do I know?”, the 

intrapersonal “Who am I?”, and the interpersonal “How do I want to construct relationships with 

others?” Self-authorship commences in college and continues thereafter (Baxter Magolda, 2008). 

For high-risk students, which can include students with multiple marginalized identities, this 

process may begin earlier than college (see Pizzolato, 2003). Baxter Magolda (2008) describes 
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four phases of the self-authorship process: 1) Following External Formulas, 2) Crossroads, 3) 

Becoming the Author of One’s Life, and 4) Internal Formulas. Following Formulas is the time 

where individuals follow societal norms and plans that are laid out for them, where external 

voices have an impact on the individual’s self. During Crossroads, individuals explore alternative 

and more true ways of being, realizing the conflict that may arise when going against the norm or 

the path that has been laid out for them. While not always reached, phases 3 and 4 are 

characterized by the ability to develop one’s own coherent belief system, including making 

decisions, developing a strong self-concept, and building a true self (Baxter Magolda, 1998; 

Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Baxter Magolda, 2008). This “constructivist-developmental” 

theory builds on foundational theories of youth development to explain how young people 

construct their identities in the college context (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). 

Despite its eminence, questions have been raised about the validity of self-authorship 

among students of color, including Latino students. Torres’s (1999, 2003, 2004) research on 

Latino college students’ ethnic identity development demonstrate how students may experience 

discomfort with Latino culture, Anglo culture, or both – a “marginal” cultural orientation. In a 

study of self-authorship among Latino students, racism is noted as a notable intervening factor in 

students’ development of self (Torres & Hernández, 2007). In response to the challenge of fitting 

self-authorship to diverse and racialized groups, Hernández (2016) argues for a critical race 

theory modification of self-authorship. Notably, the empirical foundation of self-authorship 

theory draws primarily on students from privileged backgrounds who attended predominantly 

white public ivy institutions, which is not representative of other student populations.  
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Translating the Conocimiento Framework to Gay Latino Men in College 

In contrast, Anzaldúa (2002) focuses on finding your true self while incorporating 

culturally responsive approaches and understandings. Anzaldúa’s (2002) conocimiento 

framework is built on a foundation of seven stages, one that requires the act of searching, 

inquiring, and healing (Anzaldúa, 2015). In the following paragraphs, we explain the process of 

conocimiento, applying the theory to the specific case of gay Latino college men.  

The first two stages question and deconstruct students’ initial self. Stage 1 – “el 

arrebato” (the earthquake) – shakes your ground as you begin to explore who you are (Anzaldúa, 

2002). Sexual identity exploration runs counter to the traditional narrative of Latino machismo 

and can cause confusion. Stage 2 is “Nepantla,” when students question their identity and what it 

means to them, their family, and their community. Nepantla signifies being torn between two 

worlds (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 547). Turner (1969) has used the term liminality to describe a similar 

sense of between-ness, a concept picked up by Tinto (1987) in his discussion of social 

integration among college campuses, whereby students leave their home behind to acculturate to 

the college environment. This conceptualization has been critiqued for insufficiently capturing 

the experiences of first generation college students, Latino students in particular (Hurtado & 

Carter, 1997). This space may seem limited, due to the perception of being from neither here nor 

there, commonly expressed in Spanish: ni de aquí, ni de allá. During Nepantla, students may 

consciously observe their social spaces and – as internal acceptance increases – navigate them 

more successfully (Chávez, 2015).  

The middle stages continue the emphasis on inner tumult, with added contemplation and 

the start of rebuilding the self. Named for the Aztec goddess of life and death, Coatlicue (stage 

3) represents internal conflict, reflection, and isolation (Anzaldúa, 2002). While self-authorship 
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presents a “crossroads,” Anzaldúa’s theory emphasizes and makes plain the internal strife that 

young people experience as they search for their true self.3 During this period, gay Latino 

students may come to acknowledge and observe the cost of developing a true self. While 

conflict, despair, and hopelessness may arise, it is also a place of knowledge, healing, and 

spiritual rebirth (Anzaldúa, 2002). Echoing the stage of self-authorship where the inner voice 

takes control (Baxter Magolda, 2008), stage 4 is el compromiso (the compromise), “donde 

cuerpo, mente, y alma empiezan a desnudarse” (where mind, body, and soul begin to reveal 

themselves) (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 555). In this stage, students are enabled to follow their passion 

with respect and love for themselves (Anzaldúa, 2002). These experiences can allow potentially 

marginalized students to construct an authentic sense of self, which might better position them 

for greater success in the college environment.  

As with self-authorship and other stage theories (e.g., Erikson, 1950), the latter stages are 

not reached by all but are nonetheless important developmental aims (see also Author 2, 2013). 

Stage 5 – Coyolxauhqui – represents the process of putting together the pieces of one’s 

experiences, developing an internal change through reconstruction of new personal stories 

(Anzaldúa, 2002). In stages 6 and 7, individuals own who they are, coming to a place of mutual 

understanding to build holistic relationships and alliances. By challenging one’s old self and 

reconstructing engrained ideologies, students transform and build an alternative self, leaving 

pieces of the old self behind (Anzaldúa, 2002).  

 

                                                           
3 Erikson�s (1950) seminal theory of identity development articulates identity �conflict,� and indeed �identity 

crisis,� as a normative developmental life stage, further developed by later scholars (e.g., Marcia, 1966). However, 

even theories of ethnic identity development (Phinney, 1989) do not capture the challenges of identity 

development for marginalized students � even on one axis of marginalization � as evocatively and sharply as does 

Anzaldúa. In establishing a theoretical frame intersecting three axes of identity � gender, ethnicity, and sexuality � 

Anzaldúa�s framework is particularly useful. 
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Conociéndose y Escribiéndose: Challenges Faced by Gay Latino College Students 

The lens of self-authorship could explain how gay Latino college men might transition to 

a place where identity becomes fluid. We argue this journey is closely aligned with 

conocimiento, where they find a sense of belonging, giving meaning to who they are, and giving 

themselves a sense of purpose. This new beginning comes with its challenges however, as gay 

Latino men will likely be challenged in their new reality by their community and larger society. 

Through the understanding and acceptance of this newly realized true self, students can 

overcome the challenge of living bifurcated lives with conflicting and divergent identities. 

Anzaldúa’s powerful lens of conocimiento illuminates a more fluid pathway towards self-

realization for students navigating multiple intersecting and marginalized identities – in this case, 

gay Latino college men, who are often limited in their access to familial, community, and 

campus mentors on which to model their identity negotiation process. Figure 1 shows how self-

authorship (here, “escribiéndose”) can be integrated into the conocimiento framework. 

[INSERT FIGURE 1] 

This journey – conociéndose y escribiéndose – allows gay Latino men to self-author their 

own life through the intersection of their cultural, gender, and sexual identities. Yet, the 

multifold challenges encountered by Latino college men may inhibit the process of self-

authorship. Saenz and Ponjuan (2009) find Latino men maintain some of the lowest retention and 

graduation rates among their college peers. Notably, Latino students’ perceptions of teachers’ 

and school peers’ low expectations and regard for their academic potential can inhibit their 

successful transition to college (Author 2, 2015; Valenzuela, 1999). For gay Latino college 

students, the pressure to succeed in college despite these obstacles may implicate the way they 

express their ethnic, gender, and sexual identities.  
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Implications 

This manuscript explains the possible implications of the compounding influences of 

masculinity and sexuality on gay Latino college men, drawing on the literature on gay Latino 

men’s ethnic and gender socialization. Our conociéndose y escribiéndose framework –explains 

how gay Latino men can develop authentic selves during college. Recent scholarship in higher 

education is concerned with the success of Latino and gay men in college, and how men employ 

and develop their masculinity during the college years (e.g., Harris III & Wood, 2013; Saenz & 

Ponjuan, 2009; Peña-Talamantes, 2013b). These themes play an integral part in understanding 

the intersection of Latino men's ethnic, gender, and sexual identities. Considering gay Latino 

college men’s complex personal journey of conociéndose y escribiéndose can give us new 

insights to facilitate greater success among these and other often marginalized college students.  

The literature examined above suggests – for LGBTQ+ men of color and gay Latino men 

in particular – disclosing one’s sexual orientation continues to be associated with alienation and 

rejection from students’ community of origin (Peña-Talamantes, 2013a; Strayhorn, Blakewood, 

& DeVita, 2010; Strayhorn, 2012). Notably, masculine socialization plays an integral role in 

peer-to-peer interaction. The masculine behaviors they exhibit often follow heteronormative 

ideals and reinforce gender prescriptive roles (Peña-Talamantes, 2013b; Strayhorn & Tillman-

Kelly, 2013). Adding further challenge, societal low expectations of minority men in college – 

such as low retention and success rates – may hinder them from taking the steps to make 

meaning of their multifaceted identities.  

For student affairs practitioners and administrators, understanding the cultural 

epistemology that Anzaldúa’s framework provides can be important in supporting gay Latino 

college men. Comparative disadvantages for Latino men in access and success in college foster 
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added stress for gay Latino men in college. The self-discovery associated with self-authorship 

and conocimiento appears particularly valuable for enhancing their persistence to degrees. While 

many college campuses provide resources and organizations focused on the LGBTQ+ 

community, they may not provide a space for students to build and discuss the intersections of 

their ethnic, gender, and sexual identities. While some students may identify with a certain social 

identity, they may have limited connection to that community. College personnel practitioners 

and administrators must acknowledge and respond to students as individuals with multiple, 

simultaneous social identities (see also Rankin, 2005). Providing a holistic approach to self-

authorship and self-consciousness opportunities can provide an affirming and validating space to 

help students (e.g., gay Latino college men) who feel in-between intersecting ethnic, gender, and 

sexual identities develop a sense of belonging – an outcome which often escapes Latinos and 

other underrepresented minorities with even fewer marginalized identities to negotiate (Johnson 

et. al., 2007; Hurtado & Carter, 1997).  
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Figure 1. Conociéndose y escribiéndose framework 4,5 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 Derived from: Anzaldúa, G.E. (2002). Now let us shift�the path of conocimiento�inner work, public acts. In 

Anzaldúa, G.E. & Keating, A. (Ed.), This bridge we call home: Radical visions for transformation (pp. 540-578). New 

York, NY: Routledge.  
5 Derived from: Baxter Magolda, M.B. (2010). Baxter Magolda's theory of self-authorship. In Evans, N.J., Forney, 

D.S., Guido, F.M., Patton, L.D., & Renn, K.A., Student development in college: theory, research, and practice (pp. 

183-193). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

el arrebato...

the space of an ending and new beginning; space of 
exploration of new identity formation for gay Latino men

Nepantla...

being torn between two worlds; a space of "in-between" 
with respect to self-identity and community expectations

the Coatlicue state...

place of constructing one's own reality and facing one's 
identity conflict understanding the cost of being true self as 
gay Latino men

the call, el compromiso...

a space where inner voice is fostered that pushes one to 
follow their passion and identities, although still might go 
against community 

putting Coyolxauhqui together...

a place of developing an internal change through 
reconstructing new personal stories 

the blow up...a clash of realities 

challenge of authoring one’s self continues, by challenging 
one’s old self and reconstructing engrained ideologies 
specifically regarding masculinity and sexuality 

shifting realities...realizing the vision

constructing and sketching a new reality by picking up 
dismembered pieces of old self
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