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CHERRIE MORAGA
LOVING IN THE
WAR YEARS: A
LANDMARK OF
CHICANA LESBIAN
FEMINISM

F e w  w o r k s  h a v e
managed  to  capture
the raw intersection of
identity,  desire,  and
survival  as  powerfully
as  Cherrie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years.  First  published
in 1983, this collection
of  poetry  and  prose
remains a foundational

t e x t  i n  C h i c a n a
f e m i n i s m ,  q u e e r
theory,  and  American
literature.  Moraga's
work  is  not  simply  a
book; it is a battle cry,
a  confession,  and  a
map for navigating the
"war years" of existing
as  a  woman  of  color
who loves women. For
readers  seeking  a
deeper  understanding
of  the  complexities
surrounding  race,
s e x u a l i t y ,  a n d
language,  exploring
Moraga's  seminal  text
offers  an  education
that is both intellectual
a n d  p r o f o u n d l y
emotional.
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This article provides a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
e x a m i n a t i o n  o f
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years. We will explore
its  historical  context,
its  central  themes,  its
literary  style,  and  its
endur ing  l egacy .
Whether  you  are  a
student  of  literature,
an activist, or a curious
reader,  understanding
this work is essential to
grasping the evolution
o f  i n te r sec t i ona l
feminism  and  queer
identity in the late 20th
century.

The
Historical
Context:
Writing

from the
Margins
To  fully  appreciate
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years ,  o n e  m u s t
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
t u r b u l e n t  s o c i a l
landscape  from  which
it emerged. The 1970s
and early 1980s were a
time  of  great  social
upheaval.  The second-
w a v e  f e m i n i s t
movement was gaining
traction,  yet  it  was
often  criticized  for
c e n t e r i n g  t h e
experiences  of  white,
middle-class  women.
Similarly,  the  Chicano
M o v e m e n t  ( E l
Movimiento)  fought
fiercely  for  civil  rights
but  was  frequently
steeped  in  machismo
and heteronormativity.
This  is  the  "war"  that
Moraga writes about. It
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is  not  a  conflict  fought
with guns, but a war of
identity. For a Chicana
lesbian,  there  was
often  no  safe  home.
The  white  feminist
movement  sometimes
d i s m i s s e d  h e r
struggles  with  racism,
whi le  the  Chicano
m o v e m e n t  o f t e n
rejected  her  sexuality
a s  a  b e t r a y a l  o f
cultural loyalty. Moraga
wrote from this painful
intersection,  refusing
to silence any part  of
her  ident i ty .  Th is
specific  context  makes
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years  a  revolutionary
act of self-definition.

Deconstr
ucting

the Title:
What
Does
"Loving in
the War
Years"
Mean?
The  t it le  i tself  is  a
powerful  metaphor
t h a t  d e m a n d s
unpacking. The phrase
"war  years"  refers  to
the  constant  state  of
siege that marginalized
people experience. It is
t h e  w a r  a g a i n s t
assimilation,  the  war
against  patriarchal
violence,  and  the  war
a g a i n s t  c u l t u r a l
erasure.  To  "love"  in
such conditions is not a
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soft or passive act; it is
a  radical,  defiant
gesture.

Love as
Resistance: In
the context of
Cherrie Moraga
Loving In The
War Years, love
between
women—specific
ally between
Chicanas—is
portrayed as a
political act. It
defies the
cultural mandate
to prioritize men
and family above
all else.
The Personal is
Political: The
text embodies
the feminist
mantra that
private emotions
have public
consequences.
Moraga argues
that revealing
the truth of one's
heart is a form of

revolutionary
warfare.
Survival: The
"war years" also
imply a need to
survive until
peace comes.
Moraga's writing
is a survival
manual, teaching
readers how to
endure the
loneliness and
shame imposed
by a homophobic
and racist
society.

Key
Themes
in Cherrie
Moraga
Loving In
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The War
Years
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years  i s  a  dense ,
multi-layered  text.
Below are the primary
t h e m e s  t h a t  r u n
through the poetry and
essays.

1. THE STRUGGLE
FOR LANGUAGE AND
VOICE

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking  aspects  of
Moraga's  book  is  her
use  of  language.  She
writes  in  a  hybrid  of
English  and  Spanish,
o f ten  re fus ing  to
translate for the white
reader.  This  Code-
s w i t c h i n g  i s  a
deliberate  political
choice.  It  asserts  that
the Chicana experience
c a n n o t  b e  f u l l y

rendered  in  English
alone.
Moraga  discusses  the
"silence"  imposed  on
queer Chicanas. In the
essay  La  Güera,  she
explicitly addresses the
fear  of  speaking  out.
She  describes  the  act
of writing as breaking a
"long  silence."  This
theme  resona tes
deeply  with  readers
w h o  h a v e  f e l t
l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  o r
culturally  displaced.
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years  demonstrates
that  finding  a  voice  is
the  first  step  toward
liberation.

2. SEXUALITY AND
THE BODY

Moraga  does  not  shy
a w a y  f r o m  t h e
physical. The poems in
the  co l lect ion  are
in tense ly  bod i l y ,
exploring desire, touch,
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and  eroticism.  In  a
cul ture  that  of ten
s h a m e s  f e m a l e
sexual i ty,  Moraga
reclaims the body as a
site of  knowledge and
power.
She  specifically
addresses  the  fear  of
lesbian sexuality within
t h e  C h i c a n o
communi ty .  Many
cultural  nationalists
viewed  homosexuality
as  a  "wh i te  man's
disease" or  a betrayal
of  the  family.  Moraga
c o u n t e r s  t h i s  b y
arguing  that  loving
w o m e n  i s  n o t  a n
abandonment  of  her
culture,  but  rather  an
e m b r a c e  o f  h e r
complete  self .  The
physical love described
in  Cherrie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years  is  both  tender
and defiant.

3. THE MOTHER-
DAUGHTER BOND

Perhaps  the  most
emotionally  charged
theme  in  the  book  is
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between  mothers  and
daughters.  Moraga
writes  extensively
a b o u t  h e r  o w n
mother—a  strong,
complex  woman  who
represents  both  the
warmth  of  home  and
the  pain  of  cultural
expectations.
The  author  wrestles
w i t h  t h e  f e a r  o f
d isappoint ing  her
mother.  How  does  a
Chicana  lesbian  honor
the woman who raised
her while also living an
authentic  life?  Moraga
does  not  offer  easy
answers.  Instead,  she
presents the tension as
a tragic but necessary
part  of  growing  up.
This  exploration  of
matr i l ineal  bonds
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m a k e s  C h e r r i e
Moraga  Loving  In
The  War  Years  a
deeply  relatable  text
for  anyone  who  has
struggled  to  be  seen
by their family.

4. RACE AND
FEMINIST
SOLIDARITY

Moraga was a pioneer
in  what  we  now  call
intersectionality.  In
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years,  she  critiques
t h e  m a i n s t r e a m
feminist movement for
its  racism.  She  points
o u t  t h a t  w h i t e
feminists  often  asked
women of color to put
aside "racial issues" for
the  sake  of  gender
solidarity.
Moraga  refuses  to  do
this.  She  insists  that
sex ism  cannot  be
understood  without
racism,  classism,  and

homophobia.  She calls
for  a feminism that is
truly inclusive, one that
acknowledges  the
specific  struggles  of
women  of  color.  This
c r i t i q u e  w a s
groundbreaking at  the
t ime  and  remains
highly  re levant  in
contemporary  feminist
discourse.

The
Literary
Structure:
A Hybrid
Form
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Y e a r s  i s  n o t  a
traditional  novel  or  a
s i m p l e  p o e t r y
collection. It is a hybrid
t e x t  t h a t  b l e n d s
persona l  essays ,
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poems,  and  letters.
T h i s  f o r m  w a s
intentional.  Moraga
re jected  the  r ig id
structures of academic
or  literary  convention,
believing that the raw
e m o t i o n s  o f  h e r
experience  required  a
more fluid format.
The  prose  sections,
such as La Güera and A
Long Line of Vendidas,
serve  as  theoretical
f r a m e w o r k s  t h a t
explain the poems. The
poems, in turn, provide
the  visceral  emotional
punch.  This  interplay
between the analytical
and the lyrical is what
g ives  the  book  i ts
unique power. Readers
of  Cherrie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years  are  asked  to
e n g a g e  b o t h
intel lectual ly  and
emotionally.

The
Concept
of "La
Vendida"
(The
Sellout)
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful essays in the
collection  is  A  Long
Line  of  Vendidas.  In
this  piece,  Moraga
decons t ruc ts  the
accusation  of  "selling
out "  tha t  i s  o f ten
l e v e l e d  a g a i n s t
Chicana  lesbians.  The
term vendida implies a
traitor to the race.
Moraga argues that the
accusation  of  betrayal
comes  from  a  deep-
seated fear within the
Chicano community.  If
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women leave men for
other  women,  the
patriarchal structure of
the  family  crumbles.
She  traces  this  fear
back to the Conquest,
suggesting  that  the
violation of indigenous
women created a deep
wound in  the  Chicano
psyche.

Cultural1.
Betrayal: The
lesbian is seen as
rejecting her
duty to
reproduce and
maintain the
culture.
Political2.
Betrayal: She is
seen as splitting
the movement
by introducing
"white" issues
(homosexuality).
Personal3.
Betrayal: She is
seen as
abandoning her
mother and
family.

Moraga flips this script.
In  Cherrie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years,  she  suggests
that  the  true  betrayal
is the silence imposed
by the community. The
"vendida"  is  not  the
lesbian who speaks her
truth, but the one who
remains silent to keep
the peace.

Relevanc
e Today:
Why This
Text Still
Matters
Over  forty  years  after
its  initial  publication,
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Y e a r s  r e m a i n s
s t a r t l i n g l y
contemporary.  The
battles  Moraga  fought
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are  far  f rom  over .
LGBTQ+  rights,  while
advanced  in  some
a r e a s ,  a r e  u n d e r
constant  threat  in
others. Feminism is still
grappling with issues of
racial  inclusion.  The
"war  years"  continue,
though the  front  lines
have shifted.
Moraga's  work  has
influenced  generations
of  writers,  including
figures  like  Gloria
Anzaldúa  (with  whom
she  co-edited  This
B r i dge  Ca l l ed  My
B a c k ) ,  S a n d r a
Cisneros,  and  Dorothy
A l l i son .  The  book
continues to be taught
in  women's  studies,
ethnic  studies,  and
queer  theory  courses
across the globe.
For the modern reader,
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years  offers  a
power fu l  l e s son :
authenticity  is  worth

the  fight.  Moraga
teaches us that we do
not  have  to  choose
between our identities.
We  can  be  Chicana,
lesbian,  feminist,  and
artist  all  at  once.  The
war is fought not with
weapons,  but  with
words,  and  Moraga
arms her readers with
t h e  m o s t  p o t e n t
language  possible.

The
Legacy of
Cherrie
Moraga
Loving In
The War
Years
The legacy of this work
is  immense.  It  helped
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to  define  the  field  of
C h i c a n a  l e s b i a n
feminism,  providing  a
v o c a b u l a r y  f o r
experiences  that  had
p r e v i o u s l y  b e e n
rendered  invisible.  It
also  challenged  the
literary  establishment
t o  b r o a d e n  i t s
definition  of  what
constitutes "important"
literature.
C r i t i c s  i n i t i a l l y
struggled to categorize
the  book.  It  was  too
political  for  poetry
p u r i s t s  a n d  t o o
personal  for  academic
theorists.  However,  its
influence  has  only
g row n  w i th  t ime .
T o d a y ,  C h e r r i e
Moraga  Loving  In
The  War  Years  i s
recognized as a classic
of American letters.
Moraga herself went on
to have a distinguished
career as a playwright,
essayist,  and  activist.
But for  many readers,

it is this early collection
that remains her most
powerful  statement.  It
cap tu res  t he  r aw
energy  of  a  young
woman refusing to  be
erased.

A Guide
for New
Readers
If you are approaching
Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years  for  the  first
time,  here  are  a  few
tips for reading:

Read slowly:
This is not a book
to rush through.
Let the language
sink in. The
poems often
require multiple
readings to fully
appreciate.
Read aloud:
Moraga's



12

12 Cherrie Moraga Loving In The War
Years

2023-12-03

language is
musical and
rhythmic.
Hearing the
words spoken
can unlock new
layers of
meaning.
Embrace the
discomfort: The
book deals with
anger, shame,
and grief. Allow
yourself to feel
these emotions
as you read.
They are part of
the experience.
Don't get lost
in the Spanish:
If you do not
speak Spanish,
do not worry.
The context
usually makes
the meaning
clear, and
Moraga's intent
is to include, not
exclude.

CONCLUSION

Cherr ie  Moraga
Loving  In  The  War
Years  is  more than a
book ;  i t  i s  a  v i t a l
document  of  survival
and  resistance.  In  its
p a g e s ,  M o r a g a
captures  the  pain  of
living at the crossroads
of  multiple  identities
and  transforms  that
pain into art. She offers
no  easy  resolutions,
b u t  s h e  p r o v i d e s
something  perhaps
more  valuable:  the
courage to be honest.
For  anyone  interested
in  the intersections of
race,  gender ,  and
sexuality,  this  work  is
essential  reading.  It
reminds  us  that  even
in  the  midst  of  war,
love is the most radical
weapon  we  possess.
The voice that Moraga
found  in  the  ear ly
1980s  continues  to
echo,  giving  strength
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to  those  fighting  their own battles in the war
years of today.


