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SUMMARY (in Spanish) 
 

La motivación de este estudio fue la necesidad de una mejor comprensión de las 

experiencias y situaciones post-inmigración de las madres de países latinoamericanos 

que han inmigrado a España. A fin de cubrir esta necesidad, se entrevistaron en Asturias 

a 13 madres y mujeres embarazadas de países de América Latina que habían emigrado a 

España. El objetivo de las entrevistas fue determinar de qué manera los factores 

culturales de estas mujeres influyeron en sus decisiones de dar a luz y en sus puntos de 

vista acerca de la maternidad, además de saber cómo iba su progreso en España. Estos 

factores incluían cuánto sabían de los desafíos y oportunidades de la post-inmigración. 

Como investigadora, pedí a estas mujeres que me dieran sus razones para inmigrar a 

España; les pregunté acerca del apoyo que tuvieron desde su inmigración, de los 

factores que tomaron en cuenta al decidir dar a luz, de sus puntos de vista sobre el rol de 

madre en España en comparación con los de su país de origen, de si habían sido 

estereotipadas en España, de la asistencia médica y de su actitud hacia vivir en Asturias. 

También se aplicaron preguntas de seguimiento, según fuera apropiado. Las mujeres 

respondieron con franqueza acerca de sus perspectivas por ser inmigrantes de países 

latinoamericanos, por ser mujeres y por ser madres en España, lo que reveló una amplia 

gama de experiencias, creencias, actitudes, inquietudes y ventajas concernientes a su 

inmigración. Sus respuestas a estas preguntas fueron analizadas utilizando métodos 

cualitativos para así determinar las categorías o los temas que reflejaron sus respuestas. 

El análisis dio como resultado ocho categorías con varias subcategorías.   

 Los hallazgos del estudio son relevantes, ya que proporcionan información 

primaria sobre las decisiones de dar a luz de las madres latinas inmigrantes, sobre sus 

puntos de vista acerca de ser madres y sobre las percepciones de sus vidas en España. 

Aunque es importante recabar y reportar la información estadística de las inmigraciones, 

los estudios que se enfocan en las percepciones y experiencias de los inmigrantes de 

manera individual también son necesarios, puesto que proporcionan un conocimiento 

más profundo de lo que es la vida en España para las poblaciones inmigrantes. Para las 

mujeres, el significado de sus experiencias post-inmigración en España, el apoyo de la 

familia y de otros, la decisión del embarazo y el rol como madres puede determinarse de 

una mejor manera cuando se les pregunta acerca de estas cuestiones y se les proporciona 

tiempo de sobra para sus respuestas. Además, los datos cualitativos son una buena 

opción para los dos marcos de trabajo principales que sirvieron como guías de este 

estudio. Uno de estos marcos es la teoría de la identidad, que enfatiza cómo se forma la 

identidad a través de los procesos sociales.  El otro trata de la filosofía y psicología 

usuario
Lápiz
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existenciales, y hace hincapié en los conceptos de libre elección, del sentido personal y 

de la responsabilidad, al mismo tiempo que ayuda a considerar a las latinas desde la 

perspectiva psicológica. También se apela al marco de trabajo teórico de la 

interseccionalidad con el fin de ayudar al mejor entendimiento de algunos de los 

resultados del estudio. 

 

SUMMARY (in English) 

 

This study was motivated by the need to better understand the post-immigration 

experiences and situations of mothers who had immigrated to Spain from Latin 

American countries. To fulfill this need, 13 mothers and expectant mothers who had 

migrated from Latin American countries to Spain were interviewed in Asturias. The 

purpose of the interviews was to determine in what ways cultural factors influenced the 

women’s birth decisions and views of motherhood and how they were getting on in 

Spain, including learning about their post-immigration challenges and opportunities. As 

the researcher, I asked the women questions about their reasons for immigrating to 

Spain, the support they had since immigrating, what factors they took into account in 

deciding to give birth, their views on the mother’s role in Spain compared to their 

country of origin, whether they had experienced being stereotyped in Spain, their 

pregnancy medical care, and their attitude toward living in Asturias. Follow-up 

questions were also asked as appropriate. The women spoke candidly about their 

perspectives on being an immigrant from Latin America, a woman, and a mother in 

Spain, revealing a wide range of experiences, beliefs, attitudes, concerns, and 

advantages regarding their immigration. Their responses to questions were analyzed 

using qualitative methods to determine categories or themes that their answers reflected. 

Analysis revealed eight categories with several subcategories. 

The findings of the study are significant by providing primary information on 

the birth decisions of Latina immigrant mothers, their views of being a mother, and their 

perceptions about their lives in Spain. Though statistical information on immigration is 

important to gather and report, studies that focus on the perceptions and experiences of 

individual immigrants are also necessary because they provide a deeper understanding 

of what life is like in Spain for immigrant populations. The meaning for the women of 

their post-immigration experiences in Spain, support from family and others, pregnancy 

decisions, and role as a mother can best be determined by questioning them about these 

issues and providing them ample time to respond. In addition, qualitative data is a good 

fit for the two main theoretical frameworks that help guide this study. One of these is 

identity theory, which emphasizes how identity is formed by social processes. The other 

is existential philosophy and psychology, which underscore the concepts of free choice, 

personal meaning, and responsibility, and helps in viewing the Latinas from the 

psychological perspective. The theoretical framework of intersectionality is also called 

upon to help better understand some of the study’s results. 
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Introduction 

Background of the Study 

Since 1960, the number of female immigrants to developed nations has been on the rise. 

By 1990, nearly 52 percent of all migrants in Europe were women and girls (Zlotnik, 2003). 

Spain has been a main destination for immigrants entering Europe. Though more people 

left Spain than entered following the economic downturn beginning about 2008, that trend 

has recently reversed due to a revitalized Spanish economy. From the year 2013 to 2017, 

the number of immigrants to Spain grew from 280,722 to 532,482, with almost 49 percent 

of the latter number being females (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2018). 

Latin America (Central American, South American, and Caribbean countries) has 

provided and continues to provide a large portion of immigrants to Spain. For instance, 

individuals emigrating from Colombia, Ecuador, Honduras, and Peru contributed almost 

98,000 immigrants to Spain in 2017 (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2018). The influx 

of people from Latin American countries has increased in recent years. As of January 1, 

2020, there were 2,450,243 people residing in Spain who were born in a South American 

country and another 602,639 who were born in a Central American or Caribbean country 

(Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2020a). These people accounted for 42.3 percent of the 

residents of Spain who had been born abroad. Many immigrants to Spain are women or 

girls. As of January 1, 2020, out of a total of 1,374,599 immigrant residents in Spain who 

were still citizens of a South American, Central American, or Caribbean country, 787,770 

(57.3 percent) were females (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2020b). These figures 

indicate that women have been emigrating from Latin American countries across the 

Atlantic to Spain at a greater rate than men. Gaye and Jha (2011) note that whereas women 

initially immigrated as part of a family unit, this has changed, with many now undertaking 

the immigration process by themselves, often looking for occupational opportunities. 

There are important differences among the Latin American nations that send 

immigrants to Spain; however, considered as a whole, the countries in the region exhibit a 

number of cultural similarities that may influence immigrants who originate from there. 

Latin American countries are characterized by being male-dominated cultures with a strong 

family orientation in which family bonds are considered to be of great importance. For 

Latin American women (Latinas), great emphasis is placed on their fulfilling the traditional 
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family roles of being a wife and mother, with women generally moving from marriage to 

motherhood more quickly than their European counterparts (Wildsmith & Raley, 2006). 

From an early age, females are socialized into accepting the cultural requirement of 

fulfilling the roles of being a good daughter, housewife, and mother. As wives and mothers, 

they are expected to focus on the home, where they are to attend to their children, keep the 

home clean and organized, shop for food and household items, and prepare family meals 

(González-Juárez et al., 2014). The Latin American woman is typically a member of a large 

extended family, with three generations often living together and grandparents being active 

in the lives of children and grandchildren. The prevalence of extended families in Latin 

America is a reflection of the cultural idea of familismo (a commitment to the family), 

which is common in Latin American cultures. The value of familismo amounts to a strong 

emphasis being placed on the family unit in regard to support, respect, and obligation 

(Valdivieso-Moral et al., 2016). 

All migrants to another country must contend with differences they find in the new 

country compared to their sending country. These differences require that they become 

acculturated to some extent in the new country. Acculturation involves immigrants coming 

into first-hand contact with and responding to cultural practices in the new culture, and 

these encounters may result in new patterns of behavior (Redfield et al., 1936). Interacting 

with immigrants may also have effects on host-country citizens. Fernando Ortiz 

(1940/1991) discusses the concept of transculturation, which includes not only 

acculturation, but also deculturation, wherein aspects of a previous culture are lost, and 

neoculturation, which refers to the emergence of new cultural phenomena due to the 

blending of cultures. Ortiz viewed the important cultural results of immigration as going 

beyond a process wherein migrants from one culture joined another culture that was often 

more powerful than the one they had left behind and where the migrant was required to 

adjust to the new culture. He saw that during the acculturation process, migrants also tend 

to lose elements of the old culture and that their presence may affect the new culture and 

lead to novel economic, linguistic, and gender-relevant phenomena (Arroyo, 2016). While 

there are many similarities between Latin Americans and Spaniards, such as language and 

religious beliefs, important differences may reside within these similarities. According to 

Ochoa (2000), cultural factors, such as the Spanish language, may be either a source of 
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tension or a source of connection between the immigrants and native Spaniards. In addition, 

Latin American food styling is vastly different from that within Spain, and religious 

ceremonies have come to include distinctive elements in Spain and Latin America even 

while remaining under the umbrella of Catholicism.  

There are important cultural differences between Spain and Latin American 

countries concerning the roles of women. Women in Spain have fought for and obtained a 

greater degree of independence and equality than is customary for women in Latin 

American countries. Martha A. Ackelsberg (2005) speaks of how, during the Second 

Republic, Spanish women craving both liberation and freedom created the Mujeres Libres 

(Free Women) movement in 1936 in Barcelona and Madrid. Through strong connections 

and support from one another, concentrating on the individuality of the woman, they were 

able to mobilize thousands of women to their cause, an incredible movement of social 

activism in a time when this was unheard of. The group focused on working-class women, 

putting an emphasis on education and empowerment. This movement and later efforts have 

resulted in a substantially progressive view of women in Spain. After Franco’s regime 

ended, over 50 years ago, Spanish women were able to finally escape from the cultural 

view that motherhood was the most important and definitive role of a women. Yet, even 

within their wider cultural identity, women in Spain continue to be strongly defined by 

their role as a mother. According to Ortega (2008), motherhood remains the foundation of 

female identity in Spain.  

The similarities in the cultural background of Latina immigrants with respect to 

culturally determined marital and maternal roles and their immigrating to a country where 

roles of women are defined somewhat differently suggest the suitability of considering 

Latina immigrants who have had children in Spain or are expectant mothers as a group for 

study. Latina immigrant mothers are different from other Latina immigrants in that they 

are responsible not only for caring for themselves but also for their children. The fact of 

bearing one or more children in Spain also provides them with an anchorage in their new 

country that is not available to female immigrants without children, a kind of extra foothold 

in the country that includes the immigrant mothers’ children being brought up and educated 

as second-generation immigrants in Spain and the possibility that their children can gain 

Spanish citizenship.  
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What further motivates this study is that the combination of being a woman while 

also being an immigrant typically results in special challenges for the woman. This 

combination of gender and migrant standing is an example of intersectionality. The idea of 

intersectionality, when applied to women, is that the understanding of women is promoted 

when we recognize that their situations are impacted by the interaction of various attributes 

they represent. These attributes include not only their gender, but also their ethnicity, class, 

age, geographical location, and other characteristics. Being a migrant is one such additional 

attribute. From an intersectional perspective, being a woman while also having certain 

other attributes may result in a woman’s having either privileges or adversities depending 

on the attributes she possesses and the systems and power structures she inhabits 

(Hankivsky, 2014). In particular, women who are also immigrants within a country are 

likely to face challenges that women born in that country do not encounter. Being not only 

a woman but also a migrant woman may have negative effects on the woman’s situation in 

regard to key aspects of life such as healthcare, employment possibilities, and social 

acceptance. The nature of such challenges depends on the country the woman is emigrating 

from as well as the social and political environment of the host country (Stasiulis et al., 

2020). Given these variables, studies of women migrants can be valuable when they focus 

on participants who have migrated to a particular country (in this case Spain) from a region 

containing countries that are culturally similar to one another (in this case Latin America). 

The present study is particularly valuable because there is a lack of research on how 

female migrants from Latin America to Spain are faring in their daily lives. There is 

evidence that many Latina immigrants may be economically disadvantaged compared to 

the population of native Spaniards. During the years 2014 and 2015, annual income of 

Latin American immigrants to Spain averaged less than 15,000 euros, which was about 60 

percent of the annual income of native Spaniards and among the lowest of all immigrant 

groups (Gómez-Flors & Alguacil, 2018). Latina immigrants may also be subject to 

xenophobic attitudes from native Spaniards who may feel that they constitute an economic 

threat or a threat to the country’s quality of life (Markaki & Longhi, 2013). Xenophobic 

and racist attitudes may not always be expressed in explicit behavior, but research suggests 

that there are more subtle ways in which such attitudes directed at immigrants may occur, 

such as ambivalent prejudice and aversive prejudice (Camino et al., 2013). According to 
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Fiske (2012), ambivalent prejudice may occur when an individual has conflicting feelings 

about a group. On the one hand, the person may have warm feelings toward the group but 

perceive group members as incompetent. On the other hand, the person may have cold 

feelings toward the group but perceive group members as being competent. These 

perceptions may result in a person viewing and behaving toward a group’s members in 

ambivalent ways. Aversive prejudice occurs among individuals who believe themselves to 

be nonprejudiced toward a group but actually hold unconscious negative beliefs about 

group members (Wojcieszak, 2015). 

That Latina immigrant mothers in Spain may have inadequate financial resources 

to care for their children and themselves is troubling in itself and is also of concern because 

research suggests that low income is a risk factor for depression among Latina immigrants 

(Cavazos-Rehg et al., 2007). Discrimination, which may result from being the target of 

xenophobic attitudes, has been found to be a risk factor for experiencing mental distress, 

including depression, among Latina or Latino immigrants, as have undocumented 

immigration status and gender-role conflict (López, 2016). One study found discrimination 

to be associated with low self-esteem among immigrant women from the Dominican 

Republic (Panchanadeswaran & Dawson, 2011). Based on this evidence, it can be 

concluded that if Latina immigrant mothers in Spain experience economic difficulties or 

encounter racist attitudes in their lives, they may experience mental distress. Furthermore, 

some of these migrant mothers may feel distress due to no longer being in their birth 

culture. While they encounter new cultural realities in Spain to which they must adapt, they 

may also be prone to a weakening or even loss of cultural elements that were part of or 

perhaps even pervaded the environment in their Latin American countries of origin, as 

Ortiz (1940/1991) suggested may occur for migrants. Some of the women may be 

distressed by a perceived conflict between ways of thinking and feeling that were instilled 

in their former culture and new beliefs, practices, and attitudes that they encounter in Spain. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

There are a number of quantitative studies about immigration in Spain that include 

information on immigrants from Latin America. Such studies generally consider 

immigration and immigrants in general and do not explore the experiences, perceptions, 
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and attitudes of individual immigrants. Some other studies are of a qualitative nature and 

may investigate the immigration experiences of Latinas or Latinos from the immigrant’s 

perspective. It appears that most such studies that have been done about immigrants in 

Spain use a multi-ethnic sample that includes immigrants from several countries of origin, 

comprising Latin American, African, European, and sometimes Middle Eastern countries. 

Few qualitative studies have been conducted whose female immigrant participants were all 

or mostly from Latin America countries. One such study (Rivera-Navarro et al, 2019) used 

a sample of immigrants from different countries, with most of the participants being from 

a Latin American country (Bolivia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Honduras, and 

Peru). This was a study investigating the perceptions of immigrant female caregivers in 

Spain, including their views of their relationships to the person being cared for and his or 

her family, and what association those relationships might have with the immigrant 

caregiver’s health. In a second study (Sanchón-Macias et al., 2016), interviews were 

conducted with ten Latin American women immigrants in Spain to explore the 

determinants of the women’s perceived social status and health. 

It appears that only one qualitative investigation involving a sample of Latina 

immigrants to Spain (Barona-Vilar et al., 2013) has concentrated on women who were 

mothers. That study used focus groups of immigrant mothers from Bolivia and Ecuador to 

explore the women’s experiences and perceptions about maternal health care and 

parenthood. The researchers found that the participants viewed being a mother as a way 

they could achieve fulfillment. They also found that the women went to prenatal health 

examinations less frequently than was suggested by midwives. The main barriers to greater 

use of health services included being illegal or having insecure employment status, 

inflexible appointment schedules, and ignorance about public services.  

Though the Barona-Vilar et al. (2013) study provided valuable information about 

the experiences and perceptions of Latina mothers in Spain, its main focus was the 

healthcare of the mothers. However, there are other matters that are also important to 

explore if we are to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the experiences and 

perceptions of this population. Matters that could provide a broader picture of the lives of 

these women include their views on the mother’s role in the family, their reasons for 

immigrating and birth decisions, their perceptions of financial and social support and of 
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being stereotyped, and their attitude toward living in Spain. The problem is that a broader, 

more comprehensive picture of the lives of these immigrant mothers that arises from the 

Latinas’ viewpoint is lacking in the literature. This lack indicates that further research on 

the experiences and perceptions of this population is needed. The Latin American 

community in Spain is one is the largest of all immigrant communities, and studies are 

needed in order to enhance further understanding of the lives and concerns of these 

individuals. The present study was undertaken to provide a more complete view of the 

post-immigration lives of Latina immigrant mothers in Spain by exploring their 

perceptions, attitudes, and self-described experiences. As a researcher, I believe 

passionately that the situations of the vulnerable have to be brought to light in some form, 

and this is my way. By helping to humanize Latina immigrants in Spain, the study may 

contribute to making this population less overlooked and, in that way, help eventually lead 

to better community resources for the women.  

The purpose of this study is to provide a more comprehensive view of Latin 

American immigrant mothers in Spain than has been provided by previous research. To 

that end, the research question for the study was the following: 

In what ways do cultural factors influence the birth decisions and views about 

motherhood of Latin American immigrant mothers in Asturias, Spain, and in what 

ways do the women’s perceived post-immigration challenges and opportunities 

affect their lives? 

To answer this research question and provide a view of the participants from their 

perspective, a series of questions was formulated to learn the Latinas’ post-immigration 

experiences, perceptions, and attitudes. These included questions intended to learn the 

following:  

− why the women immigrated to Spain; 

− what influenced their birth decisions; 

− what financial and social support they received in Spain; 

− what their experiences were, if any, of being stereotyped in Spain; 

− what they perceived to be their role as a mother in Spain; 

− how satisfied they were with the pregnancy care they had received, and 

− what their overall attitude was toward living in Asturias, Spain. 
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Nature of the Study 

As a Latina, a former immigrant to Spain, a mother, and a mental health 

practitioner, I, the researcher, had a special interest in how cultural factors may influence 

the roles and lives of Latin American immigrant mothers in Spain, ranging from their 

birthing decisions to their views on child-rearing. I was also interested in how they are 

faring since their immigration. In particular, what challenges they experience and what 

opportunities, if any, they perceive as a result of immigrating. I deemed that the most 

revealing way to produce such information was to directly question a sample of Latina 

immigrant mothers and expectant mothers about issues that were likely to be pertinent to 

their lives. These issues include their views on the mother’s role in the family and the 

degree to which the women retained traditional gender-role ideas. The issues also include 

their economic situation, the financial and social support they received from the fathers of 

their children or from others in their new country, any stereotyping or racist behavior they 

may have experienced, their medical care, and their overall views of living in Spain. 

For the study, I selected a purposive sample of 13 Latina immigrants who were 

residing in the Asturias province of Spain. Asturias is a relatively small region that borders 

the northwest coast of Spain. There are many reasons why an immigrant would choose to 

migrate to Asturias. One main attraction of the region for immigrant women is that living 

expenses are relatively low in Asturias, with the cost of living in the small Asturian cities 

of Oviedo and Gijón being substantially less than for the larger Spanish cities of Madrid 

and Barcelona. Overall, Asturias had the sixth lowest cost of living of utility level of 17 

Spanish regions in 2011 (Navamuel et al., 2013). Yet another attraction of Asturias for 

immigrants is the fact that services—a type of employment sought by many immigrant 

women—makes up the main economic sector in Oviedo, the main city in Asturias 

(University of Oviedo, n.d.). In addition, the population of Asturias is aging (Rodriguez, 

2020), which provides additional employment opportunities to immigrants in the form of 

caring for the elderly. Having lived in Asturias for several years, I can testify to the low 

crime rate and general tranquility of the area, which add to its attractiveness to immigrant 

mothers who have the responsibility of raising their children. Another attraction of Asturias 

is natural beauty, as the Principality is affectionately known in Spain as the ‘paraíso 

natural’ (natural paradise) (Peláez et al., 2011). The region incorporates natural forests, 
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mountains, and beaches. According to research, 33 percent of Asturias is protected land 

that attracts many different niches of tourism. When we combine the natural beauty of 

Asturias with both its economic and social attributes, one can predict its draws for a person 

looking to immigrate or to move away from the country’s main cities, where cost of living 

is higher. 

The study was conducted in the fall of 2017. I held interviews with 13 Latina 

immigrant mothers who had given birth to at least one child after immigrating to Spain or 

who were pregnant at the time to investigate their experiences, perceptions, and attitudes 

since immigrating. The women were asked several questions in a semi-structured interview 

(see Chapter 2). Where it was considered appropriate to gather further information, they 

were asked follow-up questions, and they were given ample opportunity to talk about any 

issues they wished to comment on. Interviews were held at three different locations in 

Asturias. The nature of the study was explained clearly to participants and they were 

assured of anonymity and that they would be identified only by a number. The interviews 

were held in Spanish and were audio recorded with each participant’s permission. 

After the interviews, the Latinas’ responses were translated to English and 

transcribed to a computer file. The interviews were then analyzed using qualitative 

methods. Instead of being predetermined, codes and categories were allowed to emerge 

from interview responses, which is an inductive as opposed to a deductive approach to 

qualitative analysis of interview and other textual material (Bengtsson, 2016). Codes were 

found to reflect eight different overall categories or themes. These categories are reported 

in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. 

There are several limitations to the study. The nature of qualitative research 

includes the fact that its conclusions about a particular sample of participants cannot be 

generalized to other samples. The results are only suggestive of what may be the case for 

other representatives of the group that is sampled. Therefore, one cannot generalize the 

findings of this study about the experiences of Latina immigrant mothers in Spain. That 

the interviews were conducted in only one region of Spain is a further factor that limits 

generalizability. However, the size of the sample and the similarities in some of the 

women’s experiences and perceptions indicate that the results may be suggestive for the 
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experiences, perceptions, and attitudes of many other Latin American immigrant mothers 

in Spain. 

A second limitation of the study is the sampling method, which was purposive as 

opposed to random sampling. This type of sampling was deemed necessary due to the 

difficulty and expense of carrying out random sampling. Purposive sampling has the 

advantage of enabling a sample to be constructed in which participants have characteristics 

deemed necessary for the purposes of the study (Etikan et al., 2016). However, purposive 

sampling carries the possibility of self-selection bias among the participants. For example, 

it is possible that Latinas who were very unhappy with their post-immigration life would 

tend to not volunteer for an interview. The possibility of self-selection bias is very difficult 

or impossible to avoid for any sampling method, such as snowball sampling, that seeks 

volunteers to agree to be interviewed for a qualitative study.  

A third limitation of the study is that the participants’ countries of origin did not 

include all Latin American countries. However, the 13 participants came from six different 

countries, which was viewed as covering a considerable range. In addition, the cultural 

similarities of Latin American countries helped avert any bias that might have occurred by 

not having immigrants who had originated from every Latin American country. 

The remainder of the study consists of five additional chapters. Chapter 1 focuses 

on the study’s theoretical frameworks. There are two primary theoretical frameworks: 

identity theory and existential psychology, which are explained in the chapter. 

Intersectionality is a third important theoretical perspective for the study and is also 

discussed.  

The second chapter explains the study’s methodology. The chapter provides details 

about the selection of participants, the interview protocol, the informed consent process, 

and the qualitative analysis procedures. Issues of the study’s validity and trustworthiness 

are discussed. The last section of the chapter provides a summary of the initial results of 

the qualitative analysis. These initial results include demographics of the sample, the codes 

that were located in the interview data, and the categories and subthemes that were found 

to be reflected in the participants’ responses to interview questions. 



11 
 

Chapter 3 provides a review of literature relevant to the study. The chapter includes 

literature on women’s migration, Latin American culture, Latin American immigration to 

Spain, acculturation, and Latin American women. 

Chapters 4 and 5 present the results of the study in detail. Chapter 4 includes 

findings about the women’s reasons for immigrating and how their religiosity affected their 

birth decisions. The chapter also reports findings on how the Latinas perceived  

motherhood, their comparisons of mothers in Latin America compared to those in Spain, 

and their views on family unity in Latin America and Spain. 

Chapter 5 presents results that are pertinent to the women’s post-immigration daily 

life in Spain. The Latinas spoke of both challenges and opportunities that they had 

experienced in their new country. They had encountered four main types of difficulty: 

economic problems, personal and relationship challenges, racism and stereotyping, and 

emotional distress. They also talked of opportunities that they had found since immigrating, 

including increased safety, educational possibilities for their children and themselves, 

quality medical care, and, for some, greater personal independence. From the standpoint of 

existential psychology, the women’s post-immigration psychological empowerment is also 

discussed in Chapter 5. This empowerment was reflected in their comments about their 

role as a mother and their determination to move forward with their children despite 

challenges.   

Chapter 6 provides a summary and discussion of the findings and the study’s 

conclusions. Main findings include that some of the women supported the idea that women 

can be good mothers and yet have a life outside the home, that religious beliefs, with  their 

prohibition of abortion, influenced about half of the women’s birth decisions. The results 

indicate that in facing challenges, the women showed considerable strength and 

perseverance in moving forward in their lives. They also suggest that fulfilling the role of 

being a mother gave great meaning to the women’s lives, providing them with strength and 

perseverance in dealing with challenges and seeking a better life in Spain for their children 

and themselves. 
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Chapter 1. Theoretical Frameworks 

 

For this study examining the lives of immigrant women, there are two main 

theoretical frameworks that carry deep resonance. Both are used to view and interpret the 

results. One framework is symbolic interactionism and its offshoot, identity theory, which 

provides a perspective well suited for helping to understand what it means to be a Latin 

American immigrant woman in Asturias, Spain. Identity theory emphasizes the differences 

between personal, group, and role identity and how these identities are formed. The theory 

is of special interest for this study because of the aim of learning about the Latinas’ 

experiences and roles as a mother, a woman, and an immigrant. In Chapter 4, identity 

theory is applied to interpreting some of the findings about the Latinas. 

A second primary theoretical framework for the study is existential philosophy and 

psychology, a framework that is valuable from the standpoint of viewing immigrant Latinas 

from a more personal outlook. Applying this framework to the Latinas’ experiences and 

perceptions helps provide a better understanding of them from the standpoints of central 

existential concepts such as personal choice, life meaning, and existential courage. This 

framework is applied in Chapter 5 to interpreting some of the study’s findings. 

Another theoretical perspective that is pertinent to the study is intersectionality. 

This framework is valuable by emphasizing how gender interacts with other social 

categories to which a person belongs. In this study, how the participants’ being a woman 

and a mother interacts with their being an immigrant and from Latin America is of special 

interest. Intersectionality is explained and discussed in the final section of the chapter. 

 

1.1. Symbolic Interactionism and Identity Theory 

Two originators of symbolic interactionism theory were George Herbert Mead 

(1934) and Herbert Blumer (1969). The theory has also been advanced by more recent 

sociologists, including Burke (1991, 2006). In addition, Serpe and Stryker (2011) have 

been major contributors to identity theory, which is a main aspect of contemporary 

symbolic interactionism theory. 

The sociological approach of symbolic interactionism focuses on human behavior 

and the links that bind humans to one another based on how they act towards things, given 
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the meanings they attribute to them (Blumer, 1969). Blumer holds that a person’s behavior 

in a particular social situation is based on the meaning that the person gives to others’ 

behavior in that situation. The person does not simply react to another person’s behavior. 

She or he interprets the meanings of the other person’s behavior in the situation and reacts 

based on that interpretation. Beginning in childhood, meanings are developed through the 

person’s communications and other interactions with others. The person then uses the 

meanings that have been developed to understand her/his social encounters and what 

behavior is expected in the encounter. For example, a female child may be led by her 

parents, teachers, or others to believe that she should not argue with anyone because it is 

not proper or “ladylike” for her to argue. Later, in a classroom, the girl may hear a classmate 

state an opinion that she thinks is wrong. Although she may have an urge to speak up and 

object to the opinion, she does not do that because she interprets the situation as one in 

which others would interpret her behavior as acting in a non-“ladylike” way. 

The theory of symbolic interactionism is the product of two different sciences: 

sociology and the psychology of human behavior. However, according to Blumer (1969), 

psychological and sociological explanations do not generally take into account the 

meanings of things as factors explaining the behavior of human beings who are acting. In 

symbolic interactionism, on the other hand, the core principle of meaning is used to account 

for the ways that human beings act towards things, people, and situations. Blumer further 

describes two traditional ways of accounting for the origin of meaning: intrinsic meaning 

and the psychical accretion of the perceptions of something that has meaning for a 

perceiver. Intrinsic meaning can be described as a natural part of the objective makeup of 

a thing. For Blumer, intrinsic meaning is in the objective characteristics of an object and 

emanates, so to speak, from that object. There is no process in the formation of intrinsic 

meaning. All that is necessary is to recognize the objective characteristics of a thing.  

Psychical accretion, on the other hand, is brought to the thing by the person for whom 

the thing has meaning (Blumer, 1969). Psychical accretion is compounded within the 

psychological organization of the human mind. A person’s feelings, ideas, sensations, 

memories, attitudes, and motives are combined to produce the meaning of something, 

which arises in the process of people interacting; in particular, the meaning is based on 

how other people act toward one another in reference to the thing. These meanings may be 
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different for different social groups. For example, in one social group, the meaning of 

smoking cigarettes may be that of a “cool” activity, while for another social group, smoking 

has the meaning of an activity that is “dirty.” Even for only one social group, the meaning 

of the activity of smoking may change from “cool” to “dirty” and vice versa over time. 

 The concept of psychical accretion is relevant to the study of Latin American 

immigrant women because the meanings that the women give to various aspects of their 

lives in Spain are a function of the women’s perceptions, feelings, and attitudes about their 

new society, which come from their interactions with others. For example, the meaning 

that going to a market to purchase groceries has for an immigrant woman may differ 

depending on her interactions with grocery clerks. If they are generally pleasant to her, the 

meaning of going to purchase groceries will tend to be different than if the clerks are 

generally unfriendly.  

In reference to the nature of human society or human group life, Blumer (1969) 

explains that a human being can be an object of her/his own action. An example in regard 

to this study is that an immigrant woman can recognize herself as a woman, either young 

or old in age, leaving her country with few financial means, and trying to come to a new 

country where she feels she may be able to work. In this description, she is an object to her 

own self, and she acts toward herself and guides herself in her actions towards others, 

focusing on the basis of the kind of object she is to herself. Blumer describes how the self-

object emerges from the process of social interaction in the ways people define themselves 

to themselves.  

Two basic types of symbolic interactionism are the traditional model and structural 

symbolic interactionism. The traditional model emphasizes the constant flow and 

variability of human interactions and behaviors. Structural interactionism accepts this basic 

viewpoint but takes into greater account the structure of society. Structural interactionists 

claim that both the symbolic and the structural aspects of social reality must be considered 

in understanding human interaction (Serpe & Stryker, 2011). Structural interactionists 

point out that the society humans are born into is organized according to preexisting social 

realities. These structures include communities, institutions, organizations, networks, 

groups, and roles. The divisions are further structured by other social characterizations such 
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as age, ethnicity, gender, religion, and class. Divisions within each of these social 

characterizations may be related to one another in various ways (Blumer, 1969). 

The structural symbolic interactionist view holds that people’s experiences are a 

function of the social relationships they have within the parts of society they participate in. 

Societal structures determine the kinds of social relationships that people enter into. In 

particular, people tend to associate with others who are within the same societal divisions 

as themselves. The structural realities of society define boundaries between its various parts 

that may constrain relationships, making it difficult for people to relate to one another if 

they are on opposite sides of a boundary. These boundaries also affect the ways in which 

people develop particular types of identities (Burke, 1991). The fact that these identities, 

which are based on the social categories that individuals belong to, are multiple and fluid 

and that they may intersect in various ways is emphasized by the theoretical framework 

called intersectionality. This framework is discussed further in the last section of the 

chapter. 

Identity theory developed from structural symbolic interactionism (Carter, 2014). 

Like structural symbolic interactionism, identity theory views society as a relatively stable 

social structure that includes segments and patterns relating those segments. According to 

identity theory, individuals within society have identities that are meanings attached to the 

self but are changeable. Identities may be of three types: person, role, and group identities 

(Carter, 2014). Person identities are the unique attributes one assigns to oneself. For 

example, a Latina in this study might characterize herself as religious, a law-abiding 

person, and a good mother. Role identities are the roles that people take on in relation to 

others and society. For instance, an immigrant Latina might at the same time occupy the 

roles of student, waiter, mother, and friend. Group identities refer to the groups the person 

belongs to. A woman’s group identities at various times might include being a Peruvian 

immigrant, a factory worker, and a student at the ESO. She may hold the first group identity 

throughout her life, but she held the other two group identities only for a determinate period 

of time (Burke & Stets, 2009). Regarding role identities, when a person assumes a role, the 

meaning of that role moves her to behave in certain ways depending on the particular 

situation. Role identities are reflected in social interactions via the individual’s behavior. 

A person may assume various roles that have different meanings for that individual. These 
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roles depend on the person’s different locations in the social structure and on the 

connections the person has to others (Carter, 2014). 

Identity theory holds that children are socialized within families to have individual, 

role, and group identities. This socialization process is different for females and males, 

with the child’s gender being a central feature of how the process develops. Early in the 

socialization process, girls and boys learn that society has expectations of how they are 

supposed to behave. When children’s behavior agrees with society’s ideas of proper gender 

roles, parents and others support them. If their behavior does not agree, they are criticized 

and experience negative emotions (Carter, 2014). The gender differences children learn 

early on continue to be reinforced throughout life. One reason for this is that people tend 

to be connected to same-sex associations. Females and males inhabit subcultures in which 

one gender or the other predominates, with the subcultures influencing the social networks 

to which individuals belong.  

From the identity theory standpoint, gender is socially constructed. While the sex of 

a person is biologically defined, gender is different from sex by being something that is 

constructed by societal definitions and expectations. The idea that gender is socially 

constructed is in agreement with the views of feminist philosopher Judith Butler, who 

expounds on the same idea in her book Gender Trouble (1990). Butler’s view is that gender 

is not a category that exists in nature. There is no natural connection between a person’s 

gender and her or his biological sex. How to be masculine or feminine is something that is 

taught to people beginning when they are very young and reinforced by society throughout 

their lives. Gender is something that is performed, through a stylized repetition of acts, by 

people who behave in ways that are considered to be socially appropriate to show that they 

are one gender or another. Traditionally, the social construction of gender has resulted in 

the idea that there are only two genders, male and female, that supposedly exhibit two sets 

of characteristics. This traditional social construction is a product of patriarchal social 

systems which consider males as being superior to females in various abilities, such as 

leadership and intellectually. The traditional view of gender serves the purposes of those 

who are in power. By viewing being a man or a woman as nothing more than a socially 

constructed performance, Butler challenges the traditional view.  
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Identity theory poses an Identity Control Model (ICM), which is meant to explain 

people’s behavior in particular situations (Burke, 1991), including their following standard 

gender expectations. According to the model, people assimilate society’s gender 

expectations as identity meanings attached to their selves. The meanings act as standards 

to guide people’s behavior in different situations as they attempt to match behavior to the 

standard kind of behavior they “should” be exhibiting. This matching process is a constant 

control system that keeps the individual’s behavior matching the standard (Burke, 1991). 

In the case of gender identities, the identity control process helps ensure that the behavior 

of the person agrees with gender identity meanings that are incorporated into the self. By 

acting according to gender expectations, the person’s behavior helps perpetuate the 

construction and strengthens the person’s socially created gender identity (Carter, 2014).  

What the gender identification standard happens to be depends on the society in 

which a child is raised. In Latin American countries, the traditional norms for the identity 

roles of women and men and the kinds of activities that each gender is expected to engage 

in are strictly defined. Women are expected to stay home and care for the household, their 

children, and their partner. Men are expected to go out into the world to earn money to 

bring back to the household (Silvey, 2004). Women who go out into the world to work and 

men who stay home to care for the children are in opposition to the traditional roles that 

the two genders are expected to fulfill. In some other countries and societies, there may be 

even stricter rules for the behavior of one or both genders. In Saudi Arabia, for example, 

women were not allowed to drive cars until recently (Krane & Majid, 2018). In some other  

countries, such as Spain, the role-identities of women are not as strictly delineated by 

society, and women and men are more equal culturally and socially (World Economic 

Forum, 2020). 

 

1.2. Contemporary Existentialism Related to Immigrant Women  

“He who has a why to live for can bear with almost any how” (Frankl, 1946/1963, 

p. 121). Viktor Frankl is a key figure in existential philosophy, with the philosophical 

model of existentialism shedding light on what it means to fully be alive. Through his work 

as a psychiatrist and experience as a Holocaust survivor, Frankl determined that there is 

meaning in life under all circumstances. In his book Man’s Search for Meaning, he argues 
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that the act of being alive, when fully grasped, can foster one’s ability to embrace everyday 

life and find meaning in the suffering that one may encounter in living. He holds that 

humans possess a will to meaning, which can be interpreted as having the freedom to find 

meaning in all that we think and do, while integrating body, mind, and spirit. In relation to 

Latin American female migrants entering Spain, this existentialist viewpoint implies that 

by choosing to go to a foreign country, the migrant is attempting to create new meanings 

in her life. It is reasonable to think that as she contemplates migrating to a new country, 

she anticipates that she will face challenges and perhaps hardships, which may cause 

suffering. Yet, she decides that the suffering will be worthwhile if the act of migrating 

brings her into a new relation to her future through her action of migrating to a foreign 

country. As the move to a new country brings her into an environment in which there are 

new possibilities for independence, work, family, and economic well-being, the meanings 

that characterize her life change in profound ways.  

To leave the home country and set forth to a new land takes courage. Corey (2016) 

explains that, according to the existential thought of Rollo May (1975/1994), our choices 

determine the kind of person we become, and it takes courage to choose to be fully 

ourselves. The process of growth is a constant struggle within each of us, and it is through 

this process that an individual realizes that expansion is painful. Living within the security 

of what we already know may be comfortable and feel relatively safe in some respects and 

may therefore be tempting. Yet, we may feel called toward new environments and ways of 

being even though we realize they may be risky, and we may choose to go through difficult 

changes to better our life, wanting to grow towards maturity and independence. There is 

thus a constant back-and-forth struggle between the security of dependence and the 

insecurity but promise of growth (Corey, 2016). Latin American women who migrated to 

Spain likely went through this back-and-forth struggle before they left their home country. 

In the end they chose to migrate, feeling that their action, though it would involve leaving 

the comfort of family and friends and would be risky, would be a way for them to grow.  

A more detailed understanding of the process the Latin American female migrant 

to Asturias went through in choosing to migrate may be gained by reviewing Corey’s 

(2016) theoretical approach to existentialism. According to Corey, in the existential 

tradition there is much focus on the individual’s experience of being alone in the world in 
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the face of anxiety and isolation. Existentialism takes into account both the limits and the 

tragic dimensions of human existence and also the possibilities and opportunities of human 

life. Corey views existentialism as encompassing several key aspects. Four of these aspects 

can help us better understand factors that influenced the migration decision of the women 

in this study.  

The first aspect of existentialism is the capacity for self-awareness (Corey, 2016). 

Corey explains that as humans, we are in a constant state of reflection and making choices 

due to the fact that we are in a constant state of awareness. The greater our awareness, the 

greater our possibilities for freedom. As self-awareness’s roots are the core of all other 

human capacities, it is fundamental in human growth to make the decision to expanding 

our awareness of the choices available to us at any given moment. Corey notes that as we 

become more aware, it often becomes more difficult to return to previous ways of being. 

We may view Latin American women who migrate to Spain in the light of this existential 

dimension. Their choice to migrate is an expression of their gaining self-awareness of how 

they are faring in their circumstances in their home country and of what they expect staying 

in their home country will mean for their future. They compare these realizations and 

expectations to the possibilities for their lives and their future that they hope and believe 

may be the case if they migrate. For them to make this comparison in some detail and 

consider seriously the possibility of migrating implies a considerable degree of self-

awareness. 

Corey (2016) regards a second dimension of existentialism to be freedom and 

responsibility. The main theme in this dimension is the ability for individuals to choose, 

with their choices having a large role in their destinies. Another theme is that although 

humans long for freedom, we often try to escape from it. The manner in which individuals 

live is the result of the choices made. Freedom and being human are identical within the 

confines of existentialism, as we individuals are the authors of our own lives, creating our 

own destiny, our own problems, and our responsibilities for change. As applied to the case 

of Latin American women who migrate to Spain, this dimension simply asserts that these 

women are free to migrate and responsible for their decision in that respect. Some Latin 

American women may feel they are not really free to make the choice to migrate due to 

marital, family, economic, or other considerations. It is clear that making and following 
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through on a decision to migrate may be much more difficult for some than for others. 

However, the existentialist view is that in contemplating the possibility of migrating, a 

woman cannot escape her freedom. Though choosing to migrate may seem out of the 

question, yet the choice to migrate or not to migrate is, in the final analysis, hers alone.  

A third dimension of existentialism is striving for identity and relationship to 

others. Corey (2016) explains that although people are anxious about preserving their own 

individual uniqueness, there is an outside interest in being able to relate to other people and 

nature. According to Corey, this is not something that is done automatically; and in this 

process, it takes courage to form a sense of identity. As humans are relational beings and 

need other human beings for connectedness, there are also failures in developing ties with 

others that existence confers. These failures can result in loneliness, up-rootedness, and 

alienation, to name a few adverse effects. Existentialism regards aloneness as a human 

condition that we can derive strength from, sensing our own separation. In relation to Latin 

American women who migrate to Spain, this dimension of the existentialist view suggests 

that concerns about leaving family and friends behind and creating relationships in a new 

country weigh on the minds and emotions of these women as they contemplate their 

decision and then actually decide to migrate. Against this pressure to remain in her country 

of origin is the woman’s sense of her own identity and uniqueness and her wanting to 

develop herself, which she believes migration will make possible.  

A fourth and arguably most notable dimension of existentialism is the search for 

meaning. Corey (2016) explains that a distinctly human characteristic is the struggle for a 

sense of significance and purpose in one’s life. Frankl (1946/1963) suggests that the feeling 

of meaninglessness was the major existential neurosis of the period.1 He explains that 

human suffering that comes from the tragic and negative events and conditions in one’s 

life can nevertheless be turned into human accomplishment, depending on whether the 

person is able to face the suffering. Meaning is derived from building, working, loving, 

and creating what an individual holds most meaningful and purposeful in life. Here again, 

we can view the decisions of Latin American women who migrate to Spain as reflecting 

 
1 In his work, Frankl chronicled his ordeal as an inmate in Nazi concentration camps during World 

War II. His method involved identifying a purpose in life to feel positive about, as he believed that the way 
a prisoner imagined the future—found a meaning in life and in suffering—affected his longevity and that 
those who survived the longest were those who retained a sense of control over their environment. 
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this dimension of existentialism. Women who migrate can be seen as searching for new 

meanings in their lives, meanings such as greater individual or social freedom, new 

economic options, the possibility of sending money home to their family, or any of a 

number of other possibilities. They may be viewed as searching for meaning in the sense 

of wanting to expand their lives in new directions. 

Overall, existentialist philosophy provides a number of concepts that help in 

understanding the decisions of the Latin American migrant women in this study to migrate 

to Spain. The women who chose to migrate can be viewed as having established a 

substantial degree of self-awareness of themselves in relation to conditions in their home 

country. They can also be seen as having realized that although there may be reasons and 

pressures to stay in their home country, the choice of whether to stay or leave is theirs and 

theirs alone. In doing so, they are striving to develop their identity, even though by 

migrating they are leaving their family and friends behind. Yet, they have the courage to 

make that choice. Finally, their decision to migrate may be viewed as searching for new 

meanings in their lives in terms of greater individual, economic, and/or social 

independence. 

An existentialist philosopher whose views are especially pertinent to this study is 

Simone de Beauvoir, whom I refer to as the mother of feminist existentialism. De Beauvoir, 

through her treatises and novels, pushed boundaries in the social, religious, ethical and 

political realms. Though she was the partner of Sartre, she was, in her own right, a 

progressive existentialist philosopher who emphasized women’s challenging issues in 

times when they were not otherwise being addressed. Two of her most important works 

were The Second Sex (1949/2011) and The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947/2015). Here, I 

provide a brief review of each.  

The Second Sex was and remains a foundational work for feminism. In that book de 

Beauvoir challenged the patriarchal status quo in ways no other woman philosopher had 

theretofore, and that very few have done ever since. She speaks of the realm in which 

women have existed historically, a realm of being inward, passive, and unchanging. She 

refers to this condition as women’s “immanence.” Men, on the other hand, have throughout 

history lived in a realm of transcendence, where they are productive and project themselves 

externally. De Beauvoir maintains that every human being should be allowed to have these 
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two forces, immanence and transcendence, define their lives. Women, too, have an 

existential right to transcendence. However, women have not been allowed to enter the 

transcendent realm, being denied entry by men through patriarchal society. Women have 

been told that this is due to their nature as biological beings. They supposedly do not have 

the physical, mental, or emotional characteristics that suit them to enter the realm of 

transcendence. But this is false, according to de Beauvoir. There is nothing in the “nature” 

of women that prevents them from expanding into the world, developing and exercising 

their mental and physical aspects as they work toward and achieve goals. In brief, women 

are as capable of transcendence as men. 

The ability of women to transcend has been shown repeatedly throughout history. 

Women have supposedly not been naturally equipped to be scientists, yet the great Madame 

Marie Curie won two Nobel Prizes, in physics and chemistry. Women are allegedly 

intellectually inferior to men in mathematics, yet Ada Lovelace is considered to have 

written the first computer program, a mathematical algorithm for Charles Babbage’s 

analytical engine over a century before the invention of the modern computer (da Silva et 

al., 2019). Women are supposedly not adventurers, but Amelia Earhart was the first person 

to fly across both the Atlantic Ocean and the Pacific Ocean from Hawaii to California. 

There are many more examples of women who have made notable accomplishments in 

many different areas of endeavor. Unfortunately, patriarchal society has tended to label 

these women as exceptions to the rule instead of viewing them as examples of what women 

can achieve if given the opportunity to do so.  

According to de Beauvoir, the restriction of women to the realm of immanence is not 

based on any natural characteristics or any lack of the characteristics that enable her to 

transcend but rather to the patriarchal society. Women are not born passive or incapable. 

Rather, from an early age, women are socialized into immanence as they learn that their 

role is to be subservient to men, to please men, and not to “transgress” into the territory of 

men. This is the meaning of de Beauvoir’s famous statement, “One is not born, but rather 

becomes, a woman” (1949/2011, p. 283). She becomes a woman as society defines her by 

being socialized into a woman. Women are conditioned from the earliest years to believe 

that to be accepted by society, they must deny their full self.  
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The truth of de Beauvoir’s views about the ability of women to enter the realm of 

transcendence is abundantly demonstrated by immigrant women, including the Latinas in 

this study. The act of immigration is itself an adventure and an act of transcendence as 

women leave their birth countries to travel to novel environments in search of new 

opportunities. Their venturing out into the host society to secure jobs and earn money for 

themselves and their families is further evidence that they belong in the realm of 

transcendence as much as do men. Yet patriarchy still often operates to keep women limited 

in their opportunities to accomplish goals in the world outside the home. As will become 

evident in Chapter 2 of this study, the Latin American women who migrate to Spain are 

mainly relegated to low-paying jobs such as helping the elderly or cleaning. Latin 

American female immigrants who grew up in a strongly patriarchal society in their native 

country may find that the old patriarchal rules relegating them to the territory of immanence 

retain much strength in their lives. At the same time, they transcend those rules by going 

out into the world to work or to learn. The challenge to society that is implicit in The Second 

Sex is to recognize and act upon the realization that women are every bit as capable as men 

and that what still keeps many of them in a state of immanence or allows them only partial 

transcendence is society itself. 

In a second important book, The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947/2015), Simone de 

Beauvoir argues that morality is not something that accords with universal ethical laws but 

is based on the fundamental freedom to choose that all human beings possess. She says, 

“Freedom is the source from which all significations and all values spring. It is the original 

condition of all justification of existence. The man who seeks to justify his life must want 

freedom itself absolutely and above everything else” (p. 24). Understanding that they are 

free, people naturally attempt to exercise their will upon the world, but at the same time 

they realize that the world always limits their ability to do so. This is the ambiguity that 

people face in exercising their freedom. We undertake projects and do what we please, but, 

in any case, the “game is lost,” as eventually the world overpowers our body and death 

results. Yet, she defines an optimistic ethics, emphasizing that being free implies the 

possibility of failure, so failure is involved in the essence of humans, yet we can strive to 

surpass ourselves, joyful in doing so. As de Beauvoir expresses it, “The goal toward which 

I surpass myself must appear to me as a point of departure toward a new act of surpassing. 
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Thus, a creative freedom develops happily without ever congealing into unjustified 

facticity. The creator leans upon anterior creations in order to create the possibility of new 

creations” (p. 28). 

For Latina immigrants to Spain, their choice to migrate is an exercise in freedom, 

one in which they are determined to surpass their former selves, as de Beauvoir states. 

There are many particular things they must do to make their way to their new country. 

Once in Spain, their project continues, with a fresh set of goals now before them. They 

encounter numerous challenges as they adjust to their new environment. Their ambiguity 

amounts to their attempting to exert their will on a world that may be resistant to their 

attempts. Yet, when they encounter obstacles, they continue to exercise their existential 

freedom by seeking ways to surmount or circumvent them. We can conclude that these 

women amply demonstrate the existential freedom to create themselves and their lives that 

de Beauvoir speaks so eloquently of. What we do not know at this point are the particulars 

of these women’s exercise of their existential freedom by immigrating. We need to know 

what motivated them to migrate to Spain, what kinds of obstacles they deal with as they 

adjust to their new society, and how well they are adjusting. We need to know how cultural 

realities from their old and their new cultures may be affecting their lives, birth decisions, 

and views of being a woman and a mother in Spain. 

 

1.3. Intersectionality 

The critical conceptual framework of intersectionality in the social sciences can be 

used to examine how social systems interact with social categories. Else-Quest and Hyde 

(2016) view intersectionality as an approach and a critical theory, not as a theory that can 

be falsified. The concept of intersectionality is based on the fact that all people are members 

of more than one social category, with each individual belonging to categories that are 

defined by their gender, race, social status, age, nationality, degree of disability, and other 

characteristics. A person’s membership in such categories normally forms key aspects of 

the individual’s identity. However, it is possible for a person to believe that they do not 

belong to a category in which others place them. For instance, other people may locate a 

woman with relatively fair skin in the racial/ethnic category of being of white European 
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descent, while the woman herself, who happened to be born in Latin America, is and 

believes that she is a Latina.  

Intersectionality focuses on the combination or intersection of two or more social 

categories within individuals and groups of people. The framework is pertinent to this study 

because all of the participants are women and mothers who also share the social categories 

of being an immigrant and from Latin America. It is important to examine how the 

participants’ gender interacts with their other social identities. Intersectionality is 

especially concerned with how types of discrimination that are exercised by dominant 

and/or oppressive social systems interact to affect people who are members of intersecting 

categories. The framework emphasizes how economic, patriarchal, racially prejudicial, and 

other discriminatory systems create inequalities among various social groups (Atewologun, 

2018). Intersectionality thus helps create a conceptual framework for examining the  

connections and associations between social categories and social systems. It is an 

important concept for this study because the participants are members of several social 

groups, including being women, Latin American by birth, and immigrants to Spain. We 

can expect the combination of these characteristics to have an impact on the participants’ 

post-immigration experiences. It is valuable to understand how intersectionality may 

influence the women’s position and dependencies within the social construct in Spain, 

including their experiences in regard to community resources, inequalities, racial bias, and 

social justice.  

Atewologun (2018) emphasizes the concept of intersectionality in reference to 

women and the workplace, focusing on minority ethnic women in the United States. She 

maintains that a prominent focus in this field relies upon a term she coins—intersectional 

locations—which examines the occupational identities of minority ethnic women and the 

women’s subjective experiences. Atewologun’s interconnected system of intersectionality 

and its subjectivities can be applied to the women in this study. We can attempt to 

understand how the participants’ status as a woman and an immigrant from Latin America 

is related to the type of work they do and their occupational identity, or their lack of an 

occupational identity if they have no job. Their intersectional location regarding their 

occupations can be expected to have a powerful impact on the women’s experiences in 

Asturias, including the type of work they do, the autonomy of having their own incomes, 
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and whether they have the money they need to care for their children. Atewologun also 

brings to light the power struggle that ensues for minority women in the workplace by her 

emphasizing the systemic dynamics of power and focusing on systemic intersectionality, 

which is concerned with how inequalities are related to entire systems of social structures 

and activities at various levels and in various situations. 

Studies on intersectionality are of two main types (Atewologun, 2018). One type 

focuses on how intersectional locations are related to individuals’ subjectivities. These 

studies emphasize the ways in which inequalities are experienced by individuals and 

groups due to their membership in social categories. Such studies may deal with the ways 

the intersection of individuals’ categories and identities may shift depending on 

circumstances. The second type focuses on the dynamics of power within organizational 

and other systems. These studies investigate how the ideologies, structures, and practices 

of organizations and institutions work together to create and maintain unequal power 

relations and social inequalities. Atewologun notes the importance of not bringing in a 

cumbersome number of intersecting identities when analyzing the experiences reported by 

a research study’s participants. She also emphasizes that analysts should pay attention to 

and theorize about the effects of relevant power systems in giving voice to participants’ 

experiences of marginalization or oppression. 

 Intersectionality can be distinguished from the idea of fault lines, a concept that 

concerns groups that share multiple characteristics having within-group boundaries. 

Atewologun (2018) holds that intersectionality is not a group-level phenomenon, but rather 

one that focuses on the level of the individual and on that of social structure. It emphasizes 

how power, privilege, and disadvantage are related at these two levels. Intersectionality 

allows the conceptualization of how both between-group and within-group differences can 

be a product of multiple parallel factors. The viewpoint also allows us to challenge the 

assumption that there is homogeneity within a particular group. As an example, 

Atewologun cites the findings of a study by Meyer (2012) concerning members of the 

homosexual community. Meyer found that Latino and Latina study participants often 

believed that being subject to homophobic violence implied that the participant had 

negatively represented their ethnic/racial communities, whereas white participants made 

this assumption considerably less often. Meyer also learned that the experiences of 
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homophobic violence were different for black lesbians compared to white lesbians. These 

findings were in opposition to any assumption that members of the homosexual community 

were homogenous by holding identical views and having the same kinds of experiences 

regarding a matter that was of concern to community members.   

Using the framework of intersectionality helps to give voice to individuals within 

a group. In this study, voice is given to the Latina mothers in regard to issues such as birth 

decisions, post-immigration lives, and how they view being a mother in their former and 

their new culture. Atewologun (2018) suggests the value of adopting an intersectional 

reflexivity mindset in doing qualitative research whose purpose is to understand the 

experiences of individuals who are at the intersection of different social group categories. 

She indicates that to assume such a mindset involves three primary steps. The first is to 

determine, at the beginning of a research project, what appear to be pertinent intersections 

of social categories that apply to participants. For instance, in this study the intersection of 

being a woman, being an immigrant, and having a birth country in Latin America are 

considered to be very pertinent to the research. The second step is to identify locations 

where these intersections may be relevant to the formation of identity salience at various 

levels among participants, including interpersonally and at the level of dealing with and 

communicating with other individuals. Finally, Atewologun maintains that it is important 

for the researcher to manage her emotional and cognitive responses as she gains a 

heightened awareness while working with participants to produce information and 

knowledge during the research process. This third step seems to be an alerting of the 

researcher to the possibility that in listening to and analyzing the participants’ words, which 

may describe social processes that the researcher comes to believe are discriminatory or 

unfair, she must be careful to not allow her own feelings to obscure or prejudice the data.   

 Else-Quest and Hyde (2016) condense the intersectionality framework into three 

very clear assumptions that can provide us with a more detailed view of the outlook’s 

relevance to the women who are the focus of this study. The first assumption, as noted 

above, is that individuals have simultaneous membership in several social categories (e.g., 

gender, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, able-bodiedness, age, and others). The social 

categories to which they belong are interconnected, so that a person’s experience of being 

in one category is linked to her or his membership in other categories. This assumption can 
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be seen as appropriate to the women in this study because they are not only in the gender 

category of women, but also in the categories of people whose origin country is in Latin 

America, which includes their having similarities in language, religion, and family 

dynamics. We can recognize and characterize the women by the simple act of grouping 

them and defining them as Latin American women within the study, despite differences in 

origin country, socioeconomic background, age, and other individual variables. The two 

categories of being a woman and being from Latin America are intertwined in the identities 

and lives of the women. Each of the Latinas is also in the category of immigrants to Spain, 

which is intimately interconnected with the other two categories. As a result, the women’s 

post-immigration experiences in Spain are a function of their simultaneously being 

members of all three social categories and the intertwining of those categories. Notably, 

the women are also in the social category of being a mother, and we can expect that their 

belonging to this important category also interacts with the other three to affect their lives 

and experiences in Asturias.  

 A second assumption of intersectionality according to Else-Quest and Hyde (2016) 

is that each of the social categories that individuals are members of can be viewed as having 

a dimension of power or inequality. Attending to this power aspect is a critical part of 

performing an intersectional analysis. In the case of the women in this study, membership 

in each of the social categories of being a woman, having a Latin American origin, and 

being an immigrant in Spain reflects a relative lack of power compared to many other 

people in Spanish society. This may be true especially in relation to other people in the 

society who are in the categories of being a man and being a native of Spain. The women’s 

membership in all three of these categories likely intensifies the effects of forces that 

promote their relative inequality. The Latinas must cope with many disadvantages that arise 

from being not only an immigrant, but also a woman and from a region of the world that 

many Spaniards may consider to be culturally inferior to Spain and which has a long history 

of patriarchy. The literature review makes clear that patriarchal systems are still deeply 

rooted in Latin American countries. Not only are the study’s women already rooted in a 

dynamic power struggle by simply being born a woman in their respective countries, but 

they also came to Spain as an immigrant, where they became subject to new exercises of 

power on top of the patriarchal systems from which they came. Being an immigrant (and a 
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woman) in a foreign host country automatically categorizes them at a low level on the 

sociological totem pole. Importantly, given the focus of this study, the intersection of being 

a female immigrant from Latin America undoubtedly affects the women’s experiences and 

identity of being a mother. Not only in Spain but globally, the balance of power does not 

lie with the immigrant in regard to many aspects of life, including work, education, 

communal resources, income, autonomy, legalities, and more. Within all societies, we can 

view the immigrant woman as a category separate from the people in the rest of the nation. 

Due to her gender, ethnicity, and immigrant status, she is faced daily with numerous 

disadvantages regarding her societal power. These struggles may continue even for any 

who held a responsible position in their country of origin. Even if they received substantial 

higher education or training in their birth country, as they search for work after 

immigrating, the fact that they are female immigrants from certain regions may serve to 

invalidate those achievements. This phenomenon is discussed by Irene Browne and Joya 

Misra (2003), who illustrate how the framework of intersectionality sheds light on domestic 

work by immigrants. The process of global migration creates a pool of immigrant women 

in many different countries who perform housework and childcare duties at extremely low 

wages. What the researchers highlight in their findings is contrary to what is generally 

believed; there are many women who also come from privileged backgrounds in their home 

countries, and yet those backgrounds remain unaccounted for when they arrive in their new 

host countries. These women are often overlooked by their employers, as well as within 

their societal confines, with their work not being regarded as “real” work. They are often 

deemed “not good enough” despite their levels of education and privilege in their home 

countries. Browne and Misra (2016) report that in this dynamic, wages are hostage to 

societal beliefs that women are not “breadwinners”; for this reason, their wages are kept 

low with the understanding that they are “better off” earning lower wages in the host 

country than returning to their country of origin. This is yet another interlacing example of 

how the framework of intersectionality helps us to better understand the relations between 

the workplace, race/ethnicity, gender, nationality, and class.   

 The third assumption of the framework of intersectionality put forward by Else-

Quest and Hyde (2016) is that the social categories to which people belong are not only 

part of people’s identity; they also characterize the social context in which people are 
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located. This social context includes social structures, interpersonal interactions, and the 

institutions the person deals with. The social context is what actually constructs and 

maintains the social categories to which the person belongs and enforces whatever 

inequalities of power that may be based on their membership in those categories. Else-

Quest and Hyde explain that social categories are not rigid but are fluid and dynamic. Even 

the social category of race/ethnicity may change depending on circumstances and who is 

doing the classifying. As an example, the researchers cite Kaschak (2013), who describes 

the experiences of Costa Rican friends who were considered to be people of color while in 

the United States but were viewed as white when in their home country. This fluidity of 

social categories suggests that a person’s location at various intersections may change 

depending on the situation and at different times (Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016).  

 In order to have a clear understanding of a particular concept, it often helps to 

acknowledge the history and foundations of its development. Atewologun (2018) holds 

that the development of the conceptual framework of intersectionality is closely related to 

the progress of feminism. Intersectionality grew from the experiences of black and Latina 

women in the United States, where the results of being a woman and those of being a 

minority were each conceived separately. What Atewologun points out is that mainstream 

feminism at one point was mainly referencing and streamlining white women, while 

ignoring the oppression of minority women. Yet, even in the feminist movement of the 

1970s and 80s, where minority women are left out, there was female black literature such 

as bell hooks’ (1981) Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism and Gloria T. Hull et 

al.’s (1982) All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave. 

The development of intersectionality can be seen as a response to the criticisms that 

feminism had a white flavor. Browne and Joya (2003) assert that most sociologists who 

are concerned with economic inequality have come to realize that analyses of women that 

do not take into account variations in race are incomplete and may apply only to women 

of a single racial background. At the same time, analyses of racial inequality that fail to 

take into account gender will not be sufficient for examining how economic inequality may 

differently affect minority women and men. However, the greater recognition that Latina 

and black women are members of their own racial/ethnic categories that have a powerful 

impact on their experiences of being a woman has not been enough. Atewologun (2018) 
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suggests that the intersectionality perspective has also resulted in the recognition that 

women of other ethnicities, including Asian Americans, experience aspects of being a 

woman in their own particular ways.  

We can relate one of the basic ideas of the intersectional framework to Judith 

Butler’s (1990) view that gender is not a category in nature but rather socially constructed. 

The basic intersectional idea is that all people belong to multiple social categories. 

Expanding on Butler’s view, we can see that most or all of these categories are socially 

constructed in whole or at least in part. For instance, being an immigrant is a matter of 

migrating across a border to live in a country that is different from one’s birthplace. 

However, the concepts of country and border do not appear in the natural world but are 

socially constructed, and so also is the concept of immigrant. In the same vein, racial and 

ethnic categories are, like gender, socially constructed. In the case of age or disablement, 

there are physical characteristics that underlie classifications, but the classifications of 

being an elderly person or able-bodied are imprecise and changeable depending on a 

society’s views. It may be that the category of being a mother or a father is the closest to 

being completely a matter of nature; however, some parents adopt, and the fact that those 

parents are also viewed as mothers or fathers seems to rely at least in part on social 

constructions. 

 We can also relate the intersectionality framework to the ideas of Donna Haraway 

(1988), who writes of situated knowledges. It seems that the essence of what Haraway 

claims is that if we are to gain genuine knowledge of a person concerning some matter, we 

must go to that person and learn their unique self-reported experiences regarding the 

matter. In this way, Haraway holds that true knowledge is knowledge that is situated in the 

individual. Combining this view with intersectionality, we can conclude that if we are to 

have genuine knowledge of people who may be experiencing inequality or oppression due 

to systematic structures, processes, and beliefs in society, we must likewise pay close 

attention to the people’s actual self-reported experiences. However, at the same time, we 

should remember that the people we are studying belong to several social categories. 

Because they share some social categories, their reported experiences may be similar to an 

extent. Members may also differ in one or more category and as a result, may differ in their 

pertinent experiences. In doing research, we should therefore not only be aware of what 
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social categories are common among participants that make them members of one group. 

We should also pay attention to how they may differ in the categories they belong to and 

how those differences may lead to divergent experiences. 

In explaining situated knowledges, Haraway (1988) also makes clear that in 

conducting qualitative research, the situation of the researcher is crucial to take into 

account in regard to gathering and interpreting data. As the researcher, I am also the 

member of various social categories. I am similar to the study’s participants in being at the 

intersection of some of the same social categories, as I am a woman, a mother, a former 

immigrant, and one who originates from a Latin American country. It is important that I 

acknowledge these similarities and do not allow them to falsify or misrepresent the data, 

while also admitting that they may somewhat affect my interpretations. 

In sum, viewing the immigrant women in this study through the lens of 

intersectionality can help us better understand their experiences and situations. 

Appreciating the intersection of the social categories to which the participants belong can 

assist us in comprehending their relation to particular systems of institutional processes 

and social structures. It can also help us to obtain a clearer view of how combined systems 

may impact on their lives. However, it is important to remember that each woman is an 

individual with her own unique history, personality, and beliefs. This is true of the many, 

many immigrant women who cross different borders for whatever may be their reasons for 

migrating. All of them are indeed people who possess numerous individual facets that are 

integrated with their identities as members of various social categories.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

  

This chapter reports the methodology that was used for the study. The chapter 

includes sections that focus on research design, participant selection, informed consent, 

interview procedures and questions, qualitative analysis, and validity and trustworthiness. 

The final section lists the codes and categories that were revealed in the data. 

 

2.1. Research Design 

The study used a qualitative methodology that involved interviewing the 

participants to gather data and then using thematic analysis to analyze the data and 

determine commonalities within the participants’ responses to interview questions. There 

are several reasons why qualitative methods were best suited for this study. In contrast to 

quantitative research, which deals with numerical data, qualitative methods typically deal 

with textual data, including responses to interview questions (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative 

analysis allows data to be examined more deeply, compared to quantitative analysis 

(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). Due to its ability to deal with the various aspects and 

complexities of human experience, qualitative research is typically more appropriate than 

quantitative methods for research focused on such experience (Runciman, 2002). In this 

study, the use of qualitative methods enabled the building of conceptual understandings 

regarding the fundamentals of immigrant Latina mothers’ experiences from their 

perspective.  

Furthermore, in contrast to quantitative studies, qualitative research allows for 

participants (versus subjects) to take an active role as they attempt to relay their 

experiences, perceptions, and attitudes to the researcher. Qualitative analysis then allows 

for inductive thinking (from specific to general) by the alternation between data, analysis, 

and literature in order to provide understanding of participants’ responses (Minichiello & 

Kottler, 2010). As the collected data is coded and classified, themes emerge from the data 

that can help guide in conceptualizing the meanings of participants’ experiences. Because 

this study highlights the personal and oftentimes difficult experiences of a group of women 

from Latin America, the reflective listening that is a key in qualitative research allows room 

for these experiences to be both heard and understood.  
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 It is important to note the link between qualitative methods and the symbolic 

interactionism theory, as they both entail meaning, language, and thought (Minichiello & 

Kottler 2010, p. 23). In this study, the meaning can be interpreted via the participants’ 

experiences, what they have meant to them, and the behavioral and lifestyle outcomes of 

the experiences. Meanings allow the research to provide a more in-depth understanding of 

the reasons why each woman chose her specific path in the immigration and pregnancy 

processes. In regard to language, Minichiello and Kottler (2010, p. 24) hold, “the language 

that we use helps us to negotiate this meaning through symbols” (italics in original). In this 

study, the participants’ significant statements allow an understanding of what has been 

experienced by each one. Qualitative analysis then enables the researcher to determine 

fundamental meanings that are revealed in what was said. While we must recognize there 

are different interpretations to the same experience, both the symbolic interactionist theory 

and qualitative analysis provide perspectives that allow the researcher to develop 

interpretations that are grounded in participants’ actual statements.  

 

2.2. Participant Selection 

The study focused on pregnant women and mothers who had immigrated from 

Latin America to Spain and who lived in the Asturias region of Spain. As the researcher, I 

developed a purposive sample derived from the population of such women living in the 

Asturias region. Purposive sampling is a nonprobability sampling method that involves 

identifying and selecting participants who can provide rich information due to their being 

“proficient and well-informed with a phenomenon of interest (Etikan et al., 2016, p. 2). 

The particular form of purposive sampling used in this study was homogeneous sampling, 

which selects participant candidates who share certain characteristics or similar traits that 

are pertinent to the research issue.  

Sources for participants were in three of the largest cities in the Principality of 

Asturias: Oviedo (the region’s capital), Gijón (the largest city in Asturias), and Avilés. As 

the immigrant population exists in all of these cities, I sought places where immigrant 

women tend to congregate. Through inquiries directed to public hospitals, abortion clinics, 

and social workers, I located a place in Gijón where I might find immigrant women who 

are pregnant and/or had just had babies. This particular place is run by the Catholic Diocese 
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in Spain. It is called Casa de Acogida para Madres Gestantes (‘Shelter home for expectant 

mothers’) and is a residence for unwed mothers who have either just had a baby or are 

pregnant. Though not limited to immigrant women, it is a place such women tend to go to 

for assistance. Within the Casa de Acogida, a total of six interviews were done with women 

from different places in Latin America.  

 Next, I went to the Centro de Acogida in Avilés, which was suggested by a clinic 

in Gijón that provided women gynecological help and terminations of pregnancy. The 

Centro de Acogida is a place where many women seek resources and information regarding 

community services, life-skills classes, medical and preventive services, and social, 

psychological, and health-related matters. Six women from mainly the Dominican 

Republic, Cuba, and Brazil participated in the interviews.  

 The third and final source was in the capital city of Oviedo. The challenge of finding 

a particular institution or community center where Latin American immigrant women tend 

to congregate was much more difficult there than expected, as contacting clinics and social 

services seemed futile. After some time, I was informed of a place by the name of 

Redmadre (literally ‘Network mother’). Redmadre is a non-profit organization that helps 

expecting mothers and mothers of children two years and younger with social services such 

as maternal help (social and psychological), guidance counseling concerning one’s 

questions about abortion, and some assistance with materials such as clothing for children 

and expecting mothers. What was interesting with Redmadre was the fact that the women 

there did not seem interested in participating; several days I went for interviews and no one 

came. On the last day for conducting the interviews, one participant did show up for a 

limited interview. Considering that Oviedo is the main center of Asturias, the expectation 

was that there would be more participants willing to engage in the interview process; 

however, this proved to be quite the opposite. It was and is still not clear what may have 

been the reasons for this lack of interest by the women at the Redmadre organization. 

I completed a total of 13 interviews of immigrant women from Latin America 

(Latinas) who were either pregnant or gave birth to at least one child while in their host 

country of Spain. Qualitative research typically requires a relatively small number of 

participants (Marshall, 1996), and I judged the sample size of 13 as large enough to give a 

satisfactory portrayal of the experiences, perceptions, and attitudes of the participants. 
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Creswell (2014) holds that the size of a qualitative study sample varies with the kind of 

research and asserts that phenomenological research may have 10 participants or less. 

Though this was not a phenomenological study, it was similar to phenomenological 

research by involving interviews to determine the lived experiences of the participants.  

 

2.3. Informed Consent 

 It is imperative to note that all participants were provided with an informed consent 

process to ensure the protection of their identity and to explain the study’s purpose of 

determining the experiences of vulnerable immigrant women from Latin America who are 

residing in Spain and are mothers and expecting mothers. The participants were informed 

that the information provided by them would not be used to evaluate them as an individual 

but rather to understand the participants as a group in order to better apprehend the most 

important considerations in the lives of Latin American immigrant mothers residing in 

Spain.  

The informed consent stated that all information provided by participants would 

remain confidential and the women who chose to participate would remain anonymous, 

with only their first name and last initial and numbers used for data purposes. They were 

informed that all information gathered would be used for study and evaluation purposes 

only, and that if at any time there was discomfort with the interview process and/or 

interview questions, they could stop the interview with no penalty. Also noted in the 

informed consent process was asking them to grant permission to record their interviews, 

which all did. The women were assured that they would be giving neither right nor wrong 

answers. They were encouraged to utilize the moment to share their story to help motivate 

them to provide full and accurate information. 

  

2.4. Interview Procedures and Questions 

Each interview was held at a time that was convenient for the participant in a private 

room at the organization at which the participant was located. I made sure that each room 

had privacy so other people present at the facility could not hear the interview being 

conducted. All interviews were audio recorded after obtaining permission from the 

participant. Length of interviews varied, the longest being about 60 minutes. Some of the 
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interviews were considerably shorter, due to the participant being taciturn and providing 

very short answers to questions. The average of the interview lengths was approximately 

30 to 45 minutes.  

The semi-structured interviews were guided by a list of questions. Which particular 

questions I asked and any follow-up questions depended on each participant’s responses. 

After a little conversation that was intended to put the participant at ease, I asked her a 

number of questions. The questions I asked at each interview included most or all of the 

following. 

− What were your reasons for immigrating? 

− Do you have family/a support system here?  

− What is your economic status? Do you work? 

− Are you currently pregnant or have you ever been pregnant? How many children 

do you currently have?  

− Have you ever opted for an abortion?  

o If participant answers “Yes” to abortion, ask about experience of the 

pregnancy and thought process on how the conclusion was made to 

terminate the pregnancy. Any feelings of it being the “right decision”?  

− Does your partner or ex-partner help financially or in raising the children?  

− Tell me a little bit about women and mothers’ roles in your home country? 

o Do they differ from those here in Asturias? If so, how? 

− Tell me what you personally believe your role as a woman/mother should be?  

− What are your perspectives on family?  

o Do they differ from the roles you see here in Asturias? If so, how? 

− Do you feel women carry the larger burden of maintaining children and family life?  

o Do you see this different from the women here in Asturias?  

− Does religion play a factor in your everyday life?  

− Do you believe there are any stereotypes of your culture here in Asturias? Have you 

experienced any racism in Spain?  

− Do you feel you have been fairly treated, as an equal/equivalent as a native Spanish 

woman going through your pregnancy process?  

− Do you feel comfortable here in Asturias? 
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− Were you comfortable in your pregnancy process?  

The average age of the Latinas was 27 years old. The women had come from several 

different countries in Latin America. The countries of origin that were most represented 

were Peru, with four participants, and Dominican Republic, with three. The Central 

American nation of Guatemala and the South American countries of Brazil and Ecuador 

had been the sending countries for two participants each, and there was one participant who 

had come from Colombia. The ages and countries of origin of the 13 participants are shown 

in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Ages and Origin Countries of Participants 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Interviewee Number  Age   Origin Country 

______________________________________________________________________ 

1    35   Brazil 

2    29   Peru 

3    20   Colombia 

4    22   Peru 

5    40   Ecuador 

6    27   Dominican Republic 

7    31   Dominican Republic 

8    21   Ecuador 

9    26   Peru 

10    34   Brazil 

11    24   Guatemala 

12    26   Peru 

13    20   Dominican Republic 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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2.5. Qualitative Analysis 

After gathering the audio-recorded responses to the interview questions from the 

13 participants, I transcribed them in Spanish into separate computer files and then 

translated them into English. Care was taken to ensure that these transcriptions and 

translations accurately rendered the participants’ responses. The interview responses were 

ready to be qualitatively analyzed. 

A qualitative thematic analysis was conducted in order to determine codes and 

themes that were present within the responses of the 13 study participants. Thematic 

analysis is a data-analysis method often used in qualitative research studies (Castleberry & 

Nolan, 2018). The method involves identifying, analyzing, and reporting regularities 

within collected textual data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). The 

particular thematic analysis method used to determine recurring patterns and themes was 

inductive generic qualitative analysis (Percy et al., 2015). This was an inductive, bottom-

up analysis in which the codes were determined by the actual responses of the participants 

to questions rather than being predetermined by prior research results or a particular theory 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007).  

The inductive thematic analysis procedure, as outlined by Percy et al. (2015), has 

six basic steps. These are the following:  

− Read and become familiar with the responses of each study participant. Highlight 

words, phrases, and sentences that seem to be related to any research questions.  

− Determine an appropriate term or phrase to indicate highlighted segments. These 

are the codes.  

− Look for meaningful patterns among the codes and form code clusters that denote 

the patterns. These patterns will be the themes. Extract direct quotes made by the 

participants that illustrate and give evidence of the themes. 

− Determine and describe the scope and meaning of each theme found in the 

responses of each participant. 

− Determine themes repeated across the data from all participant responses. 

− Conduct a synthesis of what has been revealed in the data to be used to answer 

research questions. 
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In conducting this thematic analysis, my first step was to read through the interview 

responses to get an overall view of the participants’ responses as a group and to help in 

getting an initial idea of possible patterns in the responses. I then carefully read through 

each interview several times, seeking key words and other textual segments that were 

repeated by the participants. Words that expressed the same or very similar ideas were also 

noted. After being identified, these words, segments of text, and explicit or implicit ideas 

were assigned codes indicating their similarity to one another. Each of the readings resulted 

in further elucidation, and sometimes additions of codes or revisions of codes that were 

previously assigned.  

Several issues were of particular interest in the process of coding the participants’ 

interview responses. One of these issues involved statements or ideas that related to the 

women’s reasons for either giving birth to their child or getting an abortion. A second issue 

consisted of responses the women gave that indicated their reasons for migrating. A third 

issue concerned the women’s daily life in Asturias, Spain. These included responses that 

referred to the women’s perceived postmigration challenges and opportunities, matters 

such as work and education in the region, and their attitudes about living in Asturias. A 

fourth issue comprised various comparisons the participants made between Spain and their 

country of origin. Some of these comparisons related to families in each of the countries, 

while others concerned nonfamily matters. After three to four coding reviews of the 

women’s interview responses were completed, a total of 52 codes in 385 coded segments 

were identified. Each of these codes had two or more occurrences in the interview 

responses. 

The analysis was aided by the use of the Atlas.ti qualitative analysis program. The 

program helped in highlighting, keeping track of, and organizing the codes that were 

assigned to the interview responses. Cambra-Fierro & Wilson (2011) state that the use of 

specialized qualitative software aids researchers in classifying items, identifying themes, 

and gaining insights. This usage increased the likelihood of the analysis taking into account 

all of the responses made by the participants and ensuring that remarks reflecting similar 

ideas or patterns were grouped together.  
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2.6. Validity and Trustworthiness 

 The issue of validity in qualitative studies is different than for quantitative studies. 

The external validity of a quantitative study concerns how well its conclusions can be 

generalized to the population the sample represents. In qualitative studies, on the other 

hand, the sample is typically not a random sample and there is no statistical analysis, and 

so the study’s conclusions cannot be statistically generalized to the population. What 

counts as validity for a qualitative study is its trustworthiness, which concerns the study’s 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

The aspect of credibility is the qualitative counterpart of internal validity for 

quantitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Ensuring credibility requires using methods 

that accurately reveal the phenomena a researcher is investigating (Shenton, 2004). 

Credibility requires having procedures for gathering high-quality data and carefully and 

properly analyzing that data. Aspects of the present study that add to its credibility include 

the audio recording and careful transcription of the interviews, and the use of qualitative 

research software to help in determining codes and themes. Credibility was also 

strengthened by stressing the anonymity and confidentiality of the research to the 

participants, encouraging them to speak about their experiences openly, and attempting to 

establish rapport with them. 

Dependability concerns how reliable the data and collection methods are (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). The dependability of this qualitative research was strengthened by 

following the same data-gathering procedures for all of the interviews. In addition, in the 

present study rich verbatim examples are given of comments made by participants in order 

to illustrate the themes revealed in the study. According to Noble & Smith (2015), such 

rich, verbatim descriptions of the accounts given by participants in a qualitative study help 

support findings.  

Transferability refers to how well the study procedures and findings can be 

transferred to other studies (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This study’s transferability is aided 

by providing details of the methodology and the study results. These details can aid other 

researchers in evaluating how well the findings may be applicable to other groups of 

immigrant Latina mothers and expectant mothers in Spain (Munhall, 2012).  
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Finally, the aspect of confirmability refers to the qualitative counterpart of 

objectivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Confirmability in the present study was strengthened 

by documenting the procedures and by carefully checking and transcribing the data 

gathered in each interview. In addition, confirmability was enhanced by conducting at least 

five iterations in the qualitative analysis of each interview. In this way, prior assigned codes 

and themes were repeatedly confirmed or modified if new insights were gained. This 

repetition helped ensure accuracy of the analysis process.  

 

2.7. Positionality 

Cambra-Fierro and Wilson (2011) maintain that the most important element in 

achieving an unbiased analysis is the researcher. However, the requirement that the 

analysis be totally unbiased seems impossible to fulfill in light of the views of feminist 

author Donna Haraway (1988), who explains the concept of “situated knowledges.” 

Haraway opposes the traditional Western idea that knowledge consists of objective and 

universal truths and that personal, cultural, and political considerations have no place in 

determining knowledge. The traditional idea considers knowledge to be something that is 

abstracted from whatever is the subject of study and that it is a kind of “view from above, 

from nowhere” (p. 589). According to Haraway, there is no such universal, objective view 

that can be abstracted from the efforts of people to understand the world, and the idea that 

knowledge is separated from the knower has historically served the causes of male 

supremacy and colonialism. She denies that her view leads to the conclusion that all 

knowledge can be considered to be relative. In fact, she holds that relativism, in which 

everything is supposedly equally true, is another view from nowhere. 

In opposition to both the traditional view and relativism, Haraway (1988) holds that 

knowledge is always situated in particular people and circumstances. Knowledge should 

not be thought of as some universal truth that has been revealed. Rather, it is something 

that is constructed out of particular viewpoints. It is important to realize that these 

viewpoints include those of researchers who want to understand the experiences and 

perceptions of study subjects. In the light of Haraway’s (1988) concept of situated 

knowledges, it is crucial that I account for my own position as the researcher who questions 

these Latinas. I too have a history and particular viewpoints, and I am as much a part of the 
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research project as the participants are. My history and situation affect the interpretations 

I give to the Latinas’ words. Because of that, it is essential that I reflect on my position as 

the researcher and how that may affect those interpretations. For instance, the fact that I 

was an immigrant for ten years, first in England, then Madrid, and finally in Asturias, 

positions me as a researcher who feels some kinship with the immigrant women in this 

study. What furthers that sense of kinship is that I am a Mexican-American and also a 

mother of two small children. The similarities of myself to other Latina immigrant mothers 

all motivated the study and tend to create empathy toward the participants and their 

situations. According to my understanding of Haraway, these are realities that define me 

as the researcher in this study and ones I cannot and should not try to somehow put aside. 

I believe that the most important aspects of being unbiased in the research is to formulate 

a set of questions that address the research question and then to allow the participants to 

speak for themselves. I should treat all that they have to say as noteworthy and strive for 

logical, rational interpretations of their words and of their lives as immigrant mothers. 

These interpretations will, of necessity, be my own, and they will only be partial. Another 

researcher, with a different history and situation, might develop different interpretations of 

the participants’ words. My job is to provide interpretations that shed a light on the Latinas 

that captures some of the truth of their daily lives.  

A key methodological question informing my study from the gender perspective is 

the issue of what methods to use that would best give voice to the participants. As women 

and mothers who are also immigrants, their voices may have been relatively unheard or 

even muted by the larger society. As a result, they might be hesitant to reveal important 

aspects of their lives to someone who is virtually a stranger. It was my job to develop a set 

of interview questions that were pertinent to answering the research question and to ask the 

questions in a relaxed atmosphere and in a non-challenging way while also engaging in a 

conversation with participants about the issues of interest. In this way I strived to encourage 

the women to feel free to tell their stories. In asking interview questions, I worked to avoid 

any biases I might have by allowing the women to speak for themselves without my 

revealing possible expectations about what they would or should say. In the analyses I was 

careful to put aside any biases to make sure that all interpretations were based on the 

women’s actual words in their answers to interview questions. Overall, it is important to 
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realize that in the case of interpreting the remarks of Latina immigrants to Spain, there is 

no one truth that can be learned about them as representatives of immigrant Latinas. Each 

woman has her own particular history and situation. What can be learned from the Latinas 

is how each one views birth decisions, being a mother, and other issues of her life from her 

own position. Similarities that may be found in the women’s viewpoints or reported 

experiences may help in understanding the women as a group, but it is important not to 

lose sight of the fact that each woman has her own individual viewpoints and experiences 

that point toward those similarities. 

 

2.8. Codes and Categories 

Following the coding process for each interview, all codes were examined together 

to determine categories or overall themes that they reflected. This process, like the coding 

procedure, took several iterations to complete. In each iteration, prior decisions about 

categories and any subthemes that were reflected in the responses were either confirmed 

or amended as new insights were gained. Finally, a total of eight categories were identified 

as being reflected in the women’s interview responses, with two of the categories including 

several subthemes. These identified categories and subthemes allowed the participants’ 

responses to be further organized. They also provided evidence for applying conceptual 

frameworks that allowed the women’s responses to be interpreted in the light of the 

categories and subthemes. The codes and numbers of occurrences for each are reported in 

Table 2. The categories and subthemes that were identified through the analysis are listed 

in Table 3.  
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Table 2. Codes Identified in Interviews 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Code         Number of occurrences 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Abortion      13     

Adoption        2      

Alternative birth control        2    

Attitude toward Asturias or Spain   10 

Being alone        8    

Being independent       9    

Considers self to be blessed       2 

Changing customs       2     

Education, children       6    

Education, participant        7    

Family members in Spain      8   

Family support     19   

Father’s financial assistance      8   

Father of children’s role in family   11   

Friends        2     

Getting papers in Spain      7   

God or family first?       3   

Government assistance    10    

Help from others       4     

Home country compared to Spain   70 

 Family unity/support    16 

 Parental roles     15 

 Having/raising children   13 

 Other family matters       6 

 Safety/crime       6   

 Women’s independence     5  
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Education       3 

 Other comparisons      6 

In-laws relationship         6    

Medical care in pregnancy    10    

Medical issues, child       3      

Medical issues, participant      2      

Missing family, mother, or country       4    

Meeting challenges       5    

Mother’s role in family    16    

Moving forward      10    

Opportunities             3      

Parent teaching children values           5   

Pregnancy experience     10  

Pride           3 

Psychological/emotional distress       8    

Racism, being dark-skinned        4   

Racism, has experienced or not?   12 

Racism in Spain exists? Yes or no   16    

Reason for having an abortion       7  

Reason for having child    20   

Reason for migrating     12  

Reason for Asturias       2    

Degree of religiosity     10  

Unemployed          7      

Work       18   

Work exploitation         3  

__________________________________________________________________ 
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Table 3. Categories and Subthemes Identified in Interview Responses 

 

Attitude toward living in Asturias 

Comparisons of the home country to Spain 

Challenges (four subthemes) 

Personal and relationship challenges 

Economic issues (work/unemployment, government assistance and documents) 

Racism and stereotyping 

Emotional distress 

Opportunities (five subthemes) 

Education 

Safety 

Medical care during pregnancy 

Personal Independence 

Living in Asturias 

Reasons for deciding to emigrate to Spain 

Reasons for birth decision 

Roles of the immigrant mother  

Roles of the child or children’s father 
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Chapter 3. Latin American Women Immigrants in Spain in the Literature 

“One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” Simone de Beauvoir 

 

The meaning of life has been, and continues to be, one of the deepest philosophical 

questions known to humanity. While some have attempted to define life by understanding 

what it means universally, what life means can also be viewed as being different for 

different groups of people. Various nationalities, for instance, may share commonalities 

about what is most valuable in their daily lives and what one should strive for. What people 

perceive life to mean may also differ for different genders and different circumstances, and 

even for different people within a group. To learn what life means for members of a group, 

one must go to the individuals themselves. One must ask them, respectfully, to disclose 

their perceptions and attitudes about their experiences and their daily lives. 

It is the intention of this research to explore how the birth decisions and views of 

motherhood of Latin American immigrant mothers in Asturias, Spain—arguably one of the 

country’s most vulnerable groups—are influenced by cultural factors and how the women’s 

perceived post-immigration challenges and opportunities affect their lives. In particular, 

the study investigates the experiences, perceptions, and attitudes of Latina immigrants who 

had at least one child in Spain or were pregnant and living in Asturias. This review of 

literature focuses on understanding the cultural identity of these women in regard to being 

a mother and a woman and how acculturation to Spanish society might have influenced 

that identity. The review will highlight considerations of gender and how they relate to 

nation-states, as well as how the hegemony of a particular group can underrate and 

disparage the roles of women (and more so within the immigrant female community). I 

also explore religion, maternal socialization roles, feminist perspectives, gender roles, 

marianismo complex(es), taboos related to abortion/termination of pregnancy, dangerous 

stereotypes, and acculturation roles of Latina women living in Spain. Keeping in mind all 

of these factors, which play a large sociological role in the everyday life of Latin American 

immigrant mothers living in Asturias, can help shed some light on and provide a deeper 

understanding of this particular group.  

 Immigrant women escaping their home countries for reasons including poverty, 

war, violence, and abuse are often referred to in their new homeland as “outcasts,” 
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“undesirables,” and often, in Spanish society, as “sudacas,” which in English can be 

translated by the term “greasers,” a rather strong racial insult. They are women whose home 

is neither their country of birth nor their current country of residence. They often are 

Spanish citizens; yet their blood is not that of white Europeans. Latin American women 

speak Spanish; however, they do not speak ‘castellano,’ which is the dominant language in 

Spain and differs in various ways from the Spanish spoken in Latin America. Their culture 

is not that of Europe, and yet they are forced to acculturate into a European society. Due to 

the unique differences that bind all Latin American immigrant women together, it can 

sometimes prove difficult in European mindsets to understand the plight these immigrant 

women face in today’s ever-changing society. Even though they fit neither here nor there, 

they do account for a large population in Asturian society.  

 It is important to understand how the immigration process affects immigrant 

Latinas in various contexts. Immigration has become a main contributor to population 

growth in Spain. As of January 1, 2020, 7,221,362 Spanish residents were born in other 

countries, and of these, more than 3 million were born in Latin America (Instituto Nacional 

de Estadística, 2020a). Marta Vila and Teresa Martín (2007) explain that, while women are 

slightly under-represented in total foreign population in Spain, Latin American women 

constitute more than 55 percent of all Latin American immigrants. The increase in 

immigration is happening at the same time that the fertility rate of Spanish women is among 

the lowest worldwide (below 1.3 children per woman) (Billari & Kohler, 2002), a rate that 

has even been below 1 for over a decade in some autonomous communities in Spain, such 

as Asturias. Ironically, an effect in regard to Spanish fertility is how the role of domestic 

help that Latin American women fill provides affordable child-care services in Spain, 

allowing for a somewhat higher fertility rate. Though fertility levels of Spanish citizens are 

some of the lowest in the world, they would be lower without immigrant contributions to 

childcare. 

 Yet, little has been said concerning the role of immigrant childbearing and what 

their fertility rates may indicate. Family formations and immigrants’ country of origin 

constitute potentially important factors regarding immigrant childbearing. In Spain, 59.5 

percent of Latin American women have out-of-wedlock childbirths (Castro-Martín, 2010). 

The magnitude of these family formations and the rate of childbearing among Latin 
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American immigrant women are reflective of certain indicators that can dramatically 

influence Spain’s foreseeable future. Yet, compared to women in several other foreign 

populations, Latin American women residing in Spain in 2002 had a lower fertility rate at 

1.9, while North Africans, Sub-Saharan Africans, Asians, and Eastern Europeans had 

fertility rates of 3.7, 2.9, 2.7, and 2.1, respectively (Vila & Martín, 2007).  

 

3.1. Who Are the Latinos: Gender Equality in Latin America  

While the term “Latin American” is commonly used to describe people of Latin 

American descent, this population is not homogeneous. It has been noted that the group of 

Latin Americans is in fact very diverse, and group members often prefer to identify 

themselves more by national origin or birthplace (Wildsmith and Raley, 2006). Latinos not 

only span a large number of nationalities but are racially diverse and include several 

educational and economic classes within their countries of origin (Shorris, 1992). In regard 

to skin color, migration may compound some immigrants’ sense of disempowerment by 

adding the stress of being a cultural minority.  

Yet, though the term Latino encompasses various nationalities and a wide variety 

of subgroups, there are many commonalities shared by many if not most Latin Americans. 

In particular, within all Latino groups there is a shared use of language, culture, and 

religion. The family life cycle in the Latino culture is also fairly consistent within all 

groups. Falicov and Brudner-White (1983) explain that public or prescriptive Latino life 

cycle views are consonant with extended, three-generational families or large nuclear 

families. According to the authors, extended families usually utilize a more directive 

control of children; in the process, they give children a sense of security and connectedness. 

However, this type of directive control may curtail children’s self-expression and 

autonomy. Latinos, generally speaking, do not put much emphasis on democracy within 

the family, thus resulting in the Latino family having to make “closed decisions,” or 

decisions that do not typically involve other family members (Carter & McGoldrick, 2005). 

It is customary that in large Latino families husband and wife may never have to adapt to 

living “alone” as a couple after their children are grown up, because they typically remain 

involved in the lives of their many children and grandchildren. Thus, we can describe 

Latinos as generally having very close-knit families with strong family ties. Yet, there is 
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evidence that the values of democracy, egalitarianism, and individualism that typify 

smaller nuclear families are making inroads among Latinos, thereby challenging the way 

the traditional Latin American family is constructed (Carter & McGoldrick, 2005).  

That the value of egalitarianism in relation to gender has made an advance in Latin 

America is indicated by a number of changes relevant to women’s lives over the past few 

decades. As historically patriarchal societies, Latin American countries have subordinated 

females to males educationally, economically, socially, and politically. Stereotypical views 

of women as inferior to men and of femininity versus masculinity have been promulgated 

by schools, the legal and political systems, and the mass media. These supposed 

inequalities between the genders have operated in different ways to profoundly affect 

everyday interactions of women with men, household realities, and social and economic 

relationships (Stromquist, 2001). The gender inequality that has been part of the cultural 

fabric in Latin American countries had the effect of a widespread disempowerment of 

women at all social and economic levels. However, today there are important signs of 

change. When we examine recent decades in Latin America, there are indicators that 

women have begun overcoming the stereotypes and are achieving greater equality with 

respect to men; yet, there also remain important factors that continue to impede gender 

equality in the region. This section outlines some of the most important positive changes 

toward equality, as well as some serious limitations in this progress. 

One area of positive change for Latin American women is in regard to the 

percentage of females at various levels of schooling. Over recent years, the education of 

Latin American girls has advanced until the number of girls who enter and complete the 

primary grades is about equal to the number of boys (Parker, 1999). In addition, the 

percentage of girls who complete lower secondary school is actually greater than the 

percentage of boys who do so in the South American, Central American, and Caribbean 

region (UNESCO, 2018). Latin American women are also faring better in higher education. 

In 1992, a greater percentage of working women (16 percent) than working men (11 

percent) had partly or completely finished tertiary education in the region. By 2007, this 

difference had increased to 26 percent for women versus 17 percent for men (Ñopo, 2012).  

These gains in Latinas’ education are important for several reasons. They expand 

on the jobs available to women and improve their earnings potential. Increased education 
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also improves their marriage prospects, including the odds of finding an educated spouse, 

and helps empower their roles in marriage, while adding to household income. Higher 

levels of education for women can also help to change traditional social norms regarding 

women’s economic role (Chioda, 2016). However, in education, Latin American females 

lag behind males in mathematics achievement, a result that can be attributed to the ongoing 

stereotype that men are better at mathematics than women (Ñopo, 2012). 

Though the education of Latin American women has substantially improved, this 

is not true for all Latinas. A very important factor that limits the participation of many Latin 

American women in education is poverty. The intersection of poverty with gender often 

results in girls being withdrawn from schools, even in the primary grades. The adverse 

effect of poverty on girls’ education can be seen in economically impoverished families 

who live in rural areas, where jobs are few. In these areas, girls tend to leave primary school 

at earlier grades than boys due to girls in poor families being important conductors of 

domestic chores. In rural communities without services, such as trash pickup, sanitation 

assurance, or the provision of potable water, young girls may be enlisted to perform needed 

services. Families without sufficient access to childcare may require older girls to stay 

home to care for younger siblings. Deficient medical services in poor areas may require 

women and girls to spend substantial time acting as health caretakers for family members. 

All of these jobs require substantial time, and families may decide that they do not leave 

any time available for schooling. In these cases, the common adage that people are poor 

because they lack education is shown to be the opposite: people (in this case girls) lack 

education because they are poor (Roberts, 2012). 

Another cause of girls being withdrawn from school is that among poor families 

who are unable to send all of their children to school, boys are usually given priority. This 

is because they are considered to be the ones who must provide for families in their future. 

The girls in the family may be kept at home to care for younger siblings, perform household 

duties, and perhaps help in farming and marketing produce (Leach, 1998). It is clear that 

in making such choices, the decision processes of families are affected by the gender 

stereotype that is males who are the ones supposed to go outside the home and make a 

living, while it is females’ place to be in the home. A girl’s education can be hindered not 

only by low socio-economic status and familial allocation of resources, but also by the 
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particular circumstances of number of children in the family, birth order, and low education 

level of the mother. Other, more general factors that discourage poor families from valuing 

the education of a daughter include patriarchal ideals, religion, and conservative family 

values (Roberts, 2012). 

The intersection of gender, poverty, and status in indigenous populations in Latin 

America may even further inhibit the education of young girls. For instance, it is traditional 

for indigenous women to carry on the time-consuming task of weaving the family’s 

clothing. Girls may be kept home and not allowed to attend school so that they can help 

with this basic task. Also, fear of ethnic violence, including sexual violence, may also serve 

to keep indigenous girls from attending school (Roberts, 2012). 

Women’s ability to provide their own income is an important feature of their 

economic empowerment (Filgueira & Martínez Franzoni, 2017). Accordingly, another 

change that suggests greater equality between women and men is the growth in the 

percentage of women who have jobs in Latin American countries, giving some a degree of 

economic freedom or allowing them to contribute financially to their household. Since the 

early 1990s, the percentage of working-age women in the Latin American labor market has 

increased from one-half to two-thirds (Filgueira & Martínez Franzoni, 2017). In 2018, a 

survey of 18 countries in the region showed that over half of women aged 15 years or more 

were working. The greatest proportion was 68.7 percent in Peru and 63 percent in Bolivia 

(Fleischmann, 2019). In the same survey, a positive association was found between level 

of educational attainment of women and rate of labor participation. Those with education 

beyond high school in Peru participated in labor at a 90 percent rate and in Venezuela at 

an 80 percent rate. 

Yet, gender inequalities are very present in the earnings of women compared to 

those of men. Figures for 2007 ranging over 18 Latin American countries show that men’s 

earnings are from 29 to 31 percent more than the earnings of women who are at the same 

age, level of education, employment type, and average hours per week. This income gap is 

almost as large as the gap from two decades previously, which ranged from 33 to 35 

percent. The gap is greatest for workers in small businesses and for part-time, informal, 

and self-employed workers. Some of the largest gaps occur for women in higher-paying 

jobs. Women occupy one-third of the ten highest-paying professions in Latin America; 
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however, the pay of these women was 58 percent less than the pay of men. One factor that 

reduces the pay for some of the professions that are technical or scientific is the lower math 

achievement of women, which again can be traced to stereotypical views that are 

transmitted to girls in school and too often accepted by them as true (Fleischmann, 2019).  

Also working against women becoming more equal is the fact that due to continued 

perceptions of gender roles in Latin America, including the belief that women, not men, 

are the proper keepers of the home and the children, women do substantially more unpaid 

work than men. Results from a Colombian survey showed that men perform an average of 

61 hours per week in paid and unpaid work, whereas women spend 72 hours weekly in 

paid and unpaid work (Fleischmann, 2019). This unequal balance between genders in 

regard to the distribution of unpaid work is a detriment to women’s empowerment 

(Filgueira & Martínez Franzoni, 2017).  

On the positive side of women’s advancement in Latin America is improved health 

services. This advance is reflected in longevity statistics. While both men’s and women’s 

life expectancy have advanced in Latin America, women live longer than men, with the 

gap in life expectancy between the two genders being 6.25 years, second only to that 

between women and men in Europe and Central Asia (Chioda, 2016). According to Chioda, 

one factor that has increased women’s longevity is that maternal mortality has decreased 

substantially in most Latin American countries since 1980, though maternal mortality rates 

remain substantially higher than for developed countries.  

Considered as a group, Latin American women have enjoyed improved healthcare 

over the past several decades; however, this advantage does not pertain to all Latinas 

equally. The intersection of poverty with gender and ethnicity results in widespread health 

inequities for poor and indigenous women, infants, and children in the region. Data shows 

that indigenous women in Guatemala and Nicaragua received skilled birth attendees at the 

rates of only 30 and 57 percent, respectively, while non-indigenous women received skilled 

assistance at the much higher rates of 70 and 81 percent in those countries (Tulane 

University & UNICEF, 2016). Indigenous women also may face discrimination and care 

of lower quality than other women, putting their maternal health at risk. In Ecuador, for 

instance, infant mortality rate was found to be almost twice that for non-indigenous 

children. Inequities for poor and indigenous women and children in Latin America occur 
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in Brazil, where indigenous children have anemia at three times a higher rate than non-

indigenous children, and Guatemala, where half of all children aged five years or less and 

two-thirds of indigenous children experience chronic malnutrition (Tulane University & 

UNICEF, 2016). Maternal mortality rates have also been shown to be greater for 

indigenous communities in Colombia, Peru, and most other Latin American countries 

(Montenegro & Stephens, 2006; Babyar, 2019). The combination of being a woman while 

also being indigenous and a resident of a Latin American country is an instance of 

intersectionality, which was explained in the Introduction. It is evident that the intersection 

of being a woman while also representing the other two attributes is a risk factor for 

receiving inadequate healthcare.  

 A notable statistic that suggests changes in women’s status in the Latin American 

region is the growth in the percentage of female-headed households, especially for 

educated women. The greatest increase has been in Brazil, which went from about 11 

percent female-headed households in the 1960s to almost 40 percent in the 2010s (Chioda, 

2016). The change in the number of female-headed households in Latin American countries 

strongly suggests that there is greater acceptance of the idea of mothers as single parents 

in the Latin American region. This suggestion is supported by a comparison of 2011-13 

World Values Survey results for several Latin American countries and Mexico to results 

for the 1989-93 survey, which shows several substantial changes toward more egalitarian 

views of women in Latin American countries (Chioda, 2016). Survey results for the Latin 

American region were obtained only for the South American countries of Argentina, 

Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Uruguay, the Central American country of 

Guatemala, and Mexico. Results of the comparison showed that both women and men in 

the region have become more egalitarian in their views. For both genders, higher education 

is correlated with more egalitarian and inclusive beliefs. Among those with some tertiary 

education, Latin American region views are closer to those of residents of Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries than residents in the rest of 

the world. Results also indicate that both Latinos and Latinas approve of women as single 

parents at greater rates than survey takers in OECD countries. Of primary, secondary, and 

tertiary educated Latinos, 47, 56, and 65 percent, respectively, approved of women as 

single parents, while 54, 63, and 67 percent of Latinas with the same levels of education 
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approved. In OECD countries, the equivalent percentages of men at the three education 

levels approving of women as single parents were smaller, at 31, 37, and 38. For OECD 

women, the percentages were also less than for women in the Latin American region, at 

31, 42, and 45 (Chioda, 2016). Results of the same survey also show that both surveyed 

women and men in the Latin American region countries agree at higher rates than OECD 

survey takers that both women and men should contribute to household income. Higher 

education was correlated with greater agreement about dual contribution among both 

Latinos and Latinas. 

Another notable result of the survey was that, in response to the statement that men 

make better political leaders than women, Latinos agreed with the statement at about the 

same rate as OECD males at all education levels; Latinas, on the other hand, agreed with 

the statement at lower rates than OECD women at all education levels (Chioda, 2016). This 

result concurs with the increase in political representation by women over the past few 

decades. The region has the highest rates of political representation of any world region 

other than high-income OECD countries. Rates for women legislators rose from about 13 

percent to 21 percent in the ten years from 2000 to 2010. These increases were supported 

by gender quota laws in several South American countries. The rate of this representation 

varies substantially by country, but in Argentina, women representatives in the lower house 

and the upper house were 38.5 percent and 34.7 percent, respectively, while in Bolivia, the 

rates were 25.4 percent and 42.2 percent (Htun & Piscopo, 2010). 

 Evidence from the recent World Values Survey indicates that both women and men, 

especially those with higher education achievement, have developed more progressive 

views about gender equality over the last few decades. The overall evidence from 

education, job participation, health and longevity, household structures, and political 

representation suggest that the idea of gender equality has gained a real-life foothold and 

made substantial positive impacts in the lives of many Latin American women. However, 

there is still much to be done, as shown by serious gender-related wage gaps, unequal 

representation of women in high-paying jobs and in national legislatures, and the ongoing 

travails of poor and indigenous women who benefit from what advances Latinas have made 

at a much lower degree. These circumstances all indicate that the traditional Latin 

American perceptions that women are inferior to men in various ways are still strong in 



57 
 

Latin America and that there is still much to be done to bring about full gender equality in 

the region.  

When women immigrate from Latin America to Spain, they carry with them 

traditional views of gender roles that have been instilled in them since childhood, though 

undoubtedly some of these women are aware of the efforts within their native countries to 

create a wave of progressive change in the matter of gender roles. When these immigrant 

women arrive in Spain, they find themselves in a culture where a considerable degree of 

progress has already been made in the area of egalitarianism and expanding the life 

possibilities for women (World Economic Forum, 2020). They also become some of the 

most recent arrivals of immigrations flow between Latin America and Spain, in both 

directions, that have been occurring for well over a century, but in which the flow to Spain 

has increased greatly over the past several years. The next section of this review will 

provide a short history of Latin American immigration to Spain.  

 

3.2. A Brief History of Latin American Immigration to Spain 

Historically, immigration between Spain and Latin America has gone in both 

directions. In the nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth century, the primary 

direction of migration was from Spain to Latin America, with an estimated 3,500,000 

Spaniards leaving Spain to emigrate to Uruguay, Argentina, Cuba, and Brazil (Martín-Díaz 

et al., 2012). This large influx into Latin America from Spain, as well as from other 

European countries, resulted in very significant transformations in Latin American cultures 

and social structures (Martín-Díaz et al., 2012). Immigrants from Europe continued to pour 

into Latin America during the 1930s largely as a result of the rise of totalitarian regimes in 

Europe. This phenomenon included immigration from Spain for political reasons after the 

rise to power of General Francisco Franco, with an estimated 50,000 Spaniards 

immigrating to Latin American countries including Mexico, Cuba, Chile, Puerto Rico, and 

the Dominican Republic (Yépez del Castillo, 2007, as cited by Martín-Díaz et al., 2012). 

In the 1950s, the direction of migration began to reverse, with fewer individuals 

emigrating from Spain to Latin American countries, and in the 1960s this flow to Latin 

America became insignificant. At the same time, the number of individuals emigrating 

from Latin America to Spain began increasing, and during the 1960s, immigration from 
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Latin America to Spain greatly expanded (Martín-Díaz et al., 2012). This change was partly 

the result of the deterioration of political conditions in various Latin American countries, 

which for many Latin Americans made leaving the country and settling somewhere less 

politically volatile attractive. Another important factor was the fact that most other 

European countries that might have become destinations for Latin American migrants were 

making immigration more difficult at the time, while Spain lacked a clear, overall policy 

for border control and had no immigration law until 1985. This made it easy for individuals 

to enter Spain as tourists and to then stay in the country (Martín-Díaz et al., 2012). Two 

other factors that made Spain an attractive destination for migrants was the fact that the 

Spanish language (though with some differences) was shared by the new immigrants and 

the country that beckoned them, and their homeland and Spain had some cultural 

similarities due to the large previous migration from Spain to Latin America. 

The 1970s in Spain were filled with many advancements, much movement, and 

many changes. The democratization of the country and integration into the world’s 

economies were game-changers within the immigrant movement of Latin Americans. The 

big metropolitan cities such as Madrid and Barcelona were full of economic activity, which 

created a vacuum for two types of immigrants: those who could work at highly skilled 

technical jobs and those who worked at lower-skilled jobs, mainly concentrated in 

maintenance, courier services, hospitality work, and services in general (Retis, 2016). As 

the immigration process was in its initial phase, in the 1970s, flows of immigrants entered 

Spain at different intervals, many coming for political reasons. Retis (2016) identifies these 

flows as the “first reception context,” which mainly consisted of immigrants from the 

Southern Cone of Latin America, especially from Argentina and Chile, and also Venezuela. 

These immigrants came mainly from urbanized backgrounds and had a balanced gender 

composition and education levels that were equal or higher than those of Spaniards.  

  According to Retis (2016), the 1980s brought a deceleration of the economy, 

resulting in a second wave of immigration, known as the “second reception context.” This 

second wave was generally composed of immigrants who were low-skilled workers or 

whom native societies often rejected. At the same time, Spain was going through its own 

new patterns of immigration with the incorporation of the country into the European Union, 

as well as the tightening of border controls, making it a much more difficult environment 
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for immigration in general. Up until this point, Latin Americans were free to enter into the 

country without any formal paperwork or fear of expulsion. In the mid-1990s, Spain’s 

Partido Popular (PP) won the elections, and with this also came a change in the nation’s 

immigration policies. This was the beginning of what Retis terms “Latino 

Americanization” of non-European immigrants in Spain. Just prior to these events, there 

had been a large influx of North African/Moroccan immigrants. At about that time, an 

event occurred in El Ejido, in the province of Almería, in which a young boy stabbed a 

woman, leading to confrontation between locals and agricultural workers who were 

originally from Morocco. This event made racist attitudes against Moroccans in Spain more 

visible. Compared to Moroccans and others of North African descent, Latin American 

immigrants were more tolerated, with increased rates of acceptance, which led to an 

increase in their numbers as legal residents (Retis, 2016). At the time, policies were made 

that gave those who had resided in Spain for two years a preferential position for obtaining 

a Spanish visa. In public polls during the time (Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas, 

1996-2002), Spaniards favored Latin Americans over other non-Europeans. Up until the 

turn of the decade, Latin American immigrants were viewed by Spaniards with much more 

empathy than other groups.  

 During the 1990s there were several factors that were occurring simultaneously in 

economic processes in both Spain and Latin America. Just as Latin America was entering 

its economic and financial crisis, Spain was at an upturn in recovery from its own financial 

downturn. As migrants poured out of Latin America, Spain’s immigration reforms, 

combined with stricter immigration policies in the United States, created a recipe for the 

reconfiguration of Latin American immigration to Spain (Retis, 2016). Many of these Latin 

American immigrants were drawn to Spain due to its immigration policies and language 

similarities (O’Neil et al., 2005). Between 1995 and 2000, the number of Latin American 

immigrants doubled, and from 2000 to 2005 it grew more than 500 percent; at that time, 

Latin Americans surpassed those who migrated from Africa.  

 O’Neil et al. (2005) argue that the Latin American and Caribbean region 

experienced the highest net emigration rate compared to that of any region in the world 

between 1995 and 2000. We know from the literature that the number of female migrants 

was equal to or greater than the number of male migrants. Female migrants from Latin 
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America were looking for new opportunities, and it was urban areas of Spain that saw the 

highest population increases (O’Neil et al., 2005). Along with the urbanization process, 

Latin American women began entering into the labor markets that mainly consisted of 

domestic or personal services in Spain. With the ever-expanding labor market at the time 

in Spain, the shifts towards the service sectors (such as caregivers) led to the demand for 

even more migrant women. In this migrant process of Latin American immigrants moving 

to Spain, we can see push/pull factors on both sides of the Atlantic. A primary push 

consisted of the poor economic outlooks for women in the Latin American countries, while 

the pull consisted of the prospect of increased job opportunities and economic well-being 

that drew migrant women to Spain. 

 According to Retis (2016), Latin Americans found work within various sectors in 

areas already populated by immigrants from their home countries. The fastest growing 

Latin American group during the 1995 to 2005 decade was the Ecuadorians, who generally 

congregated in the more urban areas of Madrid and Catalonia. There were some exceptions, 

for example, people who went for the agricultural work in Murcia. Argentinians generally 

congregated in working within the service sectors in Madrid, Catalonia, Galicia, and the 

Canary and Balearic Islands. Other communities, such as the Colombians, were mainly 

focused on elderly and childcare, hospitality, and other service areas around Madrid and 

Catalonia.  

 By 2010, the number of Latin American immigrants living in Spain had swelled to 

over 1.7 million (Martín-Díaz et al., 2012). Since then, the immigration flow of Latin 

Americans to Spain has continued. In the last half of 2016 and the first half of 2017, the 

Latin American country with the most migrants entering Spain was Colombia, with almost 

28,000 immigrants. During the same period, over 24,000 migrants entered from Venezuela, 

and substantial numbers immigrated from Honduras, Peru, Brazil, Paraguay, the 

Dominican Republic, and Cuba (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2018). Spain remains an 

important destination for Latin American immigrants, including those who are leaving 

countries with unsettled political environments.  

 As an increasing number of people choose to migrate to a new land, the gender 

balance of immigration has been changing. Recently, more women than men have been 

choosing to leave their countries of origin and migrate to Spain or another European 
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destination to seek out new opportunities. The next section focuses on how gender, and 

especially being a woman, intersects with various aspects of immigration. 

 

3.3. Gender and Immigration 

3.3.1. The Rise of Women’s International Migration 

In the developing world, the number of female immigrants has been on the rise 

since 1960 (Zlotnik, 2003). By 1990, nearly 52 percent of all migrants in Europe were 

women and girls; by 2000, the number was at 54 percent in all developed nations combined. 

Developed countries, particularly in Europe, acted like a magnet to women in less-

developed countries, as they began looking for bigger roles in education and employment 

than what was currently being offered in their home countries. According to a study by 

Gaye and Jha (2011), in the first waves of migration, women moved accompanied by their 

families; however, more recently women have been migrating by themselves in search of 

occupational opportunities.  

There are several underlying factors why the demographics of countries with a large 

female immigrant population are changing, including the need for cheap caregivers in 

developed countries, as well as the effects of globalization and immigration policies. Due 

to our ever-changing globalized world, women from poorer countries are beginning to 

overcome obstacles in order to migrate to richer countries (Gaye and Jha, 2011). In their 

study, Gaye and Jha find that improvements in women’s education, changes in women’s 

roles within society, and the large differences in wages between underdeveloped countries 

and wealthier ones have dictated the migration patterns of women. However, according to 

the authors, there is a lack of literature that can provide models of how men and women 

differ in the factors that determine international migration and its outcomes. While most 

empirical and theoretical models focus predominantly on male migration patterns, it would 

be difficult to find studies specific to migrant women and their needs. Due to this 

shortcoming in the literature, there are many sensitivities and needs specific to women that 

may be overlooked when determining migration policies.  

José María González-González and Victoria Zarco (2008) refer to the rise of 

women as the main actors in the migratory process as the feminization of the migratory 

process (p. 440). According to these authors, the literature generally presents three ways 
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to view this movement of migrant feminization. The first model is that the movement of 

migrants results in a shift in the nature of women’s demographic make-up, with changes in 

women’s traditional roles and social positions, with greater emancipation and mobility 

(Silvey, 2004). The second school of thought regarding migrant feminization is the 

feminization of poverty, which comprises the notion that women are living in greater 

poverty than men in destitute countries, making them the most vulnerable to economic 

crises. The final resolution is for women to migrate out of their home countries, making 

them the most prone to migration (Timur, 2000). The third model is based on the findings 

of Russel King and Elisabetta Zontini (2000), in which a new immigration model is 

emerging in Spain due to an increased demand for foreign female workers to replace 

Spanish national home helpers.  

González-González and Zarco (2008) suggest that the literature, such as that 

mentioned above, has focused on social, economic and political aspects in dealing with 

women’s migration and that such macro views need to be integrated with micro factors that 

result from psychosocial analyses of gender. To do this, “the reasons that force women to 

migrate, the factors that determine social and labour integration of women in host 

communities, as well as women’s general assessment of the entire migratory process from 

their own gender standpoint must all be addressed” (2008, p. 442). According to the 

authors, three types of beliefs about gender have been focused on by social psychologists: 

beliefs about gender stereotypes, ideology, and identity. “These types of psychosocial 

constructs operate as filters through which we see and perceive ourselves and others” 

(2008, p. 442). The traditional view is that there are distinct features and beliefs between 

the opposite sexes. Glick and Fiske (1999) refer to gender ideology, interchangeably called 

sexism, as attitudes and beliefs concerning the roles and responsibilities appropriate for 

each sex. These beliefs also regard the relationship between males and females. Likewise, 

they refer to two different kinds of sexism: classical and the new emerging forms of sexism. 

The classical and traditional idea of gender ideology is categorized into three main facets: 

paternalistic domination, competitive gender differentiation, and heterosexual hostility.  

Glick and Fiske (1999) go on to describe male aggression and dominance over 

women as a long-standing tradition that lends legitimacy to aggression. Legitimacy also 

derives from the ideas that it is wrong for males to be dependent on women and that women 
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are to be considered “evil.” This notion stems from myths and biblical ideologies (such as 

Adam and Eve) and still can be found in Western cultures; however, through gender-based 

movements and progression, this ideology has generally been receding in the West. The 

other form of sexism is Glick and Fiske’s (1999) concept of ambivalent sexism, which 

relates to having both dislike and disdain for women, yet these attitudes coexist with 

feelings of positivity. According to them, women are besieged by various levels of sexism 

in different forms. For instance, hostile sexism encompasses dominative paternalistic 

attitudes and beliefs that women are not fully competent adults. Benevolent sexism is also 

paternalistic and includes attitudes such as protectiveness toward women and romantic 

idealization. On the other hand, González-González and Zarco (2008) adhere to the fact 

that both types of sexism are deeply rooted in virtually universal and biological and social 

factors. They argue that men are patriarchal figureheads, dominating over institutions, 

whether they be financial, legal, or political. Women, on the other hand, gain power to the 

extent that they control sexual reproduction (children’s upbringing and male sexual needs). 

The authors go on to state that patriarchal domination favors hostile sexism, as a way to 

promote males’ superiority. González-González and Zarco (2008) hold that the topics 

discussed above directly relate to the feminization of immigration. They claim that 

generally, female immigrants themselves consider social, economic, and labor issues to be 

the sole drivers regarding their migratory process, and maintain that women are unaware 

of psychosocial gender beliefs, yet they are impacted by those beliefs at every step of their 

migratory path. 

In her study “Power, Difference, and Mobility: Feminist Advances in Migration 

Studies,” Rachel Silvey (2004) thoroughly explains the advances and research in feminist-

based migration literature in geography and brings to light social theoretical themes in 

migration studies. She suggests that in feminist literature, there are four main themes 

characterizing feminist advances in migration studies. In order to understand the process 

of women and migration, we must first view the breakdown of what early feminist 

migration research neglected to specify about women’s migrational patterns and 

experiences. In line with earlier feminist research, there has been much in-depth 

examination of gender and the differences for understanding migrational research. 

However, according to Silvey, there are more innovative theoretical approaches to realizing 
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and understanding the power relations that are engrained in the changing migrational 

patterns, alongside the processes of today’s progressive globalization. As for Silvey’s first 

theme, the politics of scale, feminist migrational research is distinctly interested in the 

examination of gender and difference within spatial scales. The author explains that these 

socially constructed scales of neoclassical migration research do not address the political 

or gender-specific processes within feminist migration studies. In contrast to neoclassical 

research, she views feminist migrational research as “centrally concerned to disentangle 

the politics of gender and difference as they shape both the knowledge that is produced 

about scale and the dynamics and meanings of scale in practice” (2004, p. 3). In 

emphasizing mobility as political process, Silvey asserts that feminist geographers have 

contributed in many ways towards the understanding of spatial mobility, both as a social 

and political process.  

Concerning this process, Silvey (2004) notes that there are unmarked masculinist 

assumptions about the nature of political-economic change, as well as what constitutes 

significance in migration. As an example of these types of masculinist assumptions, the 

author specifically identifies how migration studies have given little attention to the 

divisions of childcare and housekeeping labor that absolutely structure gender migration 

possibilities. We know, based on literature reviewed above, that women are the caretakers 

and providers of childcare and housework, providing both emotional and social support for 

their children and other family members. She appropriately describes this as “private” 

work, because this type of work is assumed to be less important than formal sectored “wage 

work.” Through the lens of feminist geography, we can view the developing advances in 

the theorization of place and space. Due to the progression of globalization, migrational 

networks now stretch across international borders and, as they do so, they are shaping the 

locales of immigrants. In many aspects, these networks and ties between their birth 

countries and those of the new settlement countries are shaping both national and global 

politics of immigration by focusing on interlinked processes and politically constructed 

dimensions of space and place as they operate in the daily lives of immigrants abroad 

(2004).  

Through her research, Silvey (2004) points out important factors of identity and 

subjectivity in relation to feminist migrational research. She explains that until very 
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recently, most research did not examine the true identity of migrants but only their mobility 

behavior. While earlier research definitely addressed geographic studies of migration, they 

did so within the context of identity, about which feminist theorists have differed. “Identity 

was understood to be a shared understanding among a group of people about who they are, 

whereas feminists emphasize the differences within and between groups as these inflect 

individual and group identities, and the political implications and importance of these 

differences and their definitions” (2004, p. 9).  

 Silvey (2004) claims that in regard to feminist migrational studies, we can deduce 

that much more in-depth research is needed to advance the understanding of migration 

patterns through theoretical and conceptual frameworks. The author points out the lack of 

queer theory and of analysis of how sex and sexuality relate to gender in order to understand 

the relationships between migration, the operation of power, and the construction of social 

order. Because attention to queer theory can question equivalences between 

“woman/femininity and man/masculinity,” it can also pose the questions of identity and 

subjectivity. She views the gap in literature about queer theory’s problematization of these 

concepts as a hindrance to further progression of feminist migration research. It is pertinent 

that feminist geographers continue to view the space and relationships of mobility and 

gender in migration with critical attention to borders and boundaries.  

Silvey (2004) also emphasizes the importance of renewed interest in borders and 

boundaries for migration studies. She suggests that most existing geographical borders and 

boundaries writings are epistemologically masculinist. This limitation indicates the 

importance of expanding on the analysis of the politics of differentially gendered borders 

and how borders and boundaries impact the lives of female migrants by reproducing social 

differentiation. This occurs not only in the home, but boundaries and borders affect the 

embodied experiences of female immigrants also at other scales, such as nationally and in 

regard to the public/private distinction.  

 

3.3.2. Women’s Empowerment through Migration 

Gaye and Jha (2011) use a number of other studies including the United Nation 

Development Programme’s Human Development Report’s Gender-related Development 

Index (GDI), the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM), and the World Economic 
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Forum’s Gender Gap Index (GGI) in order to better clarify migrant women’s 

empowerment. Their focus was to quantitatively measure the impact of migration on 

women’s empowerment. Because women’s empowerment can be difficult to measure, 

Gaye and Jha define it using several explanatory variables such as education level, financial 

level, and occupational levels obtained in the new home country as a direct result of 

migration. They state that international migration has both an indirect and direct effect on 

the empowerment of a woman: “Direct effects are a consequence of an increase in women’s 

incomes as a result of migration. Indirect effect of migration on women’s empowerment 

has to do with the social, political and family effect on women” (2011, p. 55). They go on 

to note that “this includes the impact on children’s schooling, women’s role as care-givers 

in their family, impact on women’s reproductive choices, and women’s role in political 

bodies and so on” (p. 55). We may suppose that such impacts are related to the job the 

migrant woman secures in the new country, its difficulty, and the number of hours she is 

required to work. For instance, an impact on caregiving may be her having secured a job 

that requires much time and effort, leaving less time to devote to her family. An impact on 

her reproductive choices may be that having to work leads her to decide against having 

another child either before or during a pregnancy. The amount of time she has to work and 

the wages she earns may also restrain her desire and ability to join political bodies.  

The study by Gaye and Jha (2011) shows that women’s empowerment through 

migration has depended to a large extent on what kind of job they undertake in their 

destination countries. They also highlight that immigrant women tend to undertake less 

skilled jobs, usually in the manufacturing or service sectors. In these particular sectors, 

they usually occupy low-paying jobs and often suffer both physical and sexual abuse 

because of their vulnerable status. The authors conclude that an international migrant 

woman tends to not be self-employed and to be in paid professions with significantly lower 

wages than their non-migrant counterparts. Furthermore, female migrants are less 

empowered than their non-migrant counterparts, less likely to be employed in skilled jobs 

versus non-migrant women with similar education levels, and tend to earn lower wages 

and have less property ownership compared to their non-migrant female counterparts. It is 

also fully expected for female migrants to be less empowered than male migrants. The 

authors conclude that female migrants are more vulnerable than male migrants, as more 
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females take unskilled and unpaid jobs and tend to be paid lower wages than their male 

counterparts.  

It is interesting to note that Gaye and Jha (2011) define indicators that help analyze 

and contribute to the understanding of women empowerment through migration. The 

authors define two distinct measurements as ways to quantify women’s empowerment. The 

first measurement is social empowerment, which they define through educational 

attainment: “Education is a very important component of opportunities and agency” (2011, 

p. 56). Within this context, it is safe to conclude that women feel a strong sense of 

empowerment through educational achievements, being the precursor to certain 

opportunities only obtained through this education. Education can be one of the most 

important single factors in women’s empowerment and the “gateway” to aspiring to 

become what they indeed want. The authors’ second measurement of women’s 

empowerment is economic empowerment: “Economic empowerment is measured by 

economic participation and property ownership” (2011, p. 56). Given this definition, 

sources of women’s empowerment are their physical wealth, property ownership, wages, 

and job status. It is likely that the greater a woman’s economic empowerment, the less her 

need for any financial ties to men, which may foster a sense of financial freedom and 

liberation.  

In the light of Gaye and Jha’s (2011) distinction between the impact of social 

empowerment through education and economic empowerment, a study by Ozden and 

Neagu (2008) suggests that the former has a strong effect on the latter. These researchers 

conducted a study using a sample from the 2000 U.S. census, which included migrants 

from over 130 countries, measuring migrant labor market participation and performance 

skills. In their findings, they discovered that levels of education as well as where the 

migrants received their education affected their labor market outcomes. Notably, migrants 

who received their education in the U.S. were more likely to be employed, with the 

exception of people from Ghana, Jamaica, and Nigeria. Furthermore, the migrants who 

received their education in their home countries had lower levels of performance (wages 

and salaries) but higher levels of participation. Specifically, migrants from Latin America 

had lower levels of employment due to lower education levels. In their conclusion, the 
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researchers state that education levels are the single most important variable influencing 

migrant labor market outcomes, regardless of where the education is obtained. 

 

  3.3.3. Latin American Women Immigrants in Spain 

González-Juárez et al. (2014) discuss the notion that in Spain, Latin American 

immigrant women’s main focus is to improve their family living conditions. Latin 

American immigrant women residing in Spain continue to practice the Latin American 

norms of placing upmost importance on the reproductive care of their families, providing 

food to the family, keeping maximum hygiene levels and conditions, as well as the care of 

younger and dependent family members. What is also interesting to note is the fact that 

providing this type of care for the family allows for men and other family members (usually 

the youngest) to maximize and guarantee their rest time at the expense of the woman. This 

type of care also implies looking after the health of family members, as well as any other 

emotional or social support needed. In their study, González-Juárez et al. (2014) found in-

depth integrated paradoxes. They divided them into four separate paradox categories: 1) 

migration expectations, 2) cultural adaptation, 3) transformation of the female role, 4) 

female syncretism. Their findings suggest that the migration expectations of immigrant 

women are to work and make money, and then return to their home country and improve 

their living conditions. They also include immigration for professional development, 

immigration for change of life (e.g., orphans, change in financial direction, etc.), 

immigration to form a family, and children regrouping. In the cultural adaptation within 

the context of this study, social support for arrival and daily life are big factors. Immigrant 

women also have a new regard for their own home culture, with migration allowing them 

to appreciate their culture and Latin American customs. One woman cited by the 

researchers spoke of her realization, since immigrating, that her home country was an 

“amazing country” with a “beautiful culture” (2014, p. 861). Yet, the researchers also found 

that those who had returned to visit their home country said that they felt unsettled and no 

longer at home there. González-Juárez et al. describe the conjunction of this result with the 

finding that the women also had a greater appreciation of their home culture as being 

“paradoxical.”  
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 According to González-Juárez et al. (2014, p. 861), “Women declare that the 

migration process has caused several changes in their life: maturity, greater responsibility 

and personal growth.” One main factor leading to this growth in maturity was found to be 

interaction with individuals of the host culture. The authors note that women in a new 

country have a sense of freedom, as they consider themselves more “managerial,” and they 

have improved communications in their marital and significant-other relationships. The 

authors define this as the perception of greater freedom that stems from their immersion in 

a new country. Even female immigrants’ sense of sexual freedom has changed, as they feel 

that prejudices from their home countries linked to Latin American chauvinistic culture no 

longer dictate how they may be viewed by others when doing such a simple act as walking 

down the street. In their new settlement country, women enjoy the freedom to dress how 

they choose and are liberated from that oppressive chauvinism. González-Juárez et al. also 

coin the definition of role renegotiation and power relations, meaning that immigrant 

women perceive that decisions towards family life and dynamics have changed now that 

they reside in a new country. In Spain, immigrant women feel they have more power in 

regard to their partner’s decisions, and negotiation is accepted in certain situations, though 

their partners are not always pleased with the changes in their women since moving out of 

their home country (if they were partners before immigrating). These women also feel more 

responsible and more mature as they perform their responsibilities in their new country. 

Interestingly enough, and in contrast, even though immigrant women may feel more 

empowered by this newfound freedom and responsibilities, they also feel more reserved 

and isolated (González-Juárez et al., 2014). This can be attributed to many things: the loss 

of their families and friends in their home countries, scarce community resources, and 

feeling like “strangers” in a new country.  

González-Juárez et al. (2014) talk about the immigrant women in their study as 

being characterized by female syncretism, which they also term “being for another” (p. 

863). By these expressions, the researchers refer to the difficulty the women have in 

combining their different roles of being a mother, caring for family, and being a worker. In 

particular, the authors note the role of persistence among immigrant women in Spain in 

relation to caring for family. Often, due to laborious work schedules, immigrant women 

have found it difficult to coordinate work, childcare, and family. Women find support 
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scarce in their new settlement countries and often have no one outside of family members 

(or are alone), to help with either childcare or social support. Immigrant women often 

complain of spending their salaries on childcare, as they concentrate on work performance. 

Most of the interviewed women in the authors’ study were married or living with a partner, 

yet all of them worked at various jobs, leaving the women the responsibilities of not only 

working and maintaining high job performance, but tending to the children when home, 

providing emotional and social support to them and other family members, keeping the 

home clean and hygienic, and being responsible for providing the meals for the family 

(González-Juárez et al., 2014).  

Women in the González-Juárez et al. (2014) study showed evidence of considerable 

role renegotiation with their partners. Since migration, there was greater communication in 

their marriages and partnerships, and the manner in which decisions were made in the 

family had changed. They were no longer simply the receiver of their partner’s decisions 

but in some situations were able to negotiate. One area of negotiation was the partner’s 

participation in household work, as they were able to negotiate their partner’s greater 

contribution to household cleaning. These results indicate that since migration, the power 

structure of the family had changed somewhat, affording the women greater authority and 

influence. 

 

3.3.4. The Intersection of Gender and Nation 

 In regard to this study, an essential theory based on feminism, culture, and 

nationality is presented by Nira Yuval-Davis in her book Gender and Nation (1997). 

Yuval-Davis discusses and analyzes various ways in which gender and nation often 

intersect, and how they build upon each other, discussing and expanding upon the idea that 

women’s oppression has been interconnected with their location in a different social sphere 

than that of men. The two social spheres the author refers to can be divided into the 

public/private and the natural/civilized domains, with feminist literature indicating that the 

belief that the “natural” location of men is in the public sphere and the “natural” place for 

women is in the private sphere is not natural at all but rather socially and culturally 

constructed tenets unsupported by natural facts. Identifying women as naturally belonging 

within the private sphere is the cause not only of their exclusion from the “civilized” public 
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political domain, but the reason why in all cultures women are valued less than men. In 

reference to this notion, Yuval-Davis quotes Simone de Beauvoir, who argued that it is 

because humans rise above the animal by risking life, the sex that kills has been accorded 

superiority to the sex that brings forth life. Whereas women bearing children are “creating” 

new things naturally, so are men in the regard to their creations within the cultural sphere. 

They are allotted the opportunities to create and to freely be within this sphere. This forces 

women to be home with the children, again emphasizing the natural path, and in a domain 

of constraint.  

In Gender and Nation, Yuval-Davis introduces a crucial explanation of the 

differences between gender and sex. She concurs that gender is not to be understood as a 

“real” social difference between men and women, but as a description that relates to groups 

of subjects whose social roles are defined by their biological (and sexual) differences. In 

regard to sex, she argues that individuals are defined by their different biological and 

anatomical formations. The concepts of both gender and sex can be used as descriptions of 

an individual, but with two very different agendas, one being a social characterization, the 

other referring to biological makeup. 

The author describes at various levels the theorization of nation and states. In 

relation to this study, the conceptual idealization that is most relevant is the concept of a 

“nation-state,” which refers to the geographical boundaries of a specific nation and those 

who live there. Although Yuval-Davis regards this description as fictitious (due to her 

belief that people are not considered to be hegemonic nations), for the sake and purposes 

of the physical boundaries regarding migration, we can use the concept of nation-state as 

referring to the barriers that Latin American immigrant women face. Yuval-Davis explains 

that, in order to tackle racism, we must first look upon the connection that exists between 

nationalism and racism. Minorities within the nation-state are deemed outside the norm 

and are excluded from important resources. When minorities are ostracized and excluded 

from important resources, this begins to pave the way towards eventual ethnic cleansing.   

Yuval-Davis (1997) also explains that although gender and nation are separate social 

spheres, they are very much related and constructed by each other. She points out several 

intersections where they interlace one another. One such intersection is women and the 

biological reproduction of a nation. As women have struggled for reproductive rights (the 
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cornerstone for feminist politics) that are relevant to their health, working lives and 

opportunities, and family life, according to Yuval-Davis there have been pressures on 

women in specific national collectivities to have or not have children. History is littered 

with policies in place that force, bribe, or call upon women to have either more or fewer 

children. Such policies may be based on different discourses that are applied by the nation-

state, three of which are mentioned by Yuval-Davis. The first discourse is people as power, 

which sees the swelling and maintaining of the population as a natural interest. The second 

discourse is the Malthusian discourse, which in contrast to the first, aims to see a reduction 

of the population in order to prevent future national disasters. The third and final discourse 

the author describes is the eugenicist discourse, which is about producing “quality stock,” 

but encourages only those who are “suitable” in terms of physical appearance, class, or 

origin to have more children. Eugenicists discourage or eliminate those deemed unsuitable 

for reproduction from having children. 

Another intersection between gender and nation-state Yuval-Davis (1997) describes 

is cultural reproduction and gender relations. In this she describes people’s culture and 

traditions composed of shared religion and specific languages. She claims that in order to 

understand the equilibrium between gender relations and nationalist projects, one needs to 

analyze culture as a dynamic contested resource which can be used in various ways. One 

must understand that gender symbols play a significant role in nationalist projects, as well 

as in the constructions of manhood and womanhood. The author holds that sexuality and 

gendered relations of power need to be further explored in relation to cultural reproduction 

and gender relations.  

A third intersection Yuval-Davis mentions is citizenship and difference. The author 

explains that most state citizenship is a criterion for membership in a national collectivity 

and is generally inclusive. And yet, this “inclusiveness” has many stipulations, such as the 

socio-economic status of potential applicants and the multitude of rules and regulations 

concerning the immigration process and naturalization. The difference between men and 

women during this process is reflected in women being dependent on their family men, 

including expectations of following men and living where they do. Yuval-Davis goes on 

to add that citizenship is perceived in multiple layers, consisting of local, ethnic, state, and 

often trans-state communities. Women’s citizenship within these various communities is 
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in fact part of a dual make-up; in one way they are included within the general body of the 

community, and yet in another way they are always having to face rules, regulations, and 

policies specific to them. Especially relevant for the present study is the fact that immigrant 

women may be denied citizenship or even the status of being a documented resident if they 

do not fulfill specific requirements that are set by a nation. 

A fourth intersection between being a woman and nation that Yuval-Davis (1997) 

discusses is women, ethnicity, and empowerment: towards transversal politics. This 

intersection refers to the need for women’s cooperation with resistance struggles within a 

nation-state, and also struggling for international feminist politics. Yuval-Davis seeks a 

more realistic conceptual basis than “identity politics” on which to build feminist solidarity. 

She explains that transversal politics requires feminists to take into account the fact that 

there are typically many differences between those women who reside within a particular 

social or ethnic group. Given these differences, it is crucial to understand that the 

standpoints and the social and politically relevant experiences of women within a social or 

ethnic group may differ considerably.  

In relation to this study, several of Yuval-Davis’s (1997) discussions in Gender and 

Nation provide considerations that may be relevant to the situation of Latin American 

immigrant women residing in Asturias. Especially relevant may be Yuval-Davis’s view 

that females are given the responsibility for reproducing a nation culturally. As an 

illustration of her view, she cites the motto of the Hitler Youth Movement that while boys 

were charged with the active duties of living faithfully, fighting bravely, and dying for their 

country if necessary, girls were given the obligation not of acting in certain ways but of 

being faithful, pure, and German. Males, in other words, were expected to carry out the 

duty of defending the nation, while females were given the responsibility of being the 

embodiment of the nation. Yuval-Davis also cites the example of women in villages in 

Bangladesh compared to women in Bradford, UK, who had emigrated from the same 

villages, noting that the Islamic custom of purdah (“screen” or “veil”) was practiced in a 

much more extreme manner in Bradford than in Bangladesh. She sees this as an example 

of the “freezing” of a culture that occurs in a new country as people disperse from their 

original homeland (1997, p. 46). Her view suggests that Latin American women who 

emigrate from their countries of origin to Spain can be seen as reproducing Latin American 
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cultural norms within Spain, perhaps even more strongly than they represented those norms 

in their countries of origin. However, the finding by González-Juárez et al. (2014) 

regarding role negotiation by immigrant Latinas in Spain calls into question Yuval-Davis’s 

view that women are charged with reproducing the home culture in a new culture, or at 

least calls into question the extent to which they do so. Results of the present study provide 

further evidence concerning to what degree Latina immigrants to Spain reproduce cultural 

norms from their countries of origin in their new home. This is discussed in the Chapter 4 

results. 

 Another aspect of Yuval-Davis’s (1997) study that may be relevant to the present 

study is the intersection of gender and nation-state in regard to citizenship and difference. 

As relative newcomers to Spain, the degree to which Latin American immigrant women 

are accepted as full citizens in the national collectivity is potentially important to their 

child-bearing decisions. Also, since according to Yuval-Davis citizenship can be viewed 

as having several layers, these women may perceive themselves to be members of various 

groups, which may include the nation-state that is Spain, the local community of Asturias, 

expatriate collectivities consisting of other immigrants from Latin America or from their 

home country, or citizens still of their home nation-state. It is possible that such perceptions 

have some bearing on these women’s choices related to childbearing. 

 

3.3.5. How Gender Is Viewed in Latin American Home Countries   

In order to understand the societal and relational context of Latin American 

immigrants in Spain, we must first understand how gender and its relations are viewed in 

their home countries. Latin America can be regarded as being built around the ideas of 

marianismo and machismo (Bastia & Busse, 2011). The concept machismo refers to a 

society’s ideas, values, attitudes, and expectations about masculinity and what it is to be a 

man in that society. Machismo comprises various aspects of what is expected of men, such 

as dominance, sexual prowess, aggression, honor, and emotional reserve. The concept also 

can be viewed as including beliefs about what are proper women’s roles and about male 

dominance of women (Núñez et al., 2016). The concept of marianismo, in contrast, refers 

to a society’s ideas, attitudes, and expectations regarding what is the appropriate role of 

women in that society. Marianismo places emphasis on women’s expected dedication to 
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the family and the home, as well as on self-sacrifice, chastity, and passivity. The idea of 

marianismo underscores the expectation that women are to have a nurturing role within the 

family and assumes that women should respect patriarchal values (Núñez et al., 2016). 

According to Tonja Bastia and Erika Busse (2011), the ideas of machismo and marianismo 

are derived from the Catholic Church, albeit during the times of Spanish conquest. 

Marianismo is viewed as the symbol for femininity, combining the ideas of women being 

morally superior to men and of women’s self-sacrifice, along with an intense appreciation 

of maternity, but with the denial of female sexuality.  

Marianismo has been engrained within the Latin American culture to such an extent 

that it is not uncommon for discussions of motherhood and religion to overlap one another. 

According to Carter and McGoldrick (2005), the idea of marianismo has been reinforced 

and romanticized in Latino literature and music. This has occurred to the extent that there 

is such a strong association made between mothers and the Virgin Mary that the mention 

of the word “mother” tends to evoke what can be viewed as a practically religious response 

to mothers and motherhood within the Latino community. This idealized view of mothers 

contrasts with the realities of Latina motherhood, which very often consist of having to 

perform many arduous duties not only in caring for her children but also keeping up the 

household, with little help from her partner. The idea of the self-sacrifice of mothers, which 

is one main aspect of marianismo, could be viewed as a kind of excuse for expecting the 

Latino mother to continually perform the many demanding tasks that are required of her. 

If she does not perform those tasks and do them well, no matter how tired and discouraged 

she may be at times, then by the lights of marianismo she is not a true woman. While highly 

regarded ideally, she is slaved in reality.  

Bastia and Busse (2011) explain that the marianismo ideal of women staying in the 

home to care for the family is difficult to maintain for poor Latina women in families 

needing two incomes. Their time at work limits the woman’s time available to care for 

children and the household. She is still self-sacrificing, as the total hours she must spend 

on a job and at home on childcaring and homemaking may be high, but the time spent on 

specifically “women’s” tasks is reduced due to her being required to work outside the 

home, and the degree to which she is able to adhere to the ideal of marianismo is reduced 

accordingly.  
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Within the family, Latina mothers have the responsibility of socializing young 

children to adapt to and become capable members of the family. A study by Alejandra 

Livas-Dlott et al. (2010), “Commands, competence, and cariño: Maternal socialization 

practices in Mexican American families,” focuses on how Mexican American maternal 

socialization plays a role within the family by emphasizing the importance of the family 

(familismo) and respect for adult authority (respeto). Using various methods, mothers teach 

their children to behave within the limits of cultural expectations and norms. According to 

the authors, children of Latin American descent grow up with social practices greatly 

emphasizing family, elderly respect, and religion. Latino culture dictates that women were 

designed to be mothers and to follow the marianismo complex by putting children first, 

God second, and the rest third (Livas-Dlott et al., 2010). Carter and McGoldrick note the 

following:  

Mothers are glorified when they put their children’s welfare above everything else 

and protect them. This sacrificial role is reinforced by the admiration of society. 

Feeling pressured and obligated to sacrifice themselves to be good mothers, women 

may assume positions of martyrdom in the family. Keeping the family together 

under all circumstances becomes their great devotion. (2005, p. 74)  

A woman’s role and expectations within the Latin American community differ 

greatly from the roles of white European women. Wildsmith and Raley (2006) argue that 

people deriving from Latin American heritage are more family oriented than their white 

European counterparts. Within the culture of Latin Americans, the very strong family 

orientation places much importance on the family bond and strengthening the family unit. 

In simpler terms, family is everything. Wildsmith and Raley go on to further explain that 

Latin American women desire the transition from marriage to motherhood to occur in a 

more rapid sequence than their white European counterparts do. Emphasis is placed on the 

traditional family roles of motherhood, in particular those of marriage and childbearing.  

 

3.3.6. Latin American Women and Labor Migration in Regard to Gender Relations 

Because migration is very high on the political agenda, it is crucial to value the 

importance of not only the negative aspects of migration, but also the value it holds for 
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both countries of origin and countries of destination. We can see that migration alleviates 

both the social and economic pressures in birth countries by decreasing levels of 

unemployment, as well as mitigating the pressure on public services (Bastia & Busse, 

2011). Let us not forget the national revenue to both home countries and new settlement 

countries that comes from employment and remittances sent back home. Clearly, the 

benefits of today’s migration process can be seen in ways that are not always negative. 

Although migration has always been a form of human evolution, we can also conclude that 

many recent factors have changed the movement behind the migration process (Bastia & 

Busse, 2011). Major changes in the evolution of the migration process have been based on 

how capitalism can affect the vulnerability of people of a poorer class, who are subject to 

much racism and job insecurity. Bastia and Busse hold that when job insecurity and 

widespread racism are prevalent, this begins placing migrants in a situation where they 

need to maintain and cultivate their original position offered by family members and others 

who still reside in their home countries. The authors state that this creates a sort of 

interdependency between birth countries and settlement countries that has labor movement 

in one direction, and the flow of remittances in the opposite direction.  

There is much literature regarding gender and migration, and there are different 

views on how they relate to women’s empowerment. For example, in her investigation of 

Mexican immigrants in Northern California, Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994) explicitly 

recognizes that immigration is gendered, with women and men having different 

experiences and outcomes in regard to immigration. She then argues that the migrant 

women in her study are empowered by the decisions they make in regard to migration. She 

views the expansion of a woman’s decision-making in one sphere as being replicated in 

others.  

In contrast, there is literature stating that at least in the case of male migration, 

where males leave their spouses behind to care for the family, gender inequality is not 

lessened, but is reinforced. For instance, Rosalind David (1995) investigated male-led 

migration, asking the central question of how the roles and responsibilities of a non-

migrating woman expand in her husband’s absence and whether the expansion of women’s 

responsibilities changes both their status and relationships. David found that after male 

migration, village women in the Sahel region of Africa are left to perform the needed labor 
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in the fields, yet their increased work responsibilities do not result in a change in the 

normative division of labor. Women do not ascend to become the heads of households due 

to their having greater work responsibilities after the men leave. They work on their own 

plot of land after the husband has gone, but their authority does not grow, and community 

decisions about issues such as the conservation of land and water continue to be made by 

men.  

Similar conclusions result from a study conducted by Menjívar and Agadjanian 

(2007). These researchers found that when women are left behind in rural Guatemala and 

Armenia after their partner’s immigration, there continues to be a division of labor that 

does not alter traditional gender norms. After the men migrate, the women are left to 

perform additional duties. Yet, by leaving for a time to seek higher-paying work, the men 

strengthen their roles as primary providers for the family, and in the men’s absence, women 

are expected to strongly fulfill their role as the family nurturer. Many Guatemalan women 

left behind are subject to the scrutiny of their husband’s family to ensure that they are 

taking excellent care of the home and any children and that they are wisely spending any 

money that is sent home by the migrant. In-laws may even be the recipients of money sent 

home by the male migrant and be the ones with the responsibility of dispersing the funds 

to the woman. The women are often in contact with their husband by phone. In 

conversations, the wife is expected to report significant events occurring within the family 

and to seek the views of her husband about any matters considered important. The 

researchers conclude that the emigration of males in the cultures examined serve not to 

strengthen, but to reinforce gender inequality.  

When the migrants are women who leave their male partner behind, there is some 

literature suggesting that migration leads to greater empowerment of the migrants. Bastia 

and Busse (2011) raise this issue in regard to gender inequality and how women are 

perceived when they become breadwinners. In their literature review, they draw attention 

to and then question studies suggesting that by migrating for economic reasons, women 

achieve a higher status, thereby decreasing gender inequality. This change is alleged to 

come about partly by the migrant women being exposed to new gender norms that may 

lead them to question the gender norms they experienced in their country of origin and 

result in some awareness that the norms were constructed by their society rather than being 
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based on natural features possessed by women and men. Bastia and Busse also note that 

some literature suggests that the weakening of old gender norms might follow from the 

migrant women being involved in new labor markets that provide ways for them to gain 

some autonomy and make more independent decisions. A third factor that might lead some 

to suppose that by migrating, women achieve greater empowerment, comprised situations 

in which the migrant woman earns a higher salary than her male partner. In regard to this 

third factor, Bastia and Busse (2011) note that some might argue that the role reversal that 

occurs when migrant women earn higher salaries than their partners may constitute at least 

a challenge to patriarchal norms. 

However, even when the migrants are women, some research suggests that both the 

view of women’s proper roles as wives and mothers and the patriarchal system in Latin 

America are resistant to possible modification by women’s migration, even if the woman 

temporarily becomes the family’s main breadwinner. In particular, the results of Bastia and 

Busse’s (2011) study are pertinent to how gender norms and relations are related to 

women’s migration. The researchers investigated whether the migration of women from 

cities in Bolivia to Spain and from Peru to the U.S. has a long-lasting positive effect on 

creating greater gender equity. They found that there were short-term gains that migrant 

women enjoyed, stating that the Bolivian cases illustrated that women’s migration posed a 

challenge to patriarchal relations primarily through the women’s taking the breadwinning 

role and no longer being the primary caretakers of the family while living in another 

country. However, they also found that these gains were only temporary. They reported 

that the women are often vilified by neighbors as being greedy and selfish by making the 

choice to migrate. When they return home, they may have money for helping improve their 

house or even to purchase a taxi for their husband, but they tend to return the wage-earning 

role to their spouse. The authors note that this migration process of leave and then return 

helps to worsen negative social views of women’s, and especially mothers’ migration. 

  

  3.3.7. Migrant Women Compared to Non-Migrant Women and Migrant Men in 

Spain 

In their quantitative analysis using data from the Luxemburg Income Survey for 

nineteen countries, Gaye and Jha (2011) find that in nine out of 19 countries in the sample, 
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higher percentages of non-migrant compared to migrant women reported completing or 

being enrolled in either the primary or the secondary level of education. One of these 

countries was Spain: about 75 percent of migrant women and over 80 percent of non-

migrant women had completed or were enrolled in primary or secondary education. 

However, in regard to higher education, the researchers found that migrant women were 

more active than non-migrant women in Spain. Approximately one-quarter of migrant 

women had completed or were enrolled in tertiary education in comparison to only one-

fifth of non-migrant women. Thus, the findings were mixed in respect of Gaye and Jha’s 

measure of social empowerment in comparing migrant women in Spain to Spanish non-

migrant women. 

In their measurements of economic empowerment of migrant women compared to 

non-migrant women, Gaye and Jha (2011) found that a slightly higher percentage of 

migrant women in Spain (97.78 percent) were in skilled occupations than were non-migrant 

women (97.66 percent) with similar education levels (p. 64: Table 3). Correspondingly, a 

slightly lower percentage of migrant women than non-migrant women with similar 

education levels were in unskilled occupations. However, a greater percentage of non-

migrant women were self-employed compared to migrant women, and overall net wages 

for non-migrant women were almost twice as great as for migrant women. Together, these 

findings suggest that greater economic empowerment occurs for non-migrant than for 

migrant women in Spain. 

In the comparisons of female migrants to male migrants in Spain, Gaye and Jha’s 

(2011) study highlights that migrant women were higher in primary/secondary education 

levels but lower in tertiary education. In regard to skilled employment, a lower percentage 

of women were in such jobs than their male counterparts; however, a larger percentage of 

female than male migrants were self-employed. Summarizing these results, the study 

suggests that a considerable number of women migrants in Spain are both educated and 

skilled within their occupation. In comparison to male migrants, they are also self-starters, 

with a larger percentage being self-employed. While Gaye and Jha’s study provides a 

snapshot of relative empowerment of migrant women in Spain in relation to education and 

employment, it unfortunately does not break down the information into the countries or 

regions the women emigrated from. 
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In attempting to appreciate the circumstances and challenges of Latin American 

immigrant women in Spain, it is essential to understand their views and practices in regard 

to sexuality, marriage and intimate partnership, and giving birth. This is especially crucial 

in regard to Latina immigrants who are mothers and expectant mothers. In the following 

section, literature is reviewed that is pertinent to these key issues. 

 

3.4. Latin American Women’s Sexuality, Intimate Partnerships, and Pregnancy 

A main aspect of the cultural construct of marianismo is the requirement that 

women be chaste prior to marriage, a restriction accompanied by a refusal to view sexuality 

as an appropriate facet of a woman’s being (Bastia & Busse, 2011; Núñez et al., 2016). 

Girls in Latin America are typically brought up with a strong directive that they are not to 

have sex before marriage. They are taught that if they do engage in premarital sex, they 

will bring shame upon themselves. The directive is powerfully reinforced by the precepts 

of the Roman Catholic church, which many Latinos and Latinas are members of. According 

to those precepts, the purpose of engaging in sex is for procreation and to unify the married 

couple, and it is only proper to engage in sexual activities within marriage. To engage in 

sex outside of marriage is condemned by the church (Welter, 2015).  

The emphasis on having sex only after marriage, combined with the gender norm 

that the proper role of a woman is to get married, have children, and then dedicate herself 

to caring for her family, places pressures on Latin American women to develop and carry 

out major life transitions at a young age. Rodriguez and Fehring (2012) maintain that these 

pressures coincide with the Latin American cultural expectation that girls are not to engage 

in premarital sex and that retaining their virginity is critical to maintaining a favorable 

reputation within the Latin American community.  

Despite these strong gender norms and the pressure to marry at a relatively early 

age, many young Latin American females are sexually active and become pregnant before 

marriage. In fact, research by the Pan American Health Organization (2017) indicates that 

pregnancies among 15-19-year-old adolescent girls and young women in the Latin 

American and Caribbean region show the slowest decline compared to any other region of 

the world. It is also the only region in which there are increased pregnancies of girls 

younger than 15 (Pan American Health Organization, 2017). Adolescent pregnancy in the 
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Latin American and Caribbean region is an especially commonplace issue among Afro-

descendant and indigenous populations, with some research reporting that the rate of 

adolescent pregnancy is as much as 73 percent in parts of the Dominican Republic (Tulane 

University and UNICEF, 2016). Two reasons these figures are troubling are that there are 

increased risks of perinatal complications among pregnant adolescent females, and there 

may be a higher likelihood that daughters of adolescent mothers will themselves become 

pregnant at a very young age (Tulane University and UNICEF, 2016). Also in apparent 

contradiction to the Latin American cultural and religious emphasis placed on young 

women that they are to remain virgins until marriage is the study of Wildsmith and Raley 

(2006). In their investigation of Latin American immigrant women in the United States, 

these researchers found that many pregnant women are not in formal unions, particularly 

those from a lower socioeconomic class and those who are deemed more acculturated. 

These results suggest that at least after immigration, if not before, many Latinas are 

sexually active outside marriage.  

One explanation for the considerable numbers of young Latin American women 

who violate cultural and religious gender restrictions concerning premarital sex is the dual 

standard for males and females in Latin American countries regarding sexual activity 

before marriage. The principle of no sex before marriage, which is strongly instilled in 

young Latinas, does not typically apply to young Latino men. Furthermore, the machismo 

ideal includes the belief that one way for a young man to prove his masculinity is through 

engaging in sex with as many young women as possible (Arévalo & Amaro, 2010). As a 

result of these factors, young Latinas may often be pressured to engage in sex by young 

Latinos. Research suggests that young Latin American women with values more in line 

with the marianismo concept are less sexually active than those who are less accepting of 

traditional values. However, when these more traditional Latinas do engage in sex, they 

have a lower probability of using contraception and of communicating with their male 

partner due to their acceptance of the gender norm of being submissive (Welter, 2015).  

Not only are traditional gender norms regarding premarital sexual activity breached 

by many young Latin American women, but also the cultural expectations that young 

women will join with a man in a traditional marriage are increasingly ignored. A study of 

the changes in marriage and cohabitation in Latin American countries from the 1980s to 
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the 2000s reports that in nine of these countries, there has been a decrease in the percentage 

of women under 30 who are married, both in the 20-24 and the 25-30 age groups. The 

largest decreases were in Argentina and Brazil, where there was over a 20 percent decline 

in marriage for both age groups (Esteve et al., 2012). The researchers also investigated to 

what extent these decreases were due to more women below 30 years of age staying single 

or more women cohabiting with partners. They found that for all nine countries, 

cohabitation explained more of the decrease in marriage than the women remaining without 

a partner. They concluded that the substantial decreases in the proportions of women under 

30 being married were primarily the result of cohabiting as a substitute for getting married. 

However, in all of the countries except Colombia, decreases in marriage for women with a 

tertiary education were found to be primarily due to their staying out of a union rather than 

cohabitation. The extent of cohabitation was cited as a reason that the age at first union had 

remained constant in most of the countries investigated). Writing for the Institute for 

Family Studies, Lippman and Wilcox (2014) also report that the marriage rate of adults 

ages 18-49, which is declining worldwide, is particularly low in Central and South 

America, while the cohabitation rate is more than 30 percent in some Latin American 

countries.  

South American childbearing has decreased greatly over the past several decades, 

as it has in much of the world. The most extreme drop may be in Brazil, where in 1960, 

women had an average of 6.3 children but now have only about 1.7. Overall, the fertility 

rate for Latin America and the Caribbean region is estimated to be about 2.04 live births 

for each woman, a rate that falls below the replacement level of 2.1 live births per female. 

This rate is expected to decline to 1.72 for the years 2070-2075 (Economic Commission 

for Latin America and the Caribbean, 2019)  

This reduction in birth rate has been attributed to increased access of females to 

education, a greater number of women in the workforce, leading to more control over 

finances, and the use of family planning methods (Eulich & Osborn, 2015). The reduction 

in fertility is occurring at the same time that more Latin American women are waiting 

longer to have children, as shown by the median age of fertility increasing from 27.0 years 

of age during the 2000-2005 period to 27.3 years in 2015-2020 (Economic Commission 

for Latin America and the Caribbean, 2019). At the same time, there is evidence that, 
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globally, the highest rates of childbearing outside of marriage are occurring in Central and 

South America. In Colombia, for instance, 84 percent of all children are born to unmarried 

mothers (Garcia-Navarro, 2015). While many of these mothers are in cohabitation 

relationships, many others are single. As a result, the percentage of single parents has been 

increasing in Latin America and is about 10 percent in Chile, Bolivia, Colombia, and 

Nicaragua, compared to only 5 percent in other world regions (Lippman & Wilcox, 2014).  

However, there is a gap between more and less prosperous women, with the overall 

reduction in birth rates in Latin American countries not being applicable to lower 

socioeconomic levels. These poorer women often do not receive reproductive healthcare 

or the family planning resources that other Latin American women enjoy (Eulich & 

Osborn, 2015). Many of these poorer women are members of indigenous populations, 

which exist in numerous parts of Latin America. They typically live in poor, rural areas 

and have reduced access to health care and family planning resources. These indigenous 

women’s rates of adolescent fertility and unanticipated pregnancy are high and represent 

persistent inequalities related to their socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and gender (Wurtz, 

2012). The situation for indigenous women in Latin America is evidenced by the finding 

that although over two-thirds (68 percent) of the population in Panama uses some type of 

contraception, that figure reduces to only 9 percent for women in poor indigenous 

communities (Eulich & Osborn, 2015). 

When Latin American women do have children, being a mother becomes a main 

part of their identity and being a “good” mother becomes a prominent goal. According to 

Hernández-Albújar (2012), there is a covert social pressure that all mothers experience that 

they are to be “good” mothers. She suggests that a woman may be viewed as earning that 

title only when she is seen to put the well-being of her children over her own well-being, 

as maintained by Hays (1996). It is certain that these views of being a good mother follow 

from the traditional emphasis on motherhood as a central aspect of women’s roles in Latin 

American countries. The importance of motherhood for Latinas is also supported by the 

findings of a qualitative study of 12 Latin American immigrant mothers in the United 

States, seven of whom originated in a South American country, which found that being a 

mother was an essential aspect of the women’s self-identity (Hernández-Albújar, 2012). 

The researcher found that the immigrant women recognized social pressures from both 
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their originating country and their new home to be good mothers. These pressures included 

different ideas of what it meant to be a “good” mother. An important difference was that 

as immigrants, many of the women worked, helping to provide for the family, which was 

a main cultural change that redefined the concept of “good mother” from what they had 

known in their country of origin. Hernández-Albújar claims that being a mother mediates 

what it means to be a woman in the context of migration, helping to determine women’s 

experiences as migrants.  

Many Latin American women follow the Catholic religion, which is strongly 

opposed to abortion. According to Kaplan et al. (2001), the popular wisdom would suggest 

that, given their predominantly Catholic religion and their high value of maternal roles, 

Latina women would tend not to use abortion. This is true for more traditional women who 

find themselves with an unexpected pregnancy but have been inculcated with the 

importance of being a mother. These women are more likely to carry the child to full term 

(Welter, 2015). However, there is evidence that ending a pregnancy through abortion is 

chosen by a sizeable percentage of Latinas. One study found that immigrant Latina 

mothers in Spain have more unplanned pregnancies and abortions than Spanish mothers 

(Garcia-Esteve et al., 2014). In another study, the researchers concluded that the use of 

abortion among Latinas was associated with their gender role orientation and reproductive 

variables. In particular, variables positively correlated with having had an abortion among 

the women studied included number of pregnancies, number of lifetime sexual partners, 

shorter periods of sexual activity, and less traditional views about female roles (Kaplan et 

al., 2001). The same study goes on to find that the use of abortion by women of Latin 

American origin is more than that in the non-Latina white population. Like non-Latinas, 

Latina adolescents appear to use abortion to resolve an unintended or unwanted pregnancy.  

Rodriguez and Fehring (2012) argue that because Catholicism is an important and 

integral part of Latin American origin and culture, the Catholic faith has some influence 

on the patterns of contraceptive use, abortion, and elected sterilization. They go on to state 

that the culture factors of marianismo and familismo also play a significant role in 

contraceptive decisions of birth control and abortion. The authors reference a Spanish study 

concluding that as the use of contraceptive methods increases, the rate of elective abortion 

also increases. An interesting note is that availability of abortion was cited as one of the 
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reasons for nonuse of contraception. Some characteristics associated with greater 

likelihood of having an abortion included being 25 and older, cohabiting, having higher 

income, having experienced first intercourse before turning 18, the number of births, and 

having used no contraceptive method at first sex. They maintain that there appears to be a 

correlation between the availability of elective abortion and decreased responsibility 

experienced for engaging in sexual activity.  

As we can see, there has been research on motherhood and birth decisions of Latin 

American women. However, there has been little or no research concerning these issues 

from the points of view of Latin American female immigrants to Spain who are mothers or 

expectant mothers. As a result, how cultural factors may affect these women’s birth 

decisions and their views and experiences of being a mother is largely unknown. One of 

the factors that may affect these women’s birth decisions and views of mothering is their 

experiences in the acculturation process they are required to undertake after arriving in 

Spain. The next section of the review focuses on the process of acculturation as it may 

affect Latin American immigrant women in Spain.  

 

3.5. Acculturation and Latin American Immigrants to Spain 

Like all who choose to migrate, female Latin American immigrants to Spain make 

the choice to leave behind their birth country, with its unique culture, and begin living in 

another country that has its own unique culture. In doing so, they bring with them aspects 

of their old culture such as language, values, parenting practices, food choices, and 

holidays. Once in Spain, they must find ways to fit into the new culture. They may need to 

learn what job possibilities are in the area, apply for and secure a job, deal with local 

government administrative offices, learn about local education services, discover if there 

are any local resources they may call upon to help in their transition, interact with neighbors 

and other members of the dominant culture, and adjust to their new environment in a 

number of other ways. This process of adapting to the new culture is acculturation (Berry, 

2008).  

The approach to adapting to the new culture that the Latin American migrant uses 

depends on the degree to which she retains the old culture, accepts and participates in the 

new culture, does both, or does neither. Migrants and other individuals who find 
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themselves in a new culture may use any of four broad approaches. The attitude the migrant 

takes toward these four possibilities and the extent to which the migrant’s behaviors exhibit 

one of them can be considered the migrant’s acculturation strategy (Berry, 2008). One 

strategy is assimilation, in which the individual tends to lose aspects of the former culture 

while embracing the new culture. A second acculturation strategy is integration, where the 

migrant retains a considerable degree of the old culture while substantially participating in 

the new culture. The third strategy is separation, in which the migrant retains much of the 

former culture and participates little in the new culture. The fourth strategy is 

marginalization, in which the migrant participates little in either the culture of the former 

country or the new culture. Marginalization may occur if the migrant is an indigenous 

person whose native culture was lost in the former country due to the actions of the 

dominant culture there (Berry & Sam, 1997). Usually, there is one predominant 

acculturation strategy that a migrant prefers, but she may favor different strategies in 

different environments. In private environments such as at home or with her ethnocultural 

group, a migrant may seek to retain practices of the old culture more than in the public 

sphere. Also, she may explore more than one strategy over time, or her use of a preferred 

strategy, such as assimilation, may be discouraged by the dominant group in the new 

society.  

The acculturation of immigrants can be considered from the standpoint of the entire 

ethnic group or that of the individual. The latter standpoint amounts to focusing on the 

psychological acculturation of migrants. These individuals may be psychologically 

affected both by expectations of the host culture as well as by other members of their own 

culture, which may be changing due to migration (Berry, 2006). A migrant’s psychological 

acculturation to the new culture as she attempts to learn new behaviors and adjust to new 

environments may result in acculturative stress. The larger society may place pressures on 

the immigrant to conform to cultural norms in various domains, such as at work, at school, 

or even while shopping. Adjustment to these norms may not be adversely stressful for some 

migrants. In fact, the acculturation process may have positive psychological results in the 

form of increasing the immigrant’s learning, cognitive abilities, and creativity (Falavarjani 

et al., 2020). However, for some immigrants, adaptation may be difficult and result in 

culture shock and considerable acculturative stress. Factors such as gender, age, and 
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education can affect the degree of acculturative stress experienced by an immigrant (Dow, 

2010), and the acculturation strategy chosen may also influence how much acculturative 

stress is experienced. Because these factors may vary with individuals, immigrants may 

differ in how they view and deal with pressures exerted by the larger society or by their 

own immigrant community regarding adaptation needs (Birman & Simon, 2014). When 

the migrant finds it difficult to cope with what is required for adaptation because of the 

nature or speed of the change, considerable acculturative stress may result (Berry & Sam, 

1997).  

A main aspect of acculturative stress for many immigrants is the experience of 

discrimination, which may occur for various reasons, such as members of the host 

community believing that immigrants are taking away their jobs or having prejudices 

against the immigrant’s customs or behaviors. A study of immigrant youth in Montreal and 

Paris found that those who reported experiencing the most discrimination were the 

immigrant groups who were more visibly and culturally distinct from the majority 

population (Berry & Sabatier, 2010). Attitudes of natives toward immigrants may change 

over time. Retis (2016) claims that in Spain, at first there was a sense of empathy within 

the Spanish community in regard to Latin American immigrants in comparison to natives’ 

feelings toward African immigrants. However, these more favorable sentiments waned 

when news media coverage began to report on problems within the Latin American 

immigrant community.  

Immigrants also experience sources of stress other than the need to deal with 

acculturation pressures. The separation from their country of origin, their former 

community and social networks may cause migration stress, which is distinct from 

acculturative stress. In addition, an immigrant may experience traumatic stress if her 

immigration involved escaping a situation that resulted in violence or possible violence. 

All of these types of stress may be involved in the migrant’s attempting to adjust to the 

new culture (Birman & Simon, 2014). 

Research suggests that acculturative stress may lead to psychological distress, 

which in some cases may result in serious psychological disturbance (Berry & Sam, 1997; 

Birman & Simon, 2014). The findings of a study of 567 Latin American immigrants in two 

cities in Spain—Madrid (146 immigrants) and Barcelona (227)—and Boston in the U.S. 
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(194) suggested that the immigrants’ experiences of acculturative stress were associated 

with the prevalence of their suicidal ideation over their lifetime and for the past 30 days 

(Fortuna et al., 2016). The individuals in Spain came mostly from South America, while 

the largest contingent in the U.S. had migrated from Central America, and over 60 percent 

of the immigrants were female. The researchers found that 31 percent of the immigrants 

had experienced suicidal ideation over their lifetime, with no significant difference in 

suicidal ideation between the three groups. However, 31.3 percent of the individuals in 

Barcelona and 34.9 percent of those in Madrid had ever experienced suicidal ideation, and 

23.4 percent and 23.3 percent of the migrants in those two cities, respectively, had 

experienced suicidal ideation during the past 30 days. The researchers examined the 

correlates of suicidal ideation for the three groups and found that experiencing 

discrimination, lower ethnic identity, low sense of belonging, and increased family conflict 

was associated with increased suicidal ideation. They also found that spending more years 

in the host country was associated with an increased likelihood of suicidal ideation, while 

having citizenship status was correlated with a lower likelihood (Fortuna et al., 2016). The 

findings about experiencing discrimination, having a lower ethnic identity, having a low 

sense of belonging, and more years spent in the host country suggest that a sizeable portion 

of Latin American immigrants to Spain, both women and men, have serious difficulties 

acculturating to the environment of their host country. The results also indicate that 

retaining a substantial amount of their ethnic identity may be protective for the mental 

health of immigrants from Latin America.  

Other research on the association of discrimination to mental health includes a 

study of 570 immigrants to Spain who had arrived from the Latin American country of 

Ecuador (Llácer et al., 2009). The researchers used data from Ecuadorian immigrants in 

four regions of Spain. Fifty percent of the immigrants were female. The researchers found 

that 41 percent of the immigrants had felt discriminated against sometimes, while 21 

percent felt discriminated against always or almost always. Psychological distress was 

measured by a version of the General Health Questionnaire, with the data showing that 28 

percent of the immigrants met the criteria of a possible psychiatric case (PPC). Llácer et 

al. found that experiencing discrimination was associated with PPC among the Ecuadorian 

immigrants. The association of discrimination with PPC was increased among those who 
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were experiencing financial stress and without financial support. In addition, having no 

friends was positively associated with PPC. However, social integration in the form of 

participation in community groups was also positively associated with PPC. The 

researchers suggested that this last result could have been due to participation in such 

groups resulting in increasing immigrants’ feelings of being different from native 

Spaniards. 

Contrary to the results of the study by Llácer et al. (2009) in which immigrants’ 

participation in community groups was associated with greater psychological distress, the 

results of several studies indicate that the degree to which Latin American immigrants to 

Spain are integrated into the surrounding community is an important factor positively 

associated with the immigrants’ subjective well-being and therefore may reduce 

acculturative stress. One study investigated 282 Latino immigrants to the U.S. who were 

divided into three groups: low-acculturation, high-acculturation, and bicultural (Miranda 

& Umhoefer, 1998). The researchers found that the bicultural group had lower depression 

scores and greater social interest scores than the other two groups. The results suggest that 

an integration acculturation strategy for immigrants is psychologically preferable than an 

assimilation or marginalization strategy. The findings support Berry’s (2007) view that an 

integration strategy, which keeps elements of the former culture while accepting elements 

of the new culture, is the most adaptive for immigrants. 

A study by Herrero et al. (2011) examined how social integration into the larger 

community was associated with immigrants’ cognitive and emotional subjective well-

being (SWB). Social integration was measured by the immigrants’ reports of having a 

sense of belonging or identification with their community. Cognitive SWB was measured 

by the immigrants’ reports of their overall life satisfaction, while emotional SWB was 

measured by their reports of how happy they were. The researchers found that social 

integration was positively associated with both cognitive and emotional SWB. 

Another study whose results suggest that integration of Latin American immigrants 

with the larger community may reduce acculturative stress was performed by Millán‐

Franco et al. (2019). The researchers examined 2,211 immigrants in Málaga, Spain, with 

27.3 percent having come from Latin America and 51.8 percent being women. The 

researchers found that the immigrants’ sense of community was positively related to their 
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subjective well-being, including for the immigrants from Latin America. Latin American 

immigrants reported more perceived support, though time in Malaga was not associated 

with an increase in sense of community for the Latin American immigrants. 

One aspect that is not clear in the Herrero et al. (2011) and the Millán‐Franco et al. 

(2019) studies was the nature of the communities surrounding the immigrants who were 

examined. In particular, the researchers do not state what percentage of the communities 

consisted of other Latin American immigrants and what percentage were native Spaniards. 

So, it is unclear whether the increased subjective well-being was due to their increased 

integration with the larger Spanish society or due to their sense of identification with their 

local immigrant community, or some combination. According to Berry (1997), the best 

predictors of social integration for immigrants is having social support from both those 

from the same culture in the ethnic community and individuals in the host culture, which 

suggests that the acculturation strategy that is most effective and least stressful is 

integration, in which ties to the old culture are retained while also establishing connections 

to the new culture. That the social adjustment, and possibly the subjective well-being, of 

migrants to Spain is improved by contact with native Spaniards is suggested by the findings 

of a study by de Miguel and Tranmer (2009), who found that the social integration of 

immigrants to Spain from various countries is strengthened by the number of native 

Spaniards in the immigrant’s social network. The researchers also found that there were 

considerable differences in the number of Spaniards in immigrants’ personal networks 

depending on the Latin American country of origin. For instance, immigrants from Latin 

America other than Ecuador and Colombia had the highest number of Spaniards in their 

networks compared to all other immigrant groups, while immigrants from Ecuador had a 

lower number of Spaniards in their networks than immigrants from Portugal, Eastern 

Europe, and the rest of Europe. 

Immigrant women may be more susceptible to the negative effects of acculturative 

stress than immigrant men. Research provides evidence that the process of immigration 

affects men and women differently, that traditional gender roles still are an important 

aspect of many immigrant women’s day-to-day life, and that these women are often 

overloaded with responsibilities that negatively affect their acculturation, especially if they 

lack substantial social support in their host country (Aizpurúa, 2008). An immigrant 
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woman’s responsibilities may include having to cook, clean, shop, and otherwise take care 

of the family, while at the same time having to leave the home most days to go to work to 

earn money for the family. In addition, immigrant women in Spain may find themselves 

caught between two traditions. Garcia (2016) suggests that Hispanic women who 

immigrate to the United States may experience stress because they find themselves 

between two traditions that have contradictory elements. The same could be said for 

women who immigrate to Spain from Latin America. On the one hand, they may feel the 

need to preserve and follow traditional customs of their native country, which insist that 

their gender role should be restricted to being a good homemaker and a mother, with little 

freedom for making other role choices. However, in Spain they find themselves in a society 

where they are confronted with traditions and practices less oriented toward retaining 

traditional gender roles and a society where women are much freer to choose what activities 

they will engage in. Being given an option to accept and embrace a more equal gender role 

may be liberating for some immigrant women, while it may cause acculturative stress for 

others (Dow, 2010).  

Research suggests that immigrant women who appear visibly different from the 

majority of women in the host country may experience greater discrimination than those 

who do not appear to be visibly different. One study found that immigrant women 

belonging to an ethnic group that was visibly different than most women in the host country 

experienced more overt discrimination and fewer ordinary privileges than women in 

nonvisible groups, with ordinary privileges being those customary advantages that women 

in the dominant ethnic group enjoyed. The women in the visible group also experienced 

more psychiatric symptoms and reported less satisfaction with life (Greenwood et al., 

2017). The concept of visibility in the study was realized by immigrant women of color in 

comparison to immigrant women who appeared to be Caucasian in a host country (Ireland) 

whose residents were primarily Caucasian. These results suggest that in a country such as 

Spain, in which the majority native residents are Caucasian, Latin American immigrants 

who are women of color may be more likely to experience discriminatory behavior. It 

seems that the visibility or non-visibility of an immigrant woman could also be reflected 

by factors other than skin color, such as clothing, accent, or area of residence. Such factors 

might make a woman who physically appears similar to most women in the host country 
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more “visible” as an immigrant and increase the likelihood of experiencing discrimination 

by those prejudiced against immigrants.  

In summary of this section, several main points were made. First, women who 

immigrate to Spain from Latin American countries can be expected to experience 

acculturative stress from the need to adjust to a new culture and environment. Second, 

acculturative stress can cause psychological distress that in some cases may be serious. 

Third, immigrant women may experience acculturative stress differently and possibly more 

than men. One source of stress for women may be their retaining views of women’s roles 

that are prevalent in their native country after immigrating to a culture with more expansive 

and egalitarian views of gender roles. Some immigrant women may find the new views 

liberating, while others may have difficulty accepting them. Also, immigrant women may 

be very stressed by finding that their responsibilities are overwhelming if they believe that 

they must be an excellent homemaker and mother but must also work on the outside to 

make money to live and take care of her family. A fourth main point was that discrimination 

by those in the host country is a main cause of acculturative stress among immigrants, with 

the visibility of the individual as an immigrant tending to make discrimination more likely. 

Fifth, though research is somewhat mixed, a factor that may reduce acculturative stress is 

to have social support that originates from both the old and the new culture. For female 

Latin American immigrants to Spain, this social support could include ties with family or 

friends who remain in the former culture or who have also immigrated to Spain, along with 

new friendships and ties with native Spaniards.  

 

3.6. Chapter Summary 

This review has dealt with literature on cultural norms and gender equality among 

Latin American women and has provided a brief history of Latin American immigration to 

Spain. Literature has been reviewed concerning issues of gender as they affect the 

immigration of women overall and the immigration of Latina women in Spain. The review 

has found research dealing with the sexuality, intimate partnerships, and pregnancy of 

Latin American women and with acculturation, especially as it applies to Latin American 

immigrants to Spain. What the review has not found is literature about research conducted 

on the perspectives of Latin American women immigrants to Spain who are mothers or 
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expectant mothers. This lack of attention is despite the fact that the proportion of children 

from immigrant mothers has been increasing significantly, with 22.1 percent of all live 

births in Spain in the first half of 2020 being to foreign-born mothers (Instituto Nacional 

de Estadística, 2020c). This rate exceeded the proportion of foreign nationals (11.2 percent) 

within the overall population at that time (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2020d).  

Further research is much needed on Latin American immigrant mothers to Spain, 

especially from their perspective, on various matters. These include how their acculturation 

experience may be related to their birth decisions and to their views of being a mother and 

a woman, as well as how they are faring in Spain in regard to economic, social, and medical 

matters. The following chapters shall address this lack of research by exploring the first-

hand reports of Latin American immigrant mothers and expectant mothers living in 

Asturias, Spain. The research provides an opportunity to go some way towards filling in 

the picture of Latina immigrant mothers in Spain, whilst contributing to the understanding 

of how this subculture may be influenced by and influence Spanish culture and society.  
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Chapter 4. Cultural Factors Related to Birth Decisions and Views of Motherhood 

 

4.1. Introduction 

The two-part research question that guided this study was, in what ways do cultural 

factors influence the birth decisions and views about motherhood of Latin American 

immigrant mothers in Asturias, Spain, and in what ways do the women’s perceived post-

immigration challenges and opportunities affect their lives? The most qualified people to 

provide answers to this question are the Latin American mothers who have immigrated to 

Spain and are living in the Asturias region. They know best what their birth decisions and 

ideas about motherhood are, and they are the ones who can reveal what factors affected 

those birth decisions and views of motherhood. They are also the people who can provide 

the most accurate information about what they have encountered since immigrating to 

Spain in the way of challenges and opportunities. The idea that the immigrants themselves 

are the best informers in regard to questions about their lives in Asturias is in agreement 

with Haraway’s (1988) claim that knowledge is always situated in particular people and 

circumstances. Rather than relying on statistics that describe the lives of the Latin 

American migrant mothers to Spain considered as a group, the better way to construct 

knowledge of the lives of these Latina immigrant mothers is to sit with several of them and 

learn what she has to say about the issues of interest. This approach may generate some 

commonalities that apply to most or all of the migrants who are interviewed, or it may not. 

However, even if it does produce commonalities, these cannot be generalized to apply to 

all immigrant Latina mothers to Spain, or even to all Latina immigrants to Asturias, as a 

different group of such women may have different views and experiences. For the reason 

that the Latina immigrants themselves are the ones who know their own lives best, the 

method of interviewing, recording, and exploring the responses of individual Latin 

American migrant mothers in Asturias is the approach that was chosen to address the 

research questions in this study. 

As explained in Chapter 2, qualitative analysis of interviews of the immigrant 

mothers produced 52 codes indicating ideas that were repeated by the 13 participants two 

or more times. These codes were examined to determine those that could be grouped 

together under the same category because they reflected the same general theme. This 
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examination resulted in the codes being consolidated into eight categories, with two of the 

categories including several subcategories, as reported in Chapter 2. These categories 

provide valuable resources for responding to the research question that guided this study. 

The current chapter focuses on the study results that are pertinent to answering the first part 

of the two-part research question. The next chapter deals with results most relevant to 

addressing the second half of the research question.  

The research question’s first part seeks an understanding of the impact of cultural 

factors on the immigrant Latinas in their roles as mothers. One issue is to determine 

whether any aspects of their former or their new culture have an impact on the decision-

making process on birth outcomes of these immigrant mothers. Another is to understand 

what being a mother means to these women who have been brought up in a traditionally 

very patriarchal culture and now find themselves in a culture where there is wide 

acceptance of the idea that women can have a productive life outside the home. These 

issues are of interest for several reasons, including the large number of females who 

emigrate from Latin American countries into Spain (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 

2020b), the high birthrate among females who migrate to Spain compared to native Spanish 

mothers (Vila & Martín, 2007), and the dearth of research focused on how Latinas’ identity 

and acculturation experiences may be related to their decisions to give birth in Spain and 

their views of being a mother there. Of the thematic categories that were derived from the 

qualitative analysis, the main categories that are applicable to the first part of the research 

question are Reasons for Birth Decision, Roles of the Immigrant Mother, Roles of the Child 

or Children’s Father, Religion Adherence, and Comparisons of the Country of Origin to 

Spain.  

 After this introduction, the chapter is divided into four main sections. The next 

section provides information about the Latinas’ reasons for immigrating to Spain. The third 

examines the Latinas’ comments about reasons for their birth decisions, especially remarks 

that are related to the cultural influence of religion adherence. The fourth explores 

responses to interview questions that are relevant to understanding how cultural factors 

affect the immigrant mothers’ views about motherhood. That section is divided into two 

subsections, one about the women’s views of motherhood in Latin America versus Spain 
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and the other about their views of family unity in the two cultures. The fifth main section 

provides a chapter summary and conclusions.  

 

4.2. Reasons for Immigrating 

It is important to remember that though all the interviewees were immigrants from 

the same world region, Latin Americans are not a homogenous population, but are quite 

diverse in many respects, often preferring to identify with their specific national identities 

(Wildsmith & Raley, 2006). However, there are certainly cultural likenesses among these 

women who share the same language and usually the same religion. One likeness is that 

the great importance of family and children was instilled in them from an early age. 

However, in this study we can see distinct differences in the participants’ responses about 

being a mother that may reflect the cultural identity of their country of origin, their 

upbringing, or their experience in Spain. Therefore, although all of the women in this study 

were immigrant Latinas, it is important to keep in mind the individuality of each woman. 

The reasons for immigrating offered by the women were varied, but most were one 

or the other of two types: to seek a better life than what was available in their country of 

origin or to join family members who were already in Spain. The Latinas who migrated to 

seek a better life included Participant 7, who wanted to get away from a culture she 

perceived was crime ridden. This Latina, from the Dominican Republic, said that having 

children in her country of origin was a problem due to the crime level there. Another 

participant from Peru revealed that she had migrated for a better life because she had had 

personal problems in her country of origin. These were problems with the father of her 

child, so she had migrated when she was four months pregnant: “I knew that eventually 

my personal life in Peru wouldn’t be good, and for that reason I left” (Participant 12). 

Several Latinas spoke of coming to Spain because family was already there. 

Participant 3, from Colombia, said, “My tutor is my grandmother’s husband. He has been 

here for many years, and with time he has brought all of us to Spain.” Participant 8, from 

Ecuador, spoke of her mother having come to Spain seven years previously for work. Her 

two older brothers migrated first, and then she also came. Participant 2, from Peru, 

mentioned both having family in Spain and the crime in her former country as reasons for 

migrating. Yet another Latina, Participant 9, remarked that she had come to Asturias legally 
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as a student, and when she was about to return to her country of origin, Peru, she “decided 

to stay and keep studying.”  

These results contrast somewhat with the findings of a qualitative study done by 

González-Juárez et al. (2014) about the immigration experience of Latin American 

working women in Alicante, Spain. That study gathered data from a focus group of 11 

Latinas and 13 others who were interviewed individually. The researchers found five types 

of expectations the women had concerning their immigration: 

− To work, make money, then return to the country of origin to improve living 

conditions.  

− To achieve professional development through education. 

− To make a change of life, primarily for financial improvement. 

− To form a family. 

− To send for their children still living in the country of origin after settling in. 

The first four of these expectations listed by González-Juárez et al. (2014) can be 

viewed as reasons that brought the Latinas in their study to Spain. However only two of 

those reasons for immigrating were found among the Latinas interviewed in the present 

study. One was for professional development through education, which applied to 

Participant 9. The other was for a change in life, which applied to several Latinas; however, 

the main anticipated changes this study’s Latinas spoke of were not for financial 

improvement but to achieve greater safety and, in one case, to exit a personal conflict with 

a former partner. It is also notable that in the González-Juárez et al. study, the researchers 

do not report that any of the Latinas immigrated for the reason of joining family in Spain, 

though this was the case for four of the Latinas in the present study.  

 

4.3. Religious Adherence and Birth Decisions 

 The Latinas responded to interview questions that asked about the factors that 

influenced their decisions about whether or not to carry their pregnancies to term once they 

found themselves to be pregnant. The responses of almost half of the Latinas suggested 

that their religious beliefs influenced their decisions to give birth. This finding is relevant 

to answering the question of how cultural factors influence the immigrants’ birth decisions 

because religious ideas and practices are an important aspect of a country’s culture and 
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serve as a cultural identity marker (Beyers, 2017; Abdulla, 2018). The women’s comments 

therefore suggest that religious beliefs instilled in their Latin American culture was a main 

cultural factor influencing their birth decisions.  

For many or all of the Latinas, their religious beliefs were due to the strong cultural 

influence imparted by the Catholic religion in Latin American countries. After the defeat 

by Spaniards of the indigenous populations of the South American continent, the Catholic 

religion became an influential part of the South American culture, affecting the behavior 

and practices of much of the population. Several of the Latinas mentioned being Catholic, 

and it is probable that others who reported being religious in the interviews were also 

Catholic because Catholicism still remains the primary religion practiced in Latin America 

(Pew Research Center, 2014). Participant 4 in this study spoke of one such cultural practice 

that was prompted by religion, reporting that in Peru she had witnessed a procession in 

which a statue or other image of a saint was being carried, with her grandmother loaning 

her home during the procession so that the image could be cleaned.  

It is not certain, however, that all of the participants who professed being religious 

were Catholics since the traditional prevalence rates of the Catholic religion in Latin 

America have been changing over recent years. In 1970, 92 percent of the Latin American 

populace were Catholics; by 2014, that proportion had decreased substantially to only 69 

percent. During that period, the prevalence of Protestants in Latin America grew from 4 to 

19 percent, and the number of people unaffiliated with any religion increased from about 

1 to 8 percent. These reductions in the proportions of people who profess to be Catholics 

in Latin America have occurred in all of the six countries from which the participants 

originated. In particular, Guatemala decreased from being 91 percent Catholic to only 50 

percent; Dominican Republic went from 94 to 57 percent; Brazil changed from 92 to 61 

percent; Peru declined from 95 to 76 percent; Ecuador went from 95 to 79 percent, and 

Colombia decreased from 95 to 79 percent (Pew Research Center, 2014). 

The main way religious adherence influenced the Latinas’ birth decision is likely 

to be in their deciding against aborting the fetus during pregnancy because of religious 

teachings that abortion is sinful. The Catholic Church is officially opposed to abortion 

(Malca et al., 2017). Thus, insofar as Latinas in this study grew up in the Catholic religion 

in their country of origin, they were instilled with the idea that to have an abortion is wrong. 
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Even if they grew up in some other religion in their birth country, they may well have been 

instilled with the same idea. Evangelical religions, which have been gaining parishioners 

in Latin American countries, are often more strongly in opposition to abortion than is the 

Catholic Church (Malca et al., 2017), and Protestants in those countries are more opposed 

to abortion than are Catholics (Pew Research Center, 2014). 

 By promoting the idea that abortion is wrong, the potential cultural influence of 

religion is in contrast to what native Spanish women may experience. Spain, like most 

Latin American countries, is primarily a Catholic country, but the prevalence of 

Catholicism has substantially declined there. In 1975, nearly 95 percent of the population 

was Catholic, though over one-third of those individuals were non-practicing. By 2002, the 

proportion of Spanish Catholics had decreased to less than 80 percent, with almost twice 

as many non-practicing as practicing Catholics (Requena, 2005). More recently, figures 

show that, as of June 2019, only 68.9 percent of Spanish citizens claimed to follow the 

Catholic religion, with another 27 percent reporting that they were nonbelievers or atheists 

(European Commission, 2020). Although Latin American societies have become 

somewhat more secular in recent decades, the secularization of Spanish society appears to 

be more pervasive. One difference is that the increase in Protestant religions, including 

Evangelical faiths, that has occurred in Latin American countries has been much smaller 

in Spain, with only 2.8 percent of the Spanish population reporting that they adhered to a 

non-Catholic religion as of June 2019 (European Commission, 2020). In comparison, 19 

percent of Latin American adults described themselves as Protestants in the 2014 Pew 

analysis. Thus, insofar as religious beliefs were a factor in the birth decisions among the 

Latinas, that influence is much more likely to have come via the culture of their country of 

origin rather than that of their destination country.  

 One Latina who revealed the influence of her religious beliefs on her birth decision 

was Participant 13. In answer to the question of whether she considered herself to be a 

religious person, she responded, “Yes, I’m very religious. I believe a lot in God and I go to 

church. In my country we are very religious.” When asked whether her religion influenced 

her pregnancy decisions, she replied, “Yes. I’m a God-fearing woman and the Bible says 

women cannot have an abortion.” She indicated that although finding out that she was 

pregnant upset her intentions for her future, she never considered having an abortion: “I 
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cried a lot when I found out I was pregnant because it wasn’t in my plans. I wanted to study 

medicine, but even so, I never thought about having an abortion.” Participant 2 was another 

who spoke of her religion as having a bearing on her birth decision. She said, “We are 

Catholic and very religious. For that reason, I never thought about having an abortion.” 

She added that she knew that having children at the young age of 20 would be a big 

responsibility but that she thought that if she was pregnant, there must be a reason.  

Participant 5’s comments indicated that although she was a Catholic, she was not a 

very actively practicing one. Yet, when asked if religion had been a consideration in her 

birth decision, she responded, “I think so, because I would pray a lot.” She also remarked 

that her family would not have supported her if she had decided on having an abortion: “I 

think that was also the reason I decided to have it, because I don’t know what they would 

have told me.” Another Latina who revealed the influence of her religious beliefs on her 

birth decision was Participant 9, who said that abortion was not an option for her for moral 

and religious reasons.  

In her responses, Participant 7 indicated that she was very religious. Although she 

did not state it explicitly, it was apparent from her remarks that her religious beliefs had 

played a part in her strong opposition to abortion and in deciding to have her four children. 

She said that God came first in her life: “I’m a believer. We are Catholic people. We are 

very religious. God before all. Children are important because they are yours.” She had 

never considered having an abortion for any of her four children, “because children are a 

blessing God gives to each woman.” She mentioned that there are people who do not have 

children who would give much to have a child. She also pointed out that there are various 

birth control methods other than abortion to prevent having a child.  

Participant 3 reported that though she was a believer, she was not religious. 

However, the influence of her religious beliefs on her birth decision was apparent for this 

participant, who had experienced two pregnancies. The first had ended in an abortion, 

while the second was completed with the birth of her son. In talking about her abortion 

decision, she mentioned that family problems, including her grandmother’s disapproval of 

her pregnancy, had led to the decision. In response to the question of whether she was 

religious, she remarked that she was not religious, but that “I believe a lot in God.” When 

asked why, during her second pregnancy, she decided to have the child, she responded, “I 
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felt guilty. I wanted to have a child, but the first time I had an abortion because I was having 

problems at home.” She asserted that religion had influenced her thinking during the 

second pregnancy by remarking that she felt that God would punish her if she had an 

abortion. 

 Participant 11 spoke about having a strong belief in God but denied that religion 

had played a part in her birth decision. The woman chose to have her child although she 

had been advised by the baby’s father to have an abortion when he learned that she was 

pregnant. She revealed her strong religious convictions, saying, “I love my daughter more 

than anything in this world, but I also have God very present and appreciate Him helping 

me with everything. I believe in God a lot.” However, when she was asked if she thought 

her religion had influenced her birth decision, she responded, “No. I simply thought if I 

had an abortion, I would regret it all my life. I knew I would ask myself how my daughter 

would be if I would have had her.” She also remarked that although she knew it would cost 

her to move forward with her baby, she decided to have her because she wanted to see her 

grow, and she knew she would make it. 

 Participant 4 did not believe that religion was an influence on her decision to have 

her child. Her words indicated that she considered that it was a decision made based on her 

thoughts at the time. This participant was only 16 years old when she became pregnant. 

She remarked on the difficulty of revealing her pregnancy to her mother, who was a very 

strict woman. A friend proposed that she have an abortion, and she went to the clinic to 

have that done, “but when I got there, I was not able to go through with it.” When asked if 

she was religious, Participant 4 responded in the negative, saying, “Truthfully, not a whole 

lot. From when I was small, my grandmother would take me to church; but once I moved 

to Spain, I lost that habit.” She spoke about the cultural importance of religion in Peru, 

pointing out that educators in Peruvian schools teach children the importance of religion 

and recollecting that “my grandmother would lend her home so they could place and clean 

the saint they brought on their back during the procession.” She then added that since being 

in Spain, she had not been very religious, although she went to church sometimes. When 

Participant 4 was asked whether religion had influenced her birth decision, she indicated 

that it had not, saying, “when I arrived at the clinic to have the abortion, I was only able to 

cry because I would think my daughter did not have to pay for my mistakes.” She stated 
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that she did not think religion had anything to do with her decision, but with how she felt 

at that moment. 

 Other Latinas whose responses gave no evidence that religion had played a large 

part in their birth decisions included Participants 1, 6, 8, 10, and 12. Two of these women, 

Participants 6 and 10, each reported that she had undergone two abortions. Participant 6 

said that the abortions were due to not having the financial means at the time and feeling 

that “it wasn’t the right time to have a child.” She had later given birth to one child and 

was pregnant with another at the time of the interview. She mentioned that her current 

pregnancy was a surprise because she was on birth control and had not had an abortion 

because when she found out, the pregnancy was too far along. However, she also denied 

that she would have had an abortion if she had learned about her pregnancy earlier. 

Participant 10 had experienced one abortion in Brazil after a sexual assault and one in Spain 

due to family and financial circumstances. When asked why she had allowed her one son 

to go full term, she replied, “Because I was in love and so was the father. We had hopes to 

form a beautiful family.” Later in her pregnancy, when she began having problems with 

the father and his family, she also regretted not having had an abortion initially. 

 Overall, the interviews revealed that religion played a role in the birth decisions of 

six of the Latinas. One of these women, Participant 3, had undergone an abortion but chose 

to have the child during her second pregnancy, saying that she felt that God was going to 

punish her for having the abortion. The other five Latinas indicated that their religion, with 

its insistence that pregnancies should be carried to full term, played a part in their decisions 

to give birth. For each of these women, it is very likely that adherence to religion was 

developed in their countries of origin due to being raised in a culture that emphasized the 

importance of religion. However, for seven of the women, the interviews revealed no 

reason to assume that religion played a major role in their birth decisions. Their responses 

to questions suggested that their decisions were made as a result of a strong desire to have 

the child they were pregnant with or, in the case of abortion, due to practical considerations, 

ranging from having become pregnant as a result of sexual assault to financial or other 

difficulties they were having at the time of the abortion.  
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4.4. Views about Motherhood 

 For the mothers in this study, the migration process very likely had effects due to 

their leaving behind their Latin American country to live in Spain. We know from the 

previous chapter that the roles of women are considerably different in the two cultures. 

Latina women are socialized into the concept of marianismo, which refers to cultural views 

and expectations about the proper role of women. This role includes being passive, self-

sacrificing, chaste, and respectful of patriarchal values (Núñez et al., 2016). Latin 

American women are also instilled with the idea of familismo, which refers to their being 

dedicated to family and to being a homemaker (Valdivieso-Mora1 et al., 2016). Further, 

women are expected to take charge of teaching their children to respect adult authority and 

cultural norms (Livas-Dlott et al., 2010). Spanish women, on the other hand, have grown 

up in a culture where cultural expectations of women’s role in regard to home and family 

are much less rigid than in Latin America. While being a mother remains a core aspect of 

female identity in Spain (Ortega, 2008), women’s pursuit of education and careers that take 

them outside the home is considered to be fully appropriate.  

  Given the varying views of women’s roles in the two different cultures, it is evident 

that as Latina immigrants enter Spain, they are required to adapt to the fact that women’s 

and mothers’ roles are viewed differently in their nw culture compared to their former one. 

The degree of adjustment necessary is likely to depend on a number of factors, including 

how strongly the migrant was instilled with her former country’s cultural values concerning 

the roles of women, how close are her continuing ties to her family and/or community that 

remains overseas, and her reception by and interactions with native Spaniards. Such factors 

will affect not only each Latina’s success in adjusting to realities of the new culture but 

also the amount of acculturation stress she experiences and whether and to what degree 

elements of her previous culture may be weakened or lost after her migration, what 

Fernando Ortiz (1940/1991) calls deculturation.  

 In addressing the general question of in what ways cultural factors influence the 

views about motherhood of the interviewed Latinas, we should ask two more specific 

questions. First, to what degree these women retain ideas of being a woman and a mother 

that are traditional in Latin America; second, to what degree the women accept or embrace 

ideas of being a woman and a mother that are prevalent in Spain. By examining the Latinas’ 
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responses that are pertinent to answering these two more specific questions, we will be able 

to address the more general question.  

 

4.4.1. Mothers in Latin America Compared to Those in Spain 

The Latinas’ interview responses revealed information on their views about what 

the mother’s role means both in Latin America and in Asturias, as well as the influences 

culture has on mothers’ lives in Latin America and on their own lives since immigrating to 

Spain. Their comments provide much evidence that the women embraced the role of being 

a mother and were devoted to their children, which strongly suggests that the emphasis on 

being a good mother that they were instilled with in their home countries continued to 

influence their lives after immigration. We know that motherhood is a central aspect of 

women’s roles in Latin American countries and that the cultural importance of being a 

“good” mother follows from this traditional emphasis on motherhood. As a result, when a 

Latina has children, the idea of being a good mother becomes a main objective in her life 

and a part of her identity. To fulfill that role in Latin American countries, she must be seen 

by others as putting the well-being of her children above hers, even if it means sacrificing 

her own well-being (Hernández-Albújar, 2012).  

Evidence of Participant 13’s devotion to her child was provided when she was 

asked what she believed was a good mother. She responded, “A good mother is one who 

teaches peace, security, and solidarity to their children. It’s also important to do anything 

for your children.” Participant 11 revealed her dedication to being a mother by saying that 

she loved her daughter “more than anything in this world.” Participant 12 commented that 

she considered her and her son to be a family, mentioning that her son has a large extended 

family including grandparents and uncles who are aware of her son, and concluded, “he’s 

a very loved child.” Participant 9, who was pregnant at the time of the interview, remarked, 

“It’s very beautiful to feel that you’re creating life.” Later she added, “I feel happy because 

I’m always surrounded not only physically, but spiritually. I feel blessed. I feel things 

happened this way, because this is the way they were meant to be.”  

In a few cases, the women showed that they believed that Latina mothers were 

better at their roles than Spanish mothers. When asked if she thought Spanish mothers have 

the same responsibilities as mothers from her birth country, Participant 6 replied that she 
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thought that Latinas were more dedicated to taking care of their children than Spanish 

mothers were.  She said that mothers in Ecuador strive to educate and guide their children 

to behave properly, such as not to be disrespectful and to talk politely and with sincerity. 

Participant 2 remarked that she saw a difference in her own behavior with her children and 

the behavior of Spanish parents. She saw this to be true at her children’s school: “The 

teachers tell me I am very lovable with my children when I say goodbye to them. I always 

kiss them, wish them a good day, and give them their blessing. The other parents don’t do 

the same.” About differences in being a mother in Spain versus Peru, Participant 12 said 

that she felt that young Spanish women viewed breastfeeding as something that could 

deform their body. She remarked that those women preferred to feed their babies from a 

bottle, while it was “very natural” to breastfeed in Peru. On the other hand, Participant 7, 

whose dedication to her children was reflected in her words, felt that in both Spain and the 

Dominican Republic, mothers worry for their children and “give everything to them.” She 

said that though fathers may leave, mothers “will move forward with their children, 

because we never stop being a mother and children never stop loving.” She remarked that 

in Spain, she saw many mothers that were very close to their children. In contrast to the 

views of Participants 2, 6, 8, and 12, these remarks indicate that Participant 7 thought that 

Spanish mothers were similar to Latin American mothers in their regard for their children. 

A number of the women made unfavorable comments concerning cultural views 

about a mother’s role in their birth country compared to Spain. These Latinas revealed their 

appreciation of the greater personal independence that living in Spain provided them in 

contrast to the relatively restrictive roles available in their Latin American countries of 

origin. This finding agrees with the results of the González-Juárez et al. (2014) study, 

which found that Latina immigrants recognized that their gender role in Spain had changed 

from the more rigid traditional roles in Latin America. González-Juárez et al. note that the 

immigrant women in their study perceived that they had greater personal freedom, 

including greater freedom to dress as they pleased, without other people looking on 

critically when they walked down the street. The women also felt that they were more 

managerial, in the sense of having increased ability to communicate and negotiate with 

their partner, feeling that in Spain, they were more empowered in the family. Not 

everything had changed, as the women continued to have greater child-care responsibilities 
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than their partners, and their partners were not always pleased with the changes the women 

had made since immigrating. The Latinas also indicated that they felt more mature as they 

performed their responsibilities in their new country.  

In the present study, evidence of the Latinas embracing the more liberal view of 

women’s roles that they encountered in Spain was provided by Participant 2, who remarked 

that though she was proud to be from Peru, mothers there “are very submissive,” which 

she said she did not like. She continued: “They are slaved. They are only expected to take 

care of their children and their husbands. They are not permitted to have other ambitions.” 

She added, “In Peru you drop off your children at school and right after you have to return 

to the house to attend the husband, make food, do laundry. You don’t have time for 

yourself.” She said that it was different in Spain for women, who are able to do things 

outside the home, such as going to the gym, the salon, or to have drinks with their friends.  

This Latina’s comment that mothers in Peru are “slaved” indicates her recognition 

of the strong emphasis in Latin America culture on women taking care of the home and 

family to the exclusion of any desire or ambition she might have to follow a path that would 

take her outside the home. González-Juárez et al. (2014) point out that in the Latin 

American culture, the ideal of the need to be a good housewife, a good mother, and a good 

daughter is engrained in the females and has been for generations. While doing all of these 

things, they are also expected to improve the living conditions of where they currently are 

and guarantee the well-being of their children both in the present and in the future. The 

researchers state that according to this traditional ideal of marianismo that Latin American 

women are expected to exemplify, everything related to their education, work, and personal 

ambitions is held to be secondary to their children and family’s well-being.  

Even if the Latina mother works outside the home to make money for the family, 

she is still expected to tirelessly fulfill her main role as homemaker and child caregiver, 

with many unpaid household and family duties to attend to. Fulfilling the primary role of 

homemaker and child caregiver had continued for the immigrant women in the González-

Juárez et al. (2014) study even though they all worked at outside jobs, requiring them to 

take on the roles of mother, homemaker, and worker. As a result, they were overloaded 

with responsibilities, having not only their household and childcare obligations but also 

their job duties, making it difficult to balance their many varied tasks. In the face of these 
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many responsibilities, some of the women in the study were able to successfully negotiate 

with their male partner to obtain increased help with household duties, though their partner 

expressed discomfort with this alteration in the woman’s increased influence after 

immigration, sometimes complaining about her change in behavior since immigrating in 

comparison to what her behavior had been in Latin America. This discomfort of partners 

is likely to have been due to their feeling that their traditional Latin American cultural role 

as a man was being challenged by their female partners. This traditional cultural role, as 

we learned in the review of literature, is defined by the concept of machismo, which 

encompasses ideas and expectations of being masculine. The ideal of machismo includes 

the expectation that a man will be dominant in an intimate relationship with a woman 

(Núñez et al., 2016). For her part, the woman is expected to adhere to the ideal of 

marianismo, which includes the expectation that she will be submissive to her male partner. 

The women’s partners may have felt that their masculinity was diminished by the Latina 

immigrant requesting them to help more with the housework, thus not showing, in the 

man’s opinion, sufficient submission. That at least some of these men changed their 

behavior somewhat by taking on more housework responsibilities, despite the apparent 

conflict with the machismo ideal, may be a reflection of their recognition that by working 

outside the home, the women could not be fully dedicated to the family. Bastia and Busse 

(2011) note that the marianismo ideal for women is more difficult to uphold for Latin 

American women who have to work outside the home to earn money for the family. For 

such couples, it may be that both the marianismo and machismo ideals are already 

weakened somewhat by the fact that the woman has to work outside the home. The loss of 

machismo that the man may feel in such a situation may be balanced by the weakening of 

his partner’s marianismo. One outcome of this dual loss might be a readjustment of the 

roles of the partners, including the man’s agreeing to help more with household duties.  

Participant 9 was another Latina who compared the role of being a mother in Spain 

favorably to the mother’s role in Peru. This Latina’s words suggested that although her 

cultural identity influenced her in regard to her religion, she did not fully accept traditional 

Latin American cultural expectations regarding the role of the mother or their limitations 

on what a woman can seek to achieve. She remarked that in Latin American countries, a 

mother is expected to always be home with her children, whereas in Spain women, 
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including mothers, are more independent. A woman in Spain may have children, “but that 

does not mean they have to give up their career.” She remarked that she did not believe 

that her life had to be focused totally on her children and that she would prefer to be 

working and going to school, her comments strongly suggesting that she planned on using 

her relative independence to develop a career in Spain. When asked whether she felt that 

family and home responsibilities are given primarily to women, she indicated that such 

beliefs and attitudes were the result “of the way society thinks.” She said that though 

women have a lot more of such responsibilities than men, that was due to the example 

women are taught and instilled. Women are told they are expected to meet certain criteria: 

“We should dress a certain way and act a certain way. They are things that we put upon 

ourselves.” She indicated that she believed in the importance of being a good mother; 

however, she also thought that becoming a good mother need not limit a woman radically, 

indicating that while many people feel that a mother cannot do other things, that is not true. 

Using herself as an example, she commented, “I keep on going to school although I am 

pregnant, and that does not mean I am going to be worse of a mother.” She felt that other 

mothers and expectant mothers can and should do the same, stimulating themselves more 

and doing the things that they wish to do. This participant also felt that it is more difficult 

in Peru to have both a career and children, “because society holds you back a lot.” She 

remarked that although Peru is a rich country in regard to natural resources, in reference to 

education it is very poor, with most people unable to afford to go to college . However, 

here she intended to fight to continue with her career. She also commented on the 

patriarchal culture in her country of origin, referring to the idea of machismo with the term 

“chauvinism”: “In Peru male chauvinism is very common. The father is who orders and 

works out of the home. Here, normally both parents work, and the children spend a lot of 

time in daycare.”  

Participant 9’s belief that she could still be a good mother if she went outside the 

home to gain education and have a career shows that she had replaced the traditional 

cultural view of being a good mother that was prevalent in her birth country with the views 

in Spanish culture. This change echoes the shift that was made by immigrants in the study 

by Hernández-Albújar (2012), in which many of the women worked outside the home. 

Because of their necessary outside activities, those women had to come to a redefinition of 
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what it meant to be a “good” mother. They were required to accept the idea that they could 

be dedicated to the home and their children while still going to a job. It is likely that they 

were helped in this redefinition by the fact that they had immigrated to a society in which 

many mothers work outside the home but are still considered to be good mothers, which is 

also true of the Latinas who immigrated to Spain. This acceptance of a new understanding 

of what it means to be a good mother may have also been helped by their recognition that, 

by working outside the home, they were helping the family, including their children, 

financially. This same kind of reasoning may have been used by some of the Latinas in the 

present study who were required to work outside the home.  

Like Participants 2 and 9, Participant 6 remarked on women in her country of 

origin, the Dominican Republic, staying at home, “waiting for the husband to bring the 

money.” She reported that in Spain, she had been independent since she was 17 years old. 

She added: “I believe men and women should contribute money to the household; nobody 

should have to depend on anyone else financially.” Even though Participant 6’s words 

indicated that she appreciated the greater independence of women in Spain, one comment 

suggested that she also felt that women in her birth country might be better mothers than 

Spanish women, as she remarked, “We are a lot more dedicated to our children.” 

Participant 5 was another who spoke of the difference between Spain and her 

country of origin in regard to women’s independence, saying that Latina women in Ecuador 

were “very dependent on their partner.” She believed that Spanish women are more 

independent, and that although they often work, they are still mothers and homemakers. 

This Latina also mentioned that in Ecuador, parents instilled the role of mothers in their 

female children, including the notion that it is the woman who takes care of the children, 

the house, and attends to the husband, and that the husband only works. When you get to 

Spain, she said, “it’s a big change that you notice.” She added that some immigrant women 

continue with the same habits while others adopt new ones. When asked what she would 

consider to be her ideal role, Participant 5 reported her desire to be a woman who was not 

as dependent on her husband as was customary in her former country. She wanted to “give 

an example to the kids of how to be independent and not to depend on another person, that 

we can take care of ourselves.”  
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            A remark by Participant 4 made clear that she did not approve of her mother’s 

negative attitude toward women being independent: “My mother is very close-minded.” 

Her words indicated that her mother continued to have the traditional Latin American 

attitude that women should be dedicated to the home. She said that her mother thought that 

going out to meet people showed disrespect to the family. About motherhood, Participant 

4 commented that she saw differences between mothers in Peru and those in Spain, saying 

that when she was taking classes, she noticed that her classmates would have more trust 

with their mother than what she had with hers. She complained about the traditional views 

of her mother: “She believes women should be dedicated to the home and that going out to 

meet people is a form of disrespecting the family. She does not feel that getting to know 

people is normal.” About men in Peru, she observed: “You can find a good man there, but 

if you get a bad one you have to kill yourself working to take care of your children…. For 

the most part, women have to take care of the family. Here, there are men who normally 

take care of the family and the women are there to support them.” It is likely that this 

Latina’s views of men in Peru were influenced by her experiences with her parents. After 

saying that with a bad husband a mother has to “kill” herself working to care of the family, 

she added:  

“That’s what happened to my mother. My father would drink and disappear for 

days. My mother would work a lot in order to feed me. That is why my mother 

firmly believes family is the women’s responsibility. When my father would show 

up after days of disappearing, my mother would be as if nothing had happened. She 

would simply put the food on the table and take care of him very well.” 

 

Participant 4’s displeasure with her mother’s traditional ideas about the woman’s role 

indicates that a discontinuity may occur between mother and daughter in regard to gender 

expectations. This participant’s description of her mother’s behavior following her father’s 

absences suggests that the mother fully typified the traditional idea of marianismo. The 

daughter, in contrast, had at least partly embraced the Spanish ideal of greater 

independence for women.  

About families, Participant 4 responded that she felt partly like family comes first. 

After pointing out that her mother and daughter were her family, she said that her mother 
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and daughter came before herself. Seeing them happy made her happy. She commented 

that sometimes she avoided doing something that might upset her mother, but she then 

added: “but sometimes I feel things cannot be like that because at the end who will come 

out hurt will be me. I also have to think about myself.” Here, the Latina’s remarks suggest 

that though she mostly adheres to the traditional idea of sacrificing for the family, she has 

some misgivings because she also realizes the value of considering her own needs. 

Participant 3, like Participant 2, commented on the amount of work women must 

shoulder in her native country of Colombia, where mothers have to take care of the 

children, home, and their husbands. When asked whether she believed that mothers in 

Asturias were more independent than those in Latin America, this Latina, who was in 

school at the time of the interview, replied positively. Her words suggested that in Spain, 

she considered her work at home to be her free choice, not one that was culturally forced 

upon her: “Yes, I do take care of the house chores, but no one obligates me.”  

Also related to women’s greater independence in Spain were the comparisons the 

Latinas made between Spain and Latin American countries in regard to the division of 

labor in households. Two of the women pointed out that in Spanish households, husbands 

help with household chores more than in their country of origin. Participant 5 said that in 

Spain, husbands help somewhat with the unpaid household responsibilities, whereas in 

Ecuador they do not: “The father gets home from work and doesn’t help with anything. 

Here everything is shared.” Participant 4 agreed: “Here a lot of dads help the moms.” These 

observations are consistent with the results of a study by Campaña et al. (2015) showing 

that in Ecuador and Peru, which were the birth countries of Participants 4 and 5, women 

spend significantly more hours a week than men in unpaid work performing housework 

and caring for children. These differences occurred at three different education levels for 

the women and men: primary (less than high school), secondary (high school), and more 

than high school. They also occurred for households both with and without children. In 

Ecuador, the greatest difference in both types of household was for participants with a 

primary education. In households without children, Ecuadorian women spent 37.88 weekly 

hours in unpaid work while men spent 12.26 hours, a 3 to 1 ratio. For households with 

children, women with primary education spent 40.06 weekly hours in unpaid work while 

men spent 8.08 hours, a ratio of almost 5 to 1. Similar results were found for Peruvian 
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households, where the greatest differences between women’s and men’s unpaid weekly 

work were also for those with only a primary education. The ratio of women’s to men’s 

unpaid work was about 2.5 to 1 in households without children, and 3 to 1 for those with 

children. These results indicate that the difference between women and men in weekly 

hours worked in Ecuador and Peru becomes greater when women become mothers.  

In Spain, too, men spend less time in household work than women. A study by 

Sandra Dema Moreno (2003) showed that in many cases, Spanish women who work 

outside the home still spend considerably more unpaid work time than their partners taking 

care of family responsibilities. Yet, the difference in the time men and women spend in 

unpaid work is smaller than in Ecuador and Peru, according to the National Institute of 

Statistics in Spain, which reports that Spanish women spend 26.5 hours a week in such 

work, while men spend 14 hours (Gómez and Delgado, 2018). This is a ratio of about 1.9 

to 1. This ratio will differ, no doubt, for different couples, and for some it may be greater 

on the side of the household work women perform. This possibility was reflected in 

remarks made by Participant 1, whose partner was Spanish. She spoke about the kind of 

help she received from him. She indicated that her partner assisted her sometimes with 

household chores, but she did not feel that he did a great deal in that regard. She and her 

partner sometimes had discussions about the matter, “but at the end I tell myself why argue 

if I’m going to end up doing it. . . . We [women] have to take care of everything, even 

though we work out of town. It shouldn’t be that way.”  

Other researchers have also provided evidence that the number of hours the Latina 

works per week is considerably more than her husband or partner does, especially if she 

also works outside the home to make money for the family (Aizpurúa, 2008; Fleischmann, 

2019). This difference may be attributed to the culture in Latin America countries, which 

is still strongly defined by the idea that men and women have very different roles, with 

men going outside the home to work and women staying within the home to care for the 

household and any children. According to Balcells i Ventura (2009), such a traditional view 

of the different roles of men and women can be expected to result in women spending more 

hours on unpaid household work than men. In general, Spanish men appear to assume a 

larger proportion of the unpaid household responsibilities than their female partner than is 

the cases in Latin America. In Spain, there has been a strong movement for greater equality 
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between men and women over the past few decades. One result of these efforts has been a 

law directing that men should contribute to household chores and parenting duties (Nolan 

and Scott, 2006). While gender equality in taking care of home responsibilities and other 

issues has not been fully achieved in Spain, the Global Gender Gap Report of the World 

Economic Forum (2020) lists Spain as being in the top ten nations for gender equity. 

Overall, six of the Latinas in this study indicated by their comments that they 

believed that in Spain, they had considerably more personal independence than if they were 

still in their home country. All of these women remarked on the contrast between their birth 

country and Spain in regard to women’s roles. Their responses indicated that they not only 

realized that they had more independence, but also that they embraced the freer role and 

wanted more for themselves than just to be relegated to the traditional Latin American 

restrictive definition of what it means to be a wife and mother. These results appear to be 

in contrast to Yuval-Davis’s claim that immigrant women are assigned the responsibility 

of reproducing the culture from which they come in the culture to which they migrate. This 

is a claim that Yuval-Davis (1997, p. 46) provides several examples for, even suggesting 

that aspects of the former culture may be reproduced by women even more strongly than 

they existed in the birth country. However, just as the results of the study by González-

Juárez et al. (2014) regarding role negotiation by immigrant Latinas in Spain calls into 

question Yuval-Davis’s claim, the results for almost half of the immigrant women in this 

study do the same. Though it is likely that these six women still carry some of the aspects 

of the culture they came from, it is clear that the marianismo ideal that permeated their 

former culture, especially the idea that a woman’s proper place is only in the home, has 

been weakened in these mothers’ eyes. Contrary to Yuval-Davis’s assertion, these six 

mothers do not seem to be reproducing that aspect of Latin American culture in their new 

culture in Spain. 

Furthermore, the comments of yet another Latina, Participant 7, suggest that she 

appreciated the relative freedom provided to the Latin American female immigrant in 

Spain. This Latina did not specifically refer to women having greater personal 

independence in Spain; however, after acknowledging that the responsibility for family and 

home falls on women, she added: “What happens is sometimes you have to be a woman 

too, because everyone has to have some space.” Her further words implied that a mother 
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might justifiably leave her partner and seek another life, but she also indicated that even if 

a woman makes a mistake with one man, it is wrong to think that all men are the same. Her 

comments suggest that the participant did not feel restricted by traditional ideas of a 

woman’s role being to serve others, but rather that she had an appreciation of her need to 

take care of herself.  

These findings about the six Latinas welcoming the opportunity for greater personal 

independence can be viewed in terms of identity theory, which holds that children are 

socialized within a society to have individual, role, and group identities. The child’s gender 

determines how the socialization process develops, with females and males being 

socialized differently (Carter, 2014). As children in their countries of origin, the 

participants in this study were socialized to accept the traditional Latin American views of 

gender and to believe that as female children, they were expected to behave in certain ways. 

Girls observed how the expectations for male siblings were different and the ways of 

communicating and behaving their mothers and fathers exhibited. Through those 

observations, they learned how they were to behave as children and what behavior would 

be expected of them as adults. The socialization process continued when the children 

entered school, with teachers’ words reinforcing traditional gender standards. Girls also 

observed the mothers of their friends when they visited their friends’ homes. To the degree 

that the friends’ mothers’ behavior matched traditional gender expectations, those 

observations likely reinforced the gender standard in the child’s mind. As the participants 

matured and came in greater contact with other individuals in the society, gender 

differences expected within the culture were reinforced further.  

Identity theory’s view that the genders of female and male are social constructions 

agrees with Butler’s (1990) argument that gender is not a classification of people that exists 

in nature. Rather, gender is a division of people that is taught to children when they are 

very young and reinforced by society in many ways in later years. Gender for Butler is not 

something people naturally are, but something they do. It is constituted by how people 

behave, the clothes they wear, and what they say in a way similar to how a performer in a 

play takes on a role by their behavior, including what they say, and the costume they wear. 

In Latin American cultures, the genders of female and male are constituted traditionally by 

rigid gender roles that women and men are expected to play throughout their lives. The 
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Latin American ideas of machismo and marianismo bring together some of the main ideas 

of the gender roles women and men are supposed to play in Latin American societies. 

According to these ideas, the two genders are supposed to behave in certain strictly defined 

ways that include what kinds of work they are expected to perform, what are their 

responsibilities in their families, and the degree of behavioral freedom they have in society. 

Included in these gender roles is the idea that women are inferior to men in various ways 

including intellectually, temperamentally, and in their leadership capacity, and that they 

are “naturally” subservient to men. Rather than being based on any natural differences 

between men and women, these fixed gender roles are the product of patriarchal society in 

which men are politically more powerful. Women and men in Latin American countries 

are expected to show that they are the gender that society expects them to be, and social 

pressures are applied to force them to do so. If they do not behave in traditionally approved 

ways, they incur the disapproval and criticisms of their neighbors and others in the society. 

The fact that the strict traditional gender roles in Latin American countries actually have 

no basis in nature (Butler, 1990) implies that a society can produce less rigid and more 

open ideas about the possible roles that women and men can fulfill. This is what has 

happened in Spain, where women are much less constricted by patriarchal preconceptions 

about what activities and undertakings are appropriate for them to engage in.  

 In applying identity theory to the Latinas in this study, one notable point is that 

though the women were raised in Latin American countries and were socialized in the ways 

mentioned above, some came to question the traditional gender roles they had learned. This 

is indicated by the women who showed that they disagreed with the traditional gender roles 

that were prevalent in their home countries, specifying that their proper role was to be 

bound to the home. What factors influenced these women to not accept the traditional Latin 

American idea of gender roles cannot be determined from their comments. However, we 

can conclude that either they were not fully socialized into traditional gender roles in their 

birth country, or they began questioning these roles after immigrating and comparing what 

they had learned in Latin America with what they saw in Spain. In the first case, the Latina 

may have rejected traditional gender expectations after observing the behavior of her 

mother, grandmother, or other women. Such observations are part of the process of 

socializing the child to behave according to her societally defined gender. There is evidence 
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that for at least one of the Latinas, observation of the behavior of her parents led the child 

to become dissatisfied with the limitations she saw put on women’s behavior. This was 

Participant 4, who complained about witnessing her parents’ relationship and how her 

mother would attend on her father without question after he had left the home for days at a 

time. The Latina took this as an example of her mother believing that “family is the 

woman’s responsibility.” She indicated that she did not agree with her opposition to the 

idea of a woman being independent. Some Latinas may have realized that if they remained 

in their origin countries, they would forever need to stay within the limits the culture 

defined for their gender or else be criticized by others, with this realization providing 

motivation to migrate to a society that had a more open view of the possibilities for females. 

However, the women who showed they were not satisfied with traditional gender norms 

and roles may have only developed that view after migrating to Spain and observing the 

relative freedom of women there.  

 A second possibility explaining why some of the Latinas questioned their gender 

roles is that they began doing so after arriving in Spain and learning that in the Spanish 

culture women are not as restricted in their aspirations and opportunities as in Latin 

America. Gender equality has been a major concern of the Spanish political environment 

for almost 40 years, with the entry of Spain into the European Union requiring the country 

to develop gender equality plans at several governmental levels. Passage of the 2004 Act 

on Comprehensive Protection Measures against Gender Violence and the 2007 Equality 

Act, among others, has helped empower Spanish women in the areas of education, political 

and public positions as well as pregnancy options. In combination with feminist activities 

and women’s substantial educational accomplishments, these laws have greatly advanced 

the cause of gender equality for Spanish women (Ingellis & Díaz Martínez, 2019). The 

Latinas in this study cannot have helped observe the more egalitarian attitudes and practices 

in their host country, and it is reasonable to think that these observations led at least some 

of the women to question views and attitudes toward the appropriate roles for women that 

were prevalent in their origin countries.  

What is evident is that by their responses, at least six of the women in this study 

did not accept the traditional Latin American ideas about women’s place being simply to 

marry, have children, and for the rest of life labor in the home. They disclosed a more 
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progressive view about what is appropriate and possible for women. These included 

remarks that revealed aspirations to gain more education and to seek careers outside the 

home, and statements showing that they believed they could be good mothers even as they 

fulfilled those aspirations, showing that their concept of “good mother” had evolved 

beyond the traditional restrictive views that are widespread in Latin America. As for the 

other Latinas, it was not clear from their responses to what degree they accepted or adhered 

to gender expectations they had learned as children, although there were indications that 

some retained traditional Latin American views of the woman’s role. Participant 12, for 

instance, complained about women in Spain not breastfeeding their babies, which she 

believed was a good thing. Also, several participants referred to families in Spain not being 

as close as those in their home country, which will be detailed in the next section. Such 

comments are evidence that those women preferred at least some of the traditional 

standards of their countries of origin regarding being a good mother and the concept of 

familismo.  

It is important to point out that the rejection of traditional Latin American gender 

expectations by some of the participants does not imply that they rejected every aspect of 

those views. The aspects of the traditional gender standard that six of the Latinas clearly 

rejected was that the only proper role for women was to take care of the household. They 

rejected the idea that they were not supposed to be acting independently by going outside 

the home to work, get an education, or develop themselves. However, the traditional gender 

standard also includes a woman becoming a mother and taking care of her children. All 13 

of the women showed in their statements that they agreed with that aspect of the gender 

ideal. In fact, there is much evidence in the women’s remarks that they strongly embraced 

the idea of being mothers. What some of the Latinas rejected is the traditional gender notion 

that they could not engage in any further activities that were independent of being a mother 

and caring for their children.  

The findings about several of the women appreciating the greater personal 

independence they found in Spain suggest that the acculturation strategy adopted by the 

women was assimilation or integration, rather than separation or marginalization. Based 

on Berry’s (2008) explanation, insofar as assimilation was their strategy, they embraced 

the Spanish culture and lost aspects of their Latin American culture; and to the extent that 
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integration was their strategy, they retained aspects of the older culture while participating 

in the new culture. Given these definitions, the two strategies appear to be different, but 

they can be viewed as actually falling on a scale that is a matter of degree. On this view, 

complete assimilation would be one end point of the scale and would amount to losing all 

aspects of the former culture while totally embracing the new culture. Integration would 

then be the same as only partial assimilation. From this perspective, it is doubtful from the 

women’s comments that they had lost all aspects of their former culture even though they 

embraced the idea of greater personal independence that was part of their new culture. If 

so, then we should say that they evidently employed a strategy of integration, although it 

is possible that in the future one or more of them will become fully assimilated into the 

Spanish culture.  

  Interestingly, processes that took place in the women’s countries of origin to 

socialize girls to adhere to strict gender norms were also working in Spain to socialize their 

daughters into a different view of what it means to be a female. There is a considerable 

difference between Spain and Latin American countries in the relative equality of women 

and men (World Economic Forum, 2020). Some of the participants spoke of the sharing of 

household work and childcare within Spanish couples as a way that Spain differs from 

Latin American countries. Thus, girls in Spanish families are more likely to develop a view 

that depicts women and men as more socially equal, mothers being considerably 

independent of their strict family duties, and fathers helping to perform household chores. 

Likewise, the daughters of the migrant women are likely to be socialized into gaining a 

different view of what it means to be a woman than what they would have had if they were 

brought up in Latin America. As they develop, those girls may observe the behavior of 

their mothers, as well other Spanish women and men, such as the parents of their friends, 

and come to comprehend a view of the female gender that is more open and flexible than 

is the standard in Latin American countries. They are more likely to grow up understanding 

that women can be the foundation of a home while also going outside the home to work or 

seek education. Participant 5 spoke directly to that possibility by saying that she hoped to 

be a model for her children by showing that women can act independently and can take 

care of themselves.  
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4.4.2. Family Unity  

The interviewed Latinas’ remarks on family unity indicated that some of them 

retained cultural values that were instilled in them by their former culture. Several of the 

women commented on the difference between their origin culture and Spain concerning 

the unity of families, indicating that there was greater family unity in their former culture. 

For instance, Participant 5 spoke of the differences she noticed in family togetherness 

between the two countries. She believed that families were more united in Latin America, 

saying that there, parents live with their children even when the children get older. She felt 

that in Spain, parents and children “always live apart.” Her words here may have been a 

reflection of her not knowing many Spanish families, as it is common knowledge in Spain 

that as children mature, they often continue to live with their families, even sometimes into 

their 30s. Regarding families in Peru and in Spain, Participant 9 commented on her belief 

that in Peru there was “a lot more love and respect among the family” than in Spain, saying 

that she believed that most European families were colder. Participant 2 was another who 

thought that families in Spain were not as united as those in her origin country of Peru. 

This woman spoke of the Christmas celebration as an example and remarked about how 

her own family in Spain had been changing to accord more with what she considered to be 

Spanish customs: “My family has always been very united. At first, we would celebrate 

Christmas as if we were in Peru. We would all get together, but now every year we are less. 

We have gotten to the point where each of us has dinner at their house. Those are the 

customs we have adopted from here.” It should be noted that these remarks by Participant 

2 suggest that she did not have a great deal of experience concerning the practices of 

Spanish families at Christmastime. The family or families she spoke of seem to be 

exceptions to the widespread practice of many people in Spain having large family 

gatherings, including extended family members, for the Christmas holiday.  

Participant 7 focused on the concern that children have for their parents in 

commenting on her belief that families in the Dominican Republic were more unified than 

those in Spain. She first said that she felt that mothers from Spain were as caring and 

concerned with their children as mothers from her birth country, but she also indicated that 

she thought there was a relative lack of unity of Spanish families that originated from 

children rather than from their mothers or fathers: “Here I know a lot of families in which 
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people don’t talk to their parents or siblings. In my country things are not like that…. I 

think people have to appreciate their parents, but here many people do not.” Similarly, 

Participant 8 believed that daughters’ relationships with their mothers showed a difference 

between the unity in Latin American versus Spanish families: “I spend time with my 

mother. I go shopping with her…. Here I don’t see daughters going shopping with their 

mother, or to the movies. I cook for my mother, I’m attentive to her, but the people here 

are not as family oriented.” Like Participant 2, she felt that Christmas in Latin America 

was more family oriented than in Spain. 

Two participants spoke about their surprise that Spanish girls were in the shelter 

where they were staying, with their families apparently not helping them. They indicated 

that this would not have happened in their Latin American countries. When asked if she 

noticed any differences among families in Asturias and those in her birth country, 

Participant 11 replied that she was “surprised” to see Spanish girls in the shelter she was 

in. She remarked that if she were in Guatemala, she would have help from her family in 

taking care of her daughter.  Participant 12 was another who commented on Spanish girls 

being at the shelter, saying that she did not understand why they were not with their 

families. She felt that families in Spain are “very disconnected.” She commented that in 

Peru, if children make errors, the parents continue to support them.  

Several of the Latinas remarked on the lack of respect that children show for their 

parents in Spain. Respect for the parents, the family, and adult authority is an attitude and 

behavior that Latina mothers are culturally expected to teach their children (Livas-Dlott et 

al., 2010). These mothers can be expected to notice if and when children talk back to, refuse 

to obey, or otherwise disrespect their parents. Three of the Latinas complained about the 

lack of respect for their parents that Spanish children exhibit. Participant 9 remarked, “Most 

of the Spanish families with whom I’ve had contact are very loosely attached and in 

consequence the children are very detached and talk back.” Participant 12 said that families 

were “very different” than in Peru: “I sometimes hear children answer to their parents and 

it’s like they were equal. In Peru that does not go, but I imagine all that depends on society.” 

She noted that she wasn’t saying that all Spanish families were like that, “because I have 

seen families that love each other very much.” She also commented that in Spain, it is “very 

natural” for children to smoke: “They have those things available to them.” Participant 8, 
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who had talked about the importance of mothers guiding their children along “the good 

path,” also mentioned the lack of respect that some Spanish children showed their mothers:  

“Here, I see Spanish mothers telling their children ‘no’ and children responding ‘yes.’ . . .  

In my country, if you’re two minutes late, you get in trouble. Here, children come and go 

at whatever hour they want, and their parents are okay with that. I know they work, but 

they also have to control their children’s education.” 

In contrast to making critical comments about Spanish compared to Latin American 

families, Participant 13, when asked if Spanish families were more or less united compared 

to Dominican families, remarked, “I see families here get together often for lunch or to 

have a drink…. In the Dominican Republic you also see united families. Everywhere you 

see families who are united and others that are not so much.” However, she also said, in 

regard to differences between being a mother in the Dominican Republic and Spain: “Over 

there everyone helps you out. The family supports you, not here.” Participant 3 was another 

who commented that she had seen families in Spain “get together frequently.” On the other 

hand, she also remarked, “In Colombia we are very unified…. I believe people here are a 

bit more independent.”  

 

4.5. Chapter Summary and Conclusions  

 Analysis of the Latinas’ interview responses reveals several main conclusions. Two 

of these address the question in what ways cultural factors influence the birth decisions of 

the immigrant mothers. The first conclusion is that the women’s Latin American culture 

influenced the birth decisions of six of them through the medium of religious beliefs and 

practices that permeate the culture and that they were taught. These women all accepted 

the strong religious prohibition against abortion of the Catholic church, which is still the 

primary religion that characterizes Latin American culture. Although one of the six women 

had undergone an abortion, her comments showed that her religious guilt had influenced 

her decision to carry her most recent pregnancy to term. A second conclusion is that there 

is no evidence that the birth decisions of the other seven Latinas were influenced by religion 

or any other aspect of either the Latin American or Spanish culture. All of these Latinas 

had at least one child, and they gave evidence that their decisions to give birth were not 

based on religious considerations but rather on their simply wanting to have the child. Two 
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of these women had previously undergone abortions, with their decisions having been 

made based on the circumstances they were in at the time. Combining these two 

conclusions we arrive at the overall conclusion that cultural factors influenced almost half 

of the Latinas’ birth decisions through the effect of their religious beliefs, while there is no 

evidence that cultural factors influenced the birth decisions of the remainder of the 

immigrants. 

 Analysis of the women’s responses also indicates several conclusions that are 

pertinent to the question in what ways cultural factors influence the Latina mothers’ views 

of motherhood. First, the women’s remarks make evident that they strongly affirmed their 

role as mothers and were dedicated to their children. This affirmation indicates that the 

idea of being a good mother that is prominent in the Latin American culture where they 

were raised continued to influence their post-immigration lives. A second conclusion is 

that over half of the Latinas gave evidence that they favored their origin country over Spain 

in regard to some cultural aspects of being a mother and family unity. These remarks came 

from seven of the Latinas. The comments of four of the women (2, 6, 8, 12) revealed that 

they felt that women from Latin America made better mothers than Spanish women. These 

women said Latinas were more “dedicated” to or more “lovable” with their children, stated 

that Spanish women, unlike Latinas, disapproved of breastfeeding their baby, or suggested 

that Spanish mothers were too preoccupied with matters other than caring for their children. 

Two Latinas (7, 8) talked about lack of caring of Spanish children for their parents, and 

three (8, 9, 12) said that they had noticed a lack of respect by Spanish children for their 

parents. Two remarked on being surprised that Spanish daughters were in a shelter home 

rather than being helped by their family (11, 12), and three observed that family unity was 

greater in their country of origin than in Spain (2, 5, 9).  

 A third conclusion is that six of the Latinas did not agree with traditional Latin 

American views that limit the activities of women, insisting that their place is in the home 

rather than seeking personal development through education and developing careers. These 

six women revealed a more open view of the roles of women and mothers, one that reflects 

the more progressive ideas of women’s appropriate roles that characterizes the modern-day 

Spanish culture. These women believed that this more expansive view of women’s 

possibilities for engaging with the world was compatible with their being a good mother. 



124 
 

Chapter 5. Challenges, Opportunities, and Empowerment  

 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter addresses the second part of the research question, which asks in what 

ways the women’s perceived post-immigration challenges and opportunities affect their 

lives. The chapter tackles this second question by exploring the categories reflected in the 

participants’ responses and relating them to relevant literature. Those responses revealed 

that the Latinas felt that various features of their daily life in Asturias were important. Key 

aspects included some that raised problems for them and were challenges they encountered. 

They also spoke of other aspects of living in Spain that were beneficial, providing post-

immigration opportunities. Challenges that characterized their life in Asturias included 

personal and relationship problems; economic issues such as work, unemployment, 

government assistance, and the provision of government papers, as well as racism and 

stereotyping. Opportunities they mentioned included the relative safety of living in 

Asturias compared to continuing to live in their home countries; education for their children 

and themselves; the pregnancy medical care they received in Asturias, and greater personal 

independence. How each of these issues arose for the women is explored below through 

their own words in Sections 2 and 3. In addition, the Latinas’ responses provide further 

insights into their daily lives and evidence that the role of being a mother gave their lives 

strong meaning that helped to empower them psychologically as they dealt with post-

immigration challenges. Section 4 focuses on what the findings indicate about the women’s 

empowerment. 

 

5.2. Challenges 

Interview responses made clear that the immigrant mothers had faced several kinds 

of challenge since their arrival in Spain. These include economic issues, personal and 

relationship challenges, and racism and stereotyping. This section focuses on these 

challenges.  
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5.2.1. Economic Challenges 

Because financial considerations are such an important aspect of life, it is natural 

that the Latina immigrants spoke about economic issues that affected them. The comments 

they made included some about the kind of work they performed if and when they worked, 

being unemployed if that was their situation, receiving government assistance, and getting 

government documents that would legalize their presence in Spain and allow them to work 

legally. A number of the Latinas also talked about receiving or not receiving economic 

support from a partner or former partner, or about economic help from family members.  

Gaye and Jha (2011) maintain that the empowerment of women who migrate 

depends greatly on the type of employment they have in destination countries. They note 

that immigrant women are less likely to have skilled jobs than non-migrant women. These 

are typically in the manufacturing or service sectors and have lower pay. To make the 

situation even more complex, unskilled immigrant workers may earn significantly less than 

their non-migrant counterparts with the same education levels. Being relegated to such 

low-paying employment impacts negatively on the empowerment of immigrant women. 

For one thing, we can deduce that earning lower wages results in less property ownership. 

Furthermore, because these women tend to undertake less skilled jobs, they are more 

vulnerable to experiencing both physical and sexual abuse. Immigrant Latinas who remain 

undocumented may be further restricted in their ability to secure jobs with higher wages, 

as being undocumented is another factor that sorts immigrant women into lower-paying 

work (Flippen, 2014).  

The observations by Gaye and Jha (2011) about immigrant women taking lower-

paying jobs are supported by the situation of a number of the participants in this study. 

Based on the women’s responses, it is likely that most of them were financially 

disadvantaged. Some had jobs at the time of the interview, and some did not. For the most 

part, those who were employed had occupations that were likely to pay low wages. The 

overall picture that the interviews revealed is that for the most part they had few financial 

resources and had to struggle to have enough money to care for their children and 

themselves. Their struggle was described well by remarks made by Participant 8: “I look 

for a way. I don’t have a stable job. I don’t have a steady income. I have to find my way in 

life . . . I look for work too, whatever; wash dishes, clean houses, clean the elderly . . . I 
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don’t care, whatever comes up. Right now, I am looking for work although it is not 

permanent, and that is my life.” Participant 4 was another Latina who indicated that she 

was unemployed at the time of the interview, though she had very recently had a low-

paying job in the service sector before her client passed away. Therefore, she had to look 

for another job to continue to take care of her daughter. 

Some of the Latinas who were unemployed or working in what were probably low-

wage jobs reported receiving financial help from others. Several said they received some 

financial help from a former partner who was their child’s father. One of these was 

Participant 8, who said that her ex-partner helped her financially through a divorce 

settlement, although she felt it was too little to cover the expenses of raising her one-year-

old son: “He thinks the baby eats from the air because 150 a month is nothing. The baby’s 

food, diapers, and such . . . that money is not enough for everything.” This Latina also 

remarked that her mother sometimes helped her “with what she can.” Participant 13, who 

worked as a child attendant, was another who said that she received help from her child’s 

father. She also mentioned that she had received what she considered substantial help from 

others from a baby shower. Although living in Spain was complicated, work being a 

difficult subject and also to obtain documents, she prided herself in the fact that her 

daughter had never needed anything.  Participant 1, who was seven months pregnant with 

her first child at the time of the interview, commented that she felt strongly supported by 

her partner, including financially. She had migrated 10 years previously from Brazil. Her 

partner was Spanish, and she considered him to be her family. She also had constant 

communication with her family in Brazil and felt supported by her partner’s family. For 

that reason, too, she reported that she did not feel alone at all. In contrast, three Latinas 

revealed that they received no financial help from their former partner, and two indicated 

that though they received help, it was inconsistent. For instance, Participant 7 remarked, 

“He sends me money when he can, because I also can’t say he does not help me. He helps 

me occasionally, but sometimes he is not working, sometimes he doesn’t have [trails off].” 

All of the Latinas had children or were pregnant at the time of their interview. 

Financial problems for immigrant women may be worsened by their having to take care of 

their children or other family while also having to work outside. According to González-

Juárez et al. (2014), it can be problematic to coordinate the two roles. They refer to this 
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attempt at coordination as “female syncretism,” meaning the combining or attempt to 

combine their roles as a breadwinner and as a caretaker for their children or other family. 

Immigrant women often have little support from others and may be alone, so they must 

find ways to care for their children while also earning wages to support that care. Having 

to bear their responsibilities without the assistance of a partner was largely true of the 

immigrant Latinas interviewed in the present study, with only one of them having a partner 

at home who could help with household chores and children. It was clear from some of 

their statements that home responsibilities, especially raising children, interfered with their 

ability to take on other roles, such as working or going to school outside the home.  

Rachel Silvey (2004) notes that there is a masculinist assumption that childcare and 

household responsibilities that are typically relegated to women constitute a kind of private 

work that is considered to be less important than working outside the home for wages. She 

also maintains that their family and house-centered responsibilities structure women’s 

immigration possibilities differently than those of men. The responsibilities of Latina 

immigrants in their at-home role are many: they are required to provide emotional and 

social support for their children while also preparing meals and keeping the home clean 

and sanitary. If they also work outside the home, they must do a satisfactory job to earn 

wages so they can purchase the items needed by their children, such as food, clothing, 

diapers, and medicines. In some cases, it may be necessary for them to spend a significant 

portion of their wages for childcare in order to fulfill both of their roles. The problem of 

coordinating the two roles is often made more difficult by the lack of social or childcare 

support they find in the country to which they have immigrated (Silvey, 2004).  

The Latin American culture strongly instills in women the necessity of being 

excellent in their family role. They are expected to be a good mother who not only 

guarantees the well-being of her children in the present but also for the future. Their 

personal ambitions are expected to be subsidiary to their role of being responsible for the 

family (González-Juárez et al., 2014). Participant 5 spoke directly about the dual 

responsibilities of women by affirming that the responsibility for the family rests on 

women, but these women may have to work outside the home. In response to being asked 

if women have responsibility for the house and family, she remarked that women do 

everything, including taking care of the children and the house while working outside the 
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home. Participant 10, from Brazil, gave eloquent evidence that her role as mother hindered 

her efforts to work, as González-Juárez et al. note (2014). She indicated several factors that 

made it difficult for her to work and care for her child, a boy who was three-and-a-half 

years. She also mentioned, with some apparent bitterness, the problem of having little 

support from others. She was unemployed and it was difficult for her to find employment 

because she did not have a vehicle and had no shift flexibility due to having to care for her 

son. She also had a problem taking courses to become employed due to the need to care for 

her child. She commented that her life would be better and less lonely if she was with her 

parents in Brazil.   

Several of the women spoke of receiving government benefits to help support them 

and their children. Participant 7 remarked that she received government unemployment 

benefits, but the amount of 641 euros she received monthly was too little to take care of 

her and her two children, an eight-year-old daughter and a son of ten: “With that I try to 

move forward. If someone calls me for cleaning, I will do it. I try to move forward with 

my children.” Participant 2 also reported on the government assistance she received that 

went toward food and utilities. However, she said that she got no financial help from her 

former partner, even though he had a job. She complained that the government would not 

help her file a lawsuit against her ex-partner. Participant 5 also referred to receiving 

government assistance, while three of the women indicated that they were unable to receive 

any government assistance because their paperwork had not been approved. When asked 

if anyone other than her mother helped her, Participant 13 replied that she had no help from 

the government because of a lack of documentation. Participant 11, from Guatemala, also 

referred to not having the required government-issued documents that would enable her to 

receive social assistance from government authorities. She said she only had “the help I 

get from the people at the shelter.”  

The words of Participant 12 about not having documents provided a sense of the 

struggles she faced as a new immigrant mother, unable to earn money because of her lack 

of required papers. In her comments, she also gave evidence of the important assistance 

she had received from Redmadre, a national agency that helps women in Spain with 

pregnancy-related issues: “They gave me the stroller for my baby, and they helped me find 

a place in this house . . . . I tried working when I got here, but no one would hire me because 
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I didn’t have documents and I was pregnant. . . . I have not been able to work. What I have 

and what I eat is thanks to this housing assistance.” The Redmadre agency specializes in 

helping women by informing them of both public and private help available in Spain for 

pregnancy and assisting with child-related needs for up to 24 months after birth. Help is 

also provided for spouses or partners in need of assistance in deciding what is best for an 

unplanned pregnancy and those who have questions regarding abortion. Their statistics 

state that 89 percent of women who have been helped by Redmadre decide to move forward 

with their pregnancy. Offices are located around Spain, with its headquarters in Madrid, 

and the organization allows for urgent calls 24 hours a day. According to the Redmadre 

website (https://www.redmadre.es/), the government of Spain dedicates only a small per 

capita amount annually to help pregnant women, so it is an agency’s imperative to provide 

help to Spain’s many pregnant women, especially immigrant women.  

 We can note several levels of intersectionality (Hankivsky, 2014) demonstrated by 

the Latinas’ financial situations. All of the participants were women and all of them were 

immigrants. In addition, most of the women were financially poor, some were unemployed, 

and some were without documents, which severely restricted their employability. The most 

problematic level for the Latinas is the intersection of being a female immigrant on her 

own, while being financially poor and without documentation. The intersection of these 

attributes appears to be a design for some of the Latinas to experience substantial and 

extended poverty.   

   

5.2.2. Personal and Relationship Challenges 

Most of the interviewed Latinas in this study were on their own. The great majority 

of the men who were the fathers of their children were not with the mothers at the time of 

the interviews. Only two of the Latinas were living with either the father of her children or 

a current partner, and only one other reported receiving help from the father in caring for 

her child. This resulted in ten of the women having to raise and care for their child or 

children alone, without a partner to help deal with the many practical day-to-day 

responsibilities that raising a child demands. The women reported receiving varying 

degrees of support from others, including family members, in the form of helping care for 

her child. Several lived with either their mother or grandmother, while three lived in the 
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Casa de Acogida in free housing provided by the Catholic church, while some lived alone 

with no assistance from others. They spoke of the hardships of being a woman and having 

to undertake the childbearing, child rearing, and money-making roles, or of being alone 

and with neither spousal support nor family support. Some reported going through 

emotional distress due to problems with her partner or former partner or his family during 

her pregnancy. 

One woman who experienced emotional distress due to lack of support was 

Participant 4, who had immigrated from Peru. She was 16 years old when she became 

pregnant, and she said that due to lack of support during her pregnancy, she became 

depressed. She reported that during her pregnancy, she discovered that the father of the 

child, who was considerably older than she was, already had a family in Colombia. The 

information caused her anxiety and apparently led to her separating from the father before 

the birth of the child. She said that she had received no support from her mother, who “did 

not want the baby in the house.” She did not know what to do after she gave birth and 

considered giving the baby up for adoption. Then, her mother offered to care for her baby 

until she was able to do so. She and her baby were living with her mother at the time of the 

interview.  

Participant 2 spoke of being separated for four years from her former partner, the 

father of her three children. After reporting that he contributed nothing financially to her 

and the three children, she observed that he was very irresponsible and did not visit her 

children much, no matter how much she tried for him to see them and give them money. 

She said one possible reason for his lack of involvement was that he had married a Spanish 

girl and had a new child with her, which had made him forget about his other children. 

Participant 10 said that she and her partner had been close when she first found out she was 

pregnant, indicating their relationship at the time as a reason for not choosing to have an 

abortion. She explained that both she and the child’s father were in love and hoped to form 

a beautiful family. However, when she was six months into the pregnancy, she regretted 

having continued with it due to medical problems with the pregnancy and lack of support. 

She mentioned that she suffered a great deal due to not having support from the father’s 

family. At birth, the baby had to be cared for at the hospital for two months due to a low 

birth weight. She remarked that the child’s father was attentive to her during that time. 
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Finally, the father’s family accepted her son, “but I felt very sad because I didn’t have my 

family with me.” At the time of the interview, she and the father of her child were living 

separately, though he helped take care of the child, who was three-and-a-half years old at 

the time, even financially, “with what he can.” The further comments of this immigrant 

Latina suggest that, in the long run, she did not expect a great deal of support from the 

father of her child because of the obstacles put up by his family and her belief that he was 

not willing to fight against those hindrances. As a result of her expectations, she had a dim 

view of her future if she did not find a job. 

Participant 5, from Ecuador, was also separated from the father of her three 

children, one of whom was only one month old at the time of the interview. She had 

migrated to Spain along with her husband and two children and had been in Spain for 14 

years. She revealed the reason for the recent separation was that her husband had cheated 

on her with another woman. She remarked, “I had a very bad pregnancy. At some point, I 

thought to end it, but I had been pregnant before and had a lot of complications. I decided 

to have it either way.” When she was asked whether the father of her children helped with 

the kids, she replied that he had left for Canarias because the couple was having problems. 

At the time of the interview, she was living with her sister, who helped with the baby, 

although no one was helping her financially except for an unemployment prepay that the 

government provided. Her words suggested that in the future she might receive some 

financial support for her and her children from her husband, but that he still had not sent 

any money back due to the fact that he had not found a job yet. Later, Participant 5 was 

asked how she thought women could avoid the kind of problems that she had during her 

pregnancy. She remarked, “Men justify themselves and say the problem occurs because 

you’re pregnant, they don’t see you the same as before.” She said that problems can arise 

at any time, not just during a pregnancy. To avoid problems, “we would have to put limits 

on the men, but we Latina women are very dependent on our partners. I suppose all women 

are scared to stay alone.” 

 Participant 6, from the Dominican Republic, was five months pregnant at the time 

of her interview and also had a seven-year-old daughter. She had separated and gotten 

custody of her daughter from her previous partner and was with a new partner, the father 

of the child she was pregnant with. When asked whether she was supported by her partner, 
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she answered in the affirmative in the case of her current partner, not the one she had had 

before, who had stayed with her until she gave birth but had then begun behaving “bad” 

with her again. Her current partner did not live with her but he supported her and would 

come to live with her after the baby was born “so we can raise the baby together.” When 

asked whether her current partner was Spanish, she responded that he was also Dominican, 

who had been raised “in a very pretty family” and wanted to have a family like the one he 

had grown up in. She said that the father of her previous partner had abandoned his family, 

while her own parents had separated when she was young, with her mother leaving.  

Participant 7 had an eight-year-old daughter and a ten-year-old son and was 

separated from the children’s father. Her mother and sister were living in Asturias at the 

time, though her mother was returning to her former country because she was suffering 

from osteoarthritis. She also had more siblings, although she did not get along with them. 

This Latina revealed that during the period of her last pregnancy, she had experienced 

emotional distress due to being alone while she was pregnant and also having to care for 

her other child, who was two years old at that time. She reported not feeling comfortable 

during her last pregnancy because her partner had been detained by legal authorities. She 

said that she had suffered psychologically as she felt all alone while pregnant and with a 

young child, but she had managed to “move forward.” When she was asked whether she 

had a support system in Asturias, she did not speak of anyone supporting her but referred 

only to the help she received from the government and the money the father of her children 

sent her occasionally from the Dominican Republic, “but sometimes he is not working.” 

 Participant 8 spoke about her partner leaving her when her baby was eight days old. 

She indicated that the father had since moved on with his life and that this caused her 

emotional distress. Though the baby was 14 months old at the time of the interview, the 

father had not seen his child since he left: “He does not know his father, and it hurts very 

much because his first word was ‘dad.’” She further revealed that the father had told her 

that the baby had “destroyed his life, his youth.” She remarked, in contrast, “I don’t say he 

destroyed it, it brought me happiness.” The determination of this Latina immigrant, as well 

as her pride, were reflected in words she spoke later in the interview, which indicated she 

had been only 18 years old when she became pregnant and was proud of being a young 

mother. She preferred to be a young mother rather than waiting, because she felt it better 
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for her relationship with her son. She wanted to educate her child in the same way her 

parents had educated her. Despite the difficulties she experienced, she expressed a positive 

outlook: “Thank God I am a healthy girl. I have never fallen into bad habits, I am smart. I 

have my education and I have managed to keep going.”  

 Participant 9, who lived in the Casa de Acogida, revealed that she received no 

financial assistance from the father of her child and commented on lack of financial help 

from her family, as they apparently had few means to provide support. She regretted her 

financial straits for being unable to give her son things he wanted. However, she also 

revealed a positive attitude toward her situation, reporting that she had received support 

from a number of others in Asturias. She said she felt happy and blessed, and remarked, “I 

also feel happy for studying what I always wanted and for being in a country where there 

are a lot of benefits. Here there are a lot of people who are interested in helping you.” 

Another resident of the Casa de Acogida, Participant 12, had a one-month-old son. She had 

migrated to Spain a few months previously without her partner, who did not provide her 

with any support. However, she received the support of her family, including financial 

support from her sister. When she was asked whether the father was Spanish, she responded 

that she had been five months pregnant when she arrived in Spain. She had left Peru for 

personal reasons concerning her relationship with the father of her child. After staying for 

a period with a friend in Oviedo, she contacted the Redmadre organization, which referred 

her to the Casa de Acogida. She further revealed her difficulties in being a mother alone 

and away from her family, saying that she sometimes got frustrated because of wanting to 

do things right but not having any help: “I know that if my mother would be with me, she 

would help me a lot.” Participant 12 also spoke about how much more difficult and 

complicated being pregnant and caring for a newborn were for women compared to men. 

She admitted that it might be easier in a traditional family with a mother, father, and 

children because the parents can share their duties, but she pointed out that her situation 

was different: “I am alone and for me a lot of times it’s difficult. I have to take care of 

everything myself.” A little later, she spoke about the acceptance her child had received 

from her family overseas, which provided her emotional support though she had no one to 

help her with her newborn. She said she considered herself “blessed” as she and her son 

were a family who had a large extended family overseas who were aware of him and loved 
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him. Importantly, in reference to the personal challenges she faced in being a mother, 

Participant 12 said the following: “I think that going through this situation alone is also 

helping me, it’s helping me grow.” Her statement reflects the views of González-Juárez et 

al. (2014), who note that for the Latinas interviewed in their study, migration had brought 

a sense of greater responsibility and personal growth. This appears to also be true for 

Participant 12, whose growth was likely aided by the support her family provided. Her 

statement suggests that in coping with post-immigration challenges, her strength, fortitude, 

and psychological empowerment had increased.  

Like Participant 12, the responses of most of the Latinas in this study suggest that 

they had developed a substantial amount of psychological empowerment. That the women 

already possessed a degree of personal psychological fortitude can be expected by their 

having undertaken the demanding task of emigrating from their home countries to Spain 

and setting up a life for themselves in their new country. This is a feat which, in itself, 

reflects a good deal of strength among the women. Further, they had given birth to one or 

more children in Spain and were then responsible for feeding, dressing, educating, and 

loving those children, most as single mothers, which is arguably an even more 

commendable feat. There is every reason to believe, from the Latinas’ responses, that they 

were capable and competent in their efforts to raise their children well, and competence is 

a form of personal empowerment (Waldt et al., 2019). As the women took on the many 

duties required to raise and nurture their children, they undoubtedly tended to grow in their 

capabilities and confidence. This empowerment and its relation to the Latinas embracing 

the mother’s role will be discussed in greater detail in the last section of this chapter. 

 

5.2.3. Racism and Stereotyping 

A third type of challenge reported by several of the Latinas was their experiencing 

racism. This is not surprising given that a nation’s immigrants are often subject to racist 

attitudes and behaviors because their country of origin is different from the one they have 

entered. Discrimination may occur for various reasons, such as because host community 

members hold prejudices against the immigrants’ appearance or behaviors, or they believe 

that immigrants are taking jobs from natives, or are receiving undeserved social resources. 

The more culturally distinct they are from the native population, the more likely 
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immigrants will experience discrimination (Berry & Sabatier, 2010). Nira Yuval-Davis 

(1997) connects racism to the concept of the nation-state, which she in turn associates to 

that of nationalism. The nation-state, which is defined by specific physical boundaries 

enclosing a geographic region, provides the setting for the development of nationalism—

the identification with and devotion to one’s own nation. Nationalism may give rise to 

racist attitudes and actions directed toward minorities within those borders if they are 

perceived to look or behave differently from the norm. Racism may also be directed toward 

minorities who have their origin from outside the nation-state, especially if they are viewed 

as outside the norm in respect to physical or linguistic attributes.  

In this study, Latinas who reported experiencing racism include Participant 11, who 

responded in the affirmative when asked whether there were stereotypes of Latin 

immigrants in Asturias, reporting that she had experienced racist remarks and behavior. 

She said that recently she had been at a bus stop where some people were passing out 

invitations to eat at a particular pizzeria, but that they were passing them out only to 

Spanish people. They did not offer her any. Participant 2, after being asked if she believed 

there was racism against Latinas, said that she had not experienced racism directed toward 

her but had seen a lot of racism directed toward Muslims. She then added: “There is also 

racism towards Dominicans, especially towards women, but I think they have brought that 

to themselves.” When next asked why she thought there was racism directed toward 

Dominican women, the interviewee responded that she believed that the racism started 

because married men spent money on Dominican women in bars, which the men’s wives 

disliked.  

As illustrated by the remarks of Participant 11, who told of being ignored by 

individuals passing out invitations, one result of racism directed toward immigrants is their 

relative ostracization from society and exclusion from important resources (Yuval-Davis, 

1997). Identity theory, which developed from symbolic interactionism, can help us 

understand this relative exclusion of immigrants by means of the concept of boundaries. 

Structural symbolic interactionists maintain that the social relationships people enter into 

are a function of structural factors that organize a society. Structural factors include 

communities, networks, and groups, which are further defined by societal divisions based 

on variables such as gender, age, and ethnicity (Blumer, 1969). These structural divisions 
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affect the identities people develop and define boundaries between society’s various parts 

that may limit relationships people enter into (Burke, 1991). For instance, Participants 8 

and 10 in this study found difficulty being accepted by their in-laws. These difficulties can 

be viewed as occurring because there was a social boundary between the in-laws, who were 

Spanish, and the Latinas, who were foreign-born immigrants and therefore in a different 

social grouping.  

Participant 8 reported that she had faced what she considered to be a racist attitude 

from her Spanish partner’s mother, who had accused her of intending to take advantage of 

him “because I was not from here.” Her words later in the interview also suggested the 

possibility that the racist attitude of her former partner’s mother had been a factor in his 

leaving her soon after her child’s birth. Her remarks indicated that, by contrast, his father 

was of a different view and accepted her, saying that he was correct in his appraisal of her, 

which was that she was “a serious and calm girl.” She said the father would also defend 

her against the accusations of her partner’s mother that she was going to take advantage of 

her partner. Participant 8 also revealed that she had been the object of racist comments 

more than once. She offered that one reason for such comments was the mistaken belief 

among Spanish women that migrant Latinas intend to try to take away their partner: “At 

times I’ve heard ‘you are foreign, we don’t accept you here’, or ‘you are Ecuadorian, you 

don’t belong here.’ Here, female Spaniards think we came to take away the person they 

have by their side, they are confused with that.” 

Participant 10 was another who revealed that her partner’s family did not at first 

accept her, even though she was pregnant at the time. Her partner and his family were 

Spanish, and their initial nonacceptance may have been due to their having a racist attitude 

toward her as a Latina immigrant: “At six months I regretted having continued with the 

pregnancy because my partner’s family and he would ignore me.” She spoke further about 

the attitude of her in-laws, saying that they finally accepted the baby after her baby was 

born. She added that now the father’s family stayed with the baby if she had to go to work. 

A little later, she talked of having experienced racism from Spanish residents. She believed 

that racist attitudes were due to the mistaken belief that Latina immigrants had come to 

Spain to take advantage of nationals. When asked if she believed that there were 

stereotypes of Latina immigrants in Asturias, she answered that many people think that 
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immigrants come to take advantage of them. She said that some offer direct insults, while 

others take advantage of immigrants or ignore them. She admitted that there were also very 

nice people, although she felt she had not found many.  

The racist attitudes that were experienced by several of the Latinas can also be 

viewed as being about boundaries between social groups. In Spain, native-born people may 

tend to identify with other natives of Spain, feel that immigrants are in a different and 

“lower” social group, and resent them for being in Spain. Vásquez-Roa (2018) relates 

exclusion to the concept of borders. Though migrants have crossed the physical border that 

demarcates a nation, they may find it difficult to cross other borders within the nation that 

are internally constructed by the society and to which the migrant is subject. These 

internally constructed borders may especially apply to irregular migrants, those who have 

not been given legal status in the destination country. The internally constructed borders 

may limit the exercise of rights by migrants that are enjoyed by non-migrants and may 

restrict the migrants’ access to services. In those and other ways, constructed borders can 

hinder migrants from active participation in the society. Vásquez-Roa points out that the 

migrant may find it difficult to move around in public space due to the perception that by 

doing so he or she would be transgressing a socially constructed border. Irregular migrants 

tend to perceive such borders differently from migrants who are in the country legally. 

Talking about irregular migrants living in the city of Madrid, Vásquez-Roa states that even 

the issue of getting from one location to the other may pose problems for the irregular 

migrant because of the possibility of their being apprehended and deported. The irregular 

migrant strives to remain “invisible” (2018, 90) in their movements within the city. Such 

concerns may also affect the daily lives of irregular migrants in smaller communities, such 

as several of the women in the present study. 

Two of the women brought up the subject of work exploitation in their comments, 

suggesting that they experienced such exploitation. Solé and Parella (2003) point out that 

there exist various ways in which labor discrimination toward immigrant workers occurs 

in Spain. Compared to native workers, non-European Union immigrants, including 

migrants from Latin American countries, experience labor discrimination in relation to 

both securing employment and working conditions in jobs they have found. The 

researchers identify this as a form of racial discrimination and report that discriminatory 
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labor practices occur irrespective of immigrants’ educational achievement, job 

qualifications, or previous work experience. The discrimination hinders the immigrants’ 

social and economic incorporation into Spanish society. Immigrant exploitation in Spain 

has been recently studied by Leotti et al. (2014). These researchers investigated a number 

of different kinds of labor exploitation of immigrants, including instances of wages under 

the legal minimum wage being paid, wages not paid at all, limited or no freedom of 

movement, very long working hours, no days off, no holidays, taxes that should have been 

paid by the employer being paid by the worker instead, and others. They identify several 

risk factors for labor exploitation of migrant workers in Spain. One of these is being an 

immigrant woman, especially one who works in domestic service. In addition, being in a 

precarious economic situation is a risk factor for labor exploitation.  

In this study, Participant 2 identified the behavior of tending not to complain as a 

risk factor for exploitation of Latin American immigrant women at their place of work. In 

addition, Participant 8 remarked, “Sometimes for work, one has to turn the other cheek and 

continue. If you have a job and they exploit you (because sometimes you get exploited at 

work too), we put up with it because you have to support your household and your child.” 

This statement underlines Leotti et al.’s (2014) finding that both being a woman and in a 

precarious economic situation, such as wages being needed to support the family, raises 

the risk of immigrant exploitation in Spain. The finding that most of the women in this 

study were in a difficult economic situation suggests that they were susceptible to labor 

exploitation. Faced with such a circumstance, the working immigrant mother has a difficult 

choice to make—whether to allow the exploitive behavior or oppose it. They might oppose 

it directly or complain about it to someone who they feel is in a position to prevent the 

behavior, such as a person higher up in the management chain. The problem about deciding 

to oppose the behavior is that instead of preventing it, reporting it might cost her a job and 

money that is crucial for the care of her child or children. It is understandable that if an 

immigrant woman has good reason to believe that, by opposing exploitive practices at 

work, she runs the very unfavorable result of losing her job, she may decide to simply 

remain quiet for the welfare of her family. This is a most unfortunate way in which poor 

migrants, especially those who are female, can be oppressed by employers in their new 

country. 
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Several of the Latina immigrants remarked that racist attitudes they had witnessed 

or experienced in Spain were related or possibly related to the darkness of the recipient’s 

skin. Discriminating against immigrant women on the basis of perceived skin color is an 

instance of intersectionality, as was described in Chapter 1 (Hankivsky, 2014). In this case, 

the intersection is that of being a woman, a migrant, and a person of color. That 

discrimination is more likely to occur in Spain for immigrant women of color is indicated 

by research finding that migrant women belonging to an ethnic group that is visibly 

different from most native women in a host country are more likely to experience overt 

discrimination (Greenwood et al., 2017). In the present study, Participant 13, who had 

migrated from the Dominican Republic, spoke of experiencing racism when she was 

pregnant and attributed that treatment to her being dark-skinned: “What I see here, is that 

people are very racist. Here, I’ve had to do long lines at the bank while being pregnant. In 

my country, priority is given to those pregnant. Spaniards see us as blacks coming to invade 

their country.” When asked if she thought she was considered at the same level as Spanish 

women, she responded in the negative, stating that she thought Spanish women enjoyed 

more rights than she did, again because she was black. There were also several other 

comments referring to skin pigmentation as a trigger for racist attitudes or behavior. 

Participant 4 said that she had not experienced racism but that at a school she had attended, 

she had heard racist comments toward Latin American female immigrants who were black: 

“I did notice it in school, but not in the streets. There was a lot of Spanish guys who would 

insult the Latin American girls who were black. Fortunately, that has not occurred to me.”  

 Participant 9 attributed her light skin as the possible explanation of her not having 

been the object of racism since she had immigrated: “If my features were more of those 

similar to what normally is associated with my country, maybe I would have been 

rejected.” However, Participant 7 mentioned that her son was dark-skinned, but she did not 

seem to believe that he had been subjected to racist attitudes beyond another child once 

calling him “black,” to which her son had replied, “well this is the color I have.” She 

maintained that she had never felt that she was discriminated against. This Latina observed 

that if anyone happened to discriminate against her, she would inform them that 

immigration is a two-way phenomenon. She noted that it is also true that some Spaniards 

migrate, leaving for other countries for the purpose of gaining work.  
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There is evidence that racist experiences of darker-skinned Latina immigrants may 

be similar to ones they had in their native country before immigrating to Spain. Telzer and 

Vázquez García (2009) note that discrimination based on the color of one’s skin is common 

in Latin American countries, where having darker skin is often associated with negative 

stereotypes and results in stigmatization. Such stereotypes based on skin color contribute 

to the substantial racial stratification that exists in some of those countries. As a result, skin 

color is considered to be an important aspect of Latinos’ identity in Latin America. Telzer 

and Vázquez García further conjecture that Latinos residing in Latin American countries 

may themselves reinforce the stigmatization of those with darker skin due to internalized 

racism resulting from their subconscious acceptance of negative stereotypes associated 

with darker complexions. Experiences and attitudes that Latina immigrants with darker 

skin may have faced in their home countries are important because they may adversely 

affect the women’s self-perceptions after immigration. Telzer and Vázquez García (2009) 

conducted a study of the self-perceptions of immigrant and non-immigrant Latina college 

students in the U.S. and found that darker-skinned immigrant Latinas had lower self-

perceptions than darker-skinned non-immigrant Latinas. Lower self-perceptions included 

lower self-esteem and feelings of attractiveness, and a desire to have a lighter skin color. 

This study suggests that immigrant Latinas with darker skin are at risk of lower self-

perceptions due to their acculturation in their home country. If they also experience 

discrimination based on skin color after they migrate to another country, including Spain, 

these experiences may continue to adversely affect their self-perception. 

 The racism that several of the immigrant women described as experiencing or 

witnessing was overt racism, occurring in the form of remarks or other kinds of behavior. 

Others reported neither experiencing nor witnessing such overt racist attitudes. 

Unfortunately, we cannot conclude from that finding that those other Latinas were not 

subject to aversive, or non-overt type of racism. This more subtle type of racism may exist 

even in individuals who claim they are not at all racist and do not engage in overt racist 

behavior. A study conducted by Wojcieszak (2015) found that a sample of Spanish 

university students, most of whom were born in Spain, favored a native-born Spaniard over 

a Latino immigrant from Mexico in a resume assessment exercise even though the two 

resumes were alike. This result followed learned even though the students expressed 
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favorable attitudes toward immigrants. Wojcieszak learned that the biased response did not 

occur when the two resumes showed that the applicant was either clearly qualified or 

clearly not qualified for a specific job. The biased response occurred only when the two 

resumes described an individual who was moderately qualified for the position. The 

researcher noted that resume factors such as having a moderate grade point average or an 

unfinished degree allowed room for the participants to weigh the resumes differently for 

the two applicants. In the case of the Spaniard’s resume, these somewhat ambiguous 

qualifications were apparently weighted more strongly than they were for the Latino’s 

resume. This more subtle type of aversive racism may not be obvious and may be difficult 

to uncover, but it could result in the Latina immigrants being targets for unfavorable 

treatment in employment and other scenarios even if those who harbor such racism 

sincerely believe that they are not racist. 

 

5.2.4. Emotional Distress 

The responses of several of the Latinas indicated that, after immigrating, they had 

experienced emotional distress during their pregnancy. Some talked of feeling lonely or 

depressed due to personal issues that had adversely affected their lives while they were 

pregnant. Research indicates that emotional distress among immigrants may be brought 

about by a number of factors, including feelings of isolation due to the loss of families and 

friends who remain in their origin countries, scarce community resources, and feeling like 

strangers in their new country (González-Juárez, 2014). Participant 7 was one whose 

responses indicated that she felt the sense of isolation referred to by González-Juárez. She 

said that although she felt comfortable with the medical treatment she had received during 

her pregnancy, she had not felt psychologically comfortable because her partner was 

detained by legal authorities for some time. She remarked that psychologically, she “was 

not good. Being alone was traumatizing me, being here alone with a small child and 

pregnant.” Participant 10 experienced mental distress because her partner’s family had not 

accepted her: “I went through a very hard time because I couldn’t understand why the 

father’s family would treat me so bad. I had to go to a psychologist.” She also remarked 

that she had brought her sister to Asturias to help her with the baby, but the sister had left 

for another city.  
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One positive remark made by Participant 10 was that the father of her son, though 

he lived separately at the time of the interview, did take care of the child at times. This was 

not true of most of the immigrant mothers. The intensity of the sense of isolation may be 

heightened if the father of the woman’s child is not present for emotional and practical 

support during and after her pregnancy. Participant 12, who had left her country of origin 

due to a bad relationship with the man who would become the father of her son, said that 

before giving birth, she was very depressed, wondering what she was doing here. 

Participant 5 remarked that she had a problem with stress at the time of her pregnancy due 

to relationship problems with her husband as well as physical issues. Lacking the support 

of a partner during pregnancy and after the birth of her child places the migrant woman in 

a situation where she has the sole responsibility not only for giving birth, but also the 

momentous task of caring for, protecting, and raising the newborn, a demanding obligation. 

With the father absent, it is up to her alone to do the many things that are necessary to care 

for a just-born tiny person unable to care for themselves. She is required to ensure that her 

baby has food, diapers, clothing, any necessary medicines, and medical care if needed. She 

must rise at night to feed the baby or answer their cries, keeping ever-watchful concern 

about the health and well-being of the child, and fulfilling the many daily tasks that are 

required to care for the infant. With no partner available to share these many pressing duties 

with, it is not surprising that the mother may feel isolated and stressed.  

 Further intensifying the pregnant immigrant’s sense of isolation is the common 

situation in which close family members remain in the birth country, unable to offer their 

personal hands-on support. A study examining a sample of 414 Latin American immigrant 

primary care patients in Barcelona, Spain, found that homesickness was associated with 

acculturative stress that in turn was linked to the immigrants experiencing depression and 

anxiety (Revollo et al., 2011). Another study found that immigration challenges including 

separation from family were associated with outside-the-family acculturative stress 

(Arbona et al., 2010). The effects of homesickness and separation can be expected to be 

reinforced by an immigrant woman being pregnant and alone. 

Immigrant women who give birth are at risk of postpartum depression because the 

unique stressors they encounter are compounded during the first few weeks after childbirth 

(Fung & Dennis, 2010). A study comparing the incidence of postpartum depression of 
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Latin American immigrant women to Spanish women found that the immigrant mothers 

had a heightened risk of postpartum depression, with 17 percent of the immigrants 

developing the condition and 11 percent experiencing a major depressive episode during 

the postpartum period (Garcia-Esteve et al., 2014). There is evidence that at least one 

participant in this study experienced postpartum depression after the birth of her baby. 

Participant 4 was only 16 when she became pregnant by an older man who she discovered 

had a family in Colombia, and she lacked the support of her mother while pregnant. She 

said, “I felt alone and fell into a depression.” The depression evidently disabled her for a 

period after the birth of her child, because she “wanted to have my baby girl in my arms,” 

but her sister was the one who was caring for the baby. 

 While the comments of the other interviewed mothers did not explicitly refer to 

their having felt mental or emotional distress at some point after their immigration, it is 

doubtless that many of them experienced circumstances and situations that caused them a 

degree of psychological stress. For instance, several of the Latinas mentioned the problem 

of not having proper documentation, which is a situation that has been found to be 

associated with decreased mental health among immigrants (Arbona et al., 2010; Finch et 

al., 2006). Low income was likely another source of stress for a number of the women, as 

poor economic status results not only in material deprivation but also psychological distress 

for immigrant women (Delara, 2016). Discrimination, which several of the Latinas 

reported experiencing after arriving in Spain, is yet another factor that can adversely affect 

female immigrants’ mental health (Delara, 2016), and the intersection of poverty with 

discrimination has been found to increase psychological stress among immigrants (Llácer 

et al., 2009). As detailed in Chapter 3, researchers have also found that the stress brought 

about by immigrants attempting to acculturate themselves to a new society often results in 

mental distress (Berry & Sam, 1997; Birman & Simon, 2014; Dow, 2010; Fortuna et al., 

2016). We can expect that some degree of acculturative stress was experienced by all of 

the Latinas.  

A noteworthy fact about the interview responses is that almost all of the Latinas 

who explicitly referred to experiencing emotional distress also expressed having overcome 

those experiences. After describing her sense of isolation and loneliness during her 

pregnancy, Participant 7 added, “but thank God I was able to move forward.” Participant 
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12 said that once her child arrived, “It was like a blessing. I don’t feel alone because I have 

my son.” She remarked that though she had recently had difficult days because her son had 

gotten meningitis and had to go to the hospital, he was fine at the time of the interview. 

Participant 4, who had experienced depression following the birth of her child, remarked 

that she now had her mother and daughter and was happy when they were. Participant 5, 

who had had a difficult pregnancy partly due to problems with her partner, said she felt 

better now and that she was “excited” about her baby, who was one month old at the time 

of the interview. One Latina who still experienced mental distress was Participant 10, 

whose partner’s family had not accepted her during her pregnancy. She broke down crying 

when talking about her situation and concluded, “Today I feel very lonely. . . . It is very 

difficult to live without any support in a country that is not yours.”   

It is also important to note that the determination and optimism expressed by all but 

one of the Latinas who specifically reported having felt emotional distress was also 

reflected in the responses of the other women. Though they all referred to challenges that 

they had encountered since immigrating, and though these situations and occurrences 

certainly created psychological stress for the women, their comments also reflected a good 

deal of resolve and hopefulness in relation to their own lives and that of their children. 

Many of these positive remarks will be highlighted in the next section, on Opportunities, 

and the Latinas’ strength and perseverance will be further explored in the final section of 

the chapter.  

 

5.2.5. Summary of Challenges 

 It is clear that the interviewed Latinas faced difficult post-immigration challenges. 

One of the most prevalent problems was being a single mother with little or no assistance 

from the biological father. Only two participants lived with their child’s father. For some 

of the women, the personal issues they encountered had led to a period of mental distress, 

although for most of those Latinas, that appeared to be in the past. 

It was evident that most of the women were experiencing economic difficulties. Yet 

they had managed to find means to get by with what monetary resources they had, even if 

they were meager. These various means included working at low-wage jobs, living in a 

home supported by charitable donations, living with a mother or grandmother, receiving 
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public assistance, and, in a few cases, receiving some money from their child’s father. Only 

two of the Latinas seemed to have economic resources above a maintenance level. For 

most, dealing with economic insecurity appeared to be a constant challenge. Another 

challenge reported by the women was experiencing prejudice in the form of racism and 

stereotyping. Some of the Latinas reported no such experiences, though they may have 

been subject to racist attitudes that were non-overt. 

 

5.3. Opportunities 

It is notable that despite their post-immigration challenges in Spain, none of the 

Latinas mentioned that she intended to return to her country of origin. This suggests that 

all had decided to stay in Spain. A number of responses also suggested that their staying 

was due to their believing that there were more opportunities for them and their children if 

they remained in Spain rather than returning to their country of origin. These opportunities 

included advantages in education, greater safety in their new home compared to their 

country of origin, good pregnancy health care, and greater personal independence.  

 

5.3.1. Education 

 Several of the Latinas indicated by their responses that they considered education 

of their children to be an opportunity resulting from immigration to Spain. It is 

understandable that these women would view education of their children in Spain to be 

valuable, given figures on percent enrollment of children in schools in Spain in 2017 

compared to the nearest figures for percent school enrollment in the interviewees’ countries 

of origin, which suggest that children’s education is considered a higher priority in Spain. 

Whereas in Spain, 97 percent of primary school aged children were enrolled in primary 

school in 2017, figures for Brazil, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala, 

and Peru for 2017 or 2018 show that percent primary school enrollment was less in all but 

one of those countries at 96, 93, 93, 92, 97, 87, and 96 percent, respectively (World Bank 

Group, 2019a). Even greater discrepancies exist between Spain and the Latin American 

countries in connection to secondary education enrollment. In Spain, the net secondary 

enrollment was 97 percent in 2017, while the latest secondary net enrollment figures (for 

2017 or 2018) for Brazil, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Peru 
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were 82, 77, 70, 85, 44, and 89, respectively (World Bank Group, 2019b). Given these 

figures and the Latinas’ remarks, it may have been that a main problem about education in 

their countries of origin was that the social and cultural context made it more difficult for 

children there to stay in school.  

 Research indicates that most immigrant parents are hopeful about their children 

going far in their education in Spain. A study of immigrant parents and their children found 

that progress in education was an important consideration for the parents. Seventy-seven 

percent of the surveyed parents aspired for their children to achieve a university degree or 

go on to receive a postgraduate degree (Aparicio & Portes, 2014). Though the researchers 

did not break the 77 percent figure into statistics for specific countries of origin, over 55 

percent of the immigrants in the sample had emigrated from a Latin American country, and 

the researchers noted that there were no significant differences in aspirations for their 

children between parents in different immigrant groups.  

 Two Latinas in this study specifically mentioned that Spain offered better 

opportunities for their children than their country of origin. Participant 6 talked of having 

previously imagined herself as eventually returning to her original country to live in a 

wooden house, but she no longer did so. Her reason: “I have two daughters and I know 

they can have better opportunities here.” Participant 9 reported a similar belief: “In Europe, 

generally there are more opportunities. For the good of my child, I think Europe is the best 

option.” She believed that education in her home country was poor, saying that people there 

want education but do not have enough money to go to college, which is very expensive.  

Participant 10 talked highly of education in Spain, saying, “it opens a lot of doors.” 

Participant 11 mentioned the education of her three-year-old daughter was enabling her to 

make progress in their new country. She tried not to focus on the difficulties she faced. 

Instead, she cheered herself up with the fact that she was able to give her daughter an 

education, “and both of us move forward.” Participant 7 spoke not about the lack of 

educational opportunities in her home country, but rather the possible detrimental pathways 

children may take in a country of violence even with educational opportunities: “I decided 

to stay here with them because I had two children here. . . . Here the education is different 

from my country.”  
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Interestingly, the high aspirations shown by immigrant parents for their children’s 

education in Spain that was found in the Aparicio and Portes study were not as great for 

the children who were surveyed. Despite “a relatively high level of involvement” (2014, p. 

87) of immigrant parents in their children’s education, only 39.8 percent of the children 

aspired to gain a university or postgraduate degree. This result indicates that, in spite of the 

aspirations and involvement of their parents, many children of immigrants in Spain are not 

enthusiastic about achieving a university education. However, the researchers also found 

“relatively low drop-out rates” (2014, p. 117) among late-adolescent immigrant children, 

especially girls. Of immigrant children who were born in Spain, as were the majority of 

the Latinas’ children in this study, 90.6 percent were still in school at age 18. Of immigrant 

children who had been born in their parents’ countries of origin before immigrating, mostly 

lower percentages were still in school at 18. Yet, those percentages were in the 80s or low 

90s for all Latin American birth countries except for children born in the Dominican 

Republic, which were at 77.2 percent (2014, p. 117).  

Educational achievement of immigrants’ children not born in Spain was relatively 

high for students 18 years of age or older from several Latin American countries. Those 

born in Venezuela had a 65.1 percent attendance at the baccalaureate, advanced 

technological, or university levels, while those from Argentina, Colombia, and Peru had 

57.8, 54.5, and 51.8 percent attendance at those levels, respectively. Immigrant children 

born in Spain had 53.1 percent attendance at those levels. Of all immigrants, girls were 

more likely than boys to attend at those high levels (55.6 percent versus 43.2 percent).  

Several of the Latinas also spoke about educating their children at home in the sense 

of instilling values in them. Participant 8, who had complained about the lack of respect 

shown by Spanish children to their parents, talked of how she intended to teach her son the 

values that she had been taught by her mother as a child. Participant 11 also commented 

on teaching values to her two children. She revealed that she used the method of rewarding 

the children for approved behavior. Her comments also indicated that she believed that by 

teaching her children values, such as how to behave in the company of others, she was 

providing them with a greater likelihood of being able to achieve their goals later in life. 

By doing so, they would not have “to dedicate themselves to cleaning like I do.” Participant 

13 was another who mentioned what she believed a good mother should teach her children, 
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which was “peace, security, and solidarity.” Her comments also revealed the strength of 

her dedication to her children: “If I have to clean the streets to take care of my daughter, I 

will do it.” 

A few of the women were taking personal advantage of the available educational 

opportunities in Spain by enrolling in classes. This finding is important because education 

is a means of upward mobility, and research suggests that many immigrants experience 

downward or only lateral mobility in the jobs they take upon their arrival in Spain 

compared to the jobs they had in their country of origin. Latin American and non-EU 

European women have the greatest risk of downward mobility, and immigrant women with 

only a primary or secondary education have less chance for upward mobility compared to 

those with a university education (Vidal-Coso & Miret-Gamundi, 2014). Given these 

results, it is perceptive and beneficial for Latin American women to further their education 

after arriving in Spain as it may provide them with a greater probability of moving up to a 

better job than they first have upon arrival in Spain. 

Participant 3 remarked on being in school while caring for her child, saying that 

she took her baby to daycare or that her grandmother or godmother would sometimes care 

for him. The same Latina also referred to her grandmother’s husband as being her tutor, 

suggesting that he may have been a teacher or another academic professional. Two 

interviewees mentioned having attended a secondary education school in Spain, known as 

Educación Secundaria Obligatoria (E.S.O.), which is a four-year mandatory education 

sequence. The E.S.O. level of education corresponds to the lower high school or middle 

school level, from seventh to tenth grades, in the U.S. The comments of Participant 6 

revealed that she had been quite active in taking advantage of educational opportunities. 

She talked about having studied at the E.S.O. while working at a pizzeria and reported 

actively taking education courses during a previous pregnancy even though she was having 

pregnancy problems at the time. She also indicated her willingness to take courses and stay 

active during her current pregnancy. Participant 7 was another Latina who mentioned 

having gone to the E.S.O., but she had dropped out due to her responsibilities to her two 

children.  

 In summary, three of the Latinas reported personally engaging in educational 

endeavors in their host country as they sought to better their lives in Spain. Most of the 
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participants’ references to education were to the educational opportunities that Spain 

provided for their children. It is clear that for these women, their children’s education and 

its potential for increasing their prospects in the future provided a main reason to stay in 

Spain.  

  

5.3.2. Increased Safety 

To live in safety and not be subjected to the activities of criminal elements is a 

desirable outcome for virtually all people. No other region in the world has a higher 

homicide rate than Latin America, with Chioda (2017, Figure 0.4) presenting data showing 

that between 1995 and 2012, homicide increased more than 50 percent in Latin America. 

Violent crime is high in several Latin American countries. According to the World Bank 

Group (2021), the highest homicide rate in the world in 2018 was in the Central American 

country of El Salvador, with 52.0 homicides per 100,000 population. The Latin American 

countries of Honduras (38.9), Venezuela (36.7), Brazil (27.4), Colombia (25.3), and 

Guatemala (22.5) were also among nations with the highest homicide rates.   

Violence and criminality in one form or another are extensive in all of the birth 

countries of this study’s immigrants. One crime-related issue in Latin America is the 

presence of gangs, typically composed of young men, which is a major criminal problem 

in a number of Latin countries. There are several types of these gangs, including relatively 

unsophisticated but often violent street gangs, drug gangs, and mafia-like associations 

(Dammert, 2017). Maras gangs, known for their violence, have developed in the Central 

American countries of El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala, the birth country of one of 

the study’s Latinas. In Ecuador, which is the birth country of another of the Latinas, there 

were over 500 separate street gangs, often consisting of marginalized youth, in the main 

cities in 2015. A few of these associations were more sophisticated criminal gangs that had 

penetrated the government at the regional and national levels (Dammert, 2017). The 

widespread presence of gangs in Latin American countries is a risk factor for male youth 

who are born and raised there, one that is sure to concern virtually any resident Latina 

mother who gives birth to a male child. 

Peru was the birth country of four of the Latinas, and research shows that crime and 

corruption are the highest concerns of the Peruvian people, even above poverty and 
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unemployment (Dammert & Sarmiento, 2019). Government corruption in Peru is linked to 

a decentralized government and the rise of charismatic regional leaders who offer rewards 

for the support of voters, to family networks that take advantage of loose governance, and 

to criminal organizations involved in drug trafficking and human trafficking. This 

corruption results in misuse of government resources, which adversely impacts the most 

vulnerable in the population, according to Dammert and Sarmiento.  

In Brazil, the birth country of two of the Latinas, there were over 1 million 

homicides from 1980 to 2010, linked to factors including drug use and the availability of 

firearms. In addition, the use of drugs by youth has increased in recent years (Murray et 

al., 2013). Delinquency is also evidently widespread among Brazilian children, as surveys 

of self-reported delinquent activity among school children 7 to 19 years old ranged from 

39 to 69 percent in three different studies (Murray et al., 2013). 

In addition, violence directed against women is not uncommon in Latin America. 

Though gendered violence against females is a global problem, its prevalence in the 

Andean, Central, and Tropical Latin American countries is higher than the world average 

(World Health Organization, 2013). Violence against women takes many forms, including 

domestic violence, rape, trafficking, and femicide, which is the killing of females simply 

because of their gender (Radford & Russell, 1992; Wilson, 2014). In Latin America, the 

impunity of perpetrators of crimes against women promotes continued violence against 

women. The impunity is due to laws and judgments that disfavor female victims, a factor 

that is closely associated with the patriarchal nature of Latin American society (Carcedo, 

2010). It is evident that an environment in which women must live knowing that they may 

be subject to violent acts and that if they are, they may be blamed or otherwise treated 

unjustly can be a motivation to immigrate to another country where there is less violence 

against women. 

In the Dominican Republic, the former home of three of the Latina immigrants, the 

2016 homicide rate for females, including both domestic and nondomestic homicides, was 

3.2 per 100,000 females, which is higher than the global average of 2.3 per 100,000. 

Notably, the Dominican Republic rate was over six times the rate in Spain (0.5) for the 

same year (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2018). Concern about being a 

victim of a violent crime among residents of the Dominican Republic is widespread. One 
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study found that over 30 percent of Dominicans who had never been a victim of a crime 

and who also had no close friends or relatives who had been a victim still had persistent 

concerns about being such a victim (Baliki, 2014). 

Given the relative pervasiveness of violence and criminality in many Latin 

American countries, it is understandable that the Latinas’ interview responses gave 

evidence that their desire for a safe life for them and their children and the escape from 

crime-ridden and violent home countries was emphatically spoken upon by several. We 

can understand the significance of wanting to leave a home country which is racked with 

violence and crime. While not all the study participants compared their home country and 

Spain concerning violence, none suggested by her comments that living in Spain was less 

safe or more violent than living in her former country. The increased safety and lack of 

crime in Asturias, in comparison to their country of origin, was a main reason mentioned 

by several for immigrating to Spain. Participant 2, for instance, when asked why she had 

immigrated, replied, “Because I have family here, and the situation in Peru is not all that 

good. There’s a lot of crime and my sisters did not want me involved in any of that. For 

that reason, I left for Galicia.” In talking about her reasons for immigrating to Spain, 

Participant 7 also referred to the amount of crime present in her country of origin, the 

Dominican Republic. She emphasized the possible adverse effects that remaining in that 

environment might have had on her two children, ages eight and ten, if she had not 

migrated. Her remarks indicated her belief that despite any education her children may 

have received in her former country, there was a greater likelihood that if they had remained 

there, they would be adversely influenced by the more lawless environment: “I came 

looking for a different lifestyle, another type of economy. My country does not have it. 

Here at least I have another life. In my country there is a lot of crime. Having children over 

there is a problem.” 

 Participant 10 mentioned the difference between her home country and Spain in 

respect to safety and the occurrence of crime, and how living in the home country 

environment affected raising children, stating that it made the task harder. She remarked 

that it was difficult to raise a child in Brazil due to crime and insecurity. On her part, 

Participant 3 also made clear that she considered living in Asturias to be much safer and 

more peaceful than residing in her country of origin: “The differences between the two 
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countries are enormous. In Colombia there’s a lot of violence. Here my life is more 

comfortable and peaceful.” This greater comfort and peace were likely due to her being 

able to live without the psychological stress caused by fear of violence.  

 

5.3.3. Quality Medical Care 

 The medical care women receive during and after pregnancy is crucial to the health 

of both the mother and her new child. When asked what they felt about the prenatal and 

postnatal care they had been given in Asturias, the Latinas were unanimous in responding 

that they were very satisfied with their medical care. The high regard the Latinas had for 

the pregnancy medical care they received in Spain can be considered an important post-

immigration opportunity they experienced. This care was likely of a higher quality they 

would have received in their countries of origin. Only one of the Latinas, Participant 13, 

who said that doctors in Spain had been “very attentive” to her, also spoke about the kind 

of care she might have expected in her country of origin: “In the public hospitals in the 

Dominican Republic they don’t treat you that well.”  

Evidence of the higher quality of pregnancy and post-pregnancy care in Spain is 

provided by statistics from the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). Figures for 

2019 indicate that the rate of neonatal mortality (deaths within the first 28 days after birth) 

per 1,000 live births in Spain was 1.80. The rates for the interviewees’ countries of origin 

of Brazil, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Peru were 

considerably higher at 7.87, 7.48, 19.37, 7.06, 12.17, and 7.36, respectively. Also for 2019, 

the rate of infant mortality (death within the first year of life) per 1,000 live births was 

considerably lower in Spain, at 2.60, than it was for Brazil, Colombia, Dominican 

Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Peru, where the rates were 12.45, 11.84, 23.45, 12.04, 

20.75, and 10.26, respectively (UNICEF, 2019).  

Further evidence of better health care for pregnant women in Spain than in Latin 

American countries is provided by the World Bank Group (2019c). In Spain, maternal 

mortality was 4 per 100,000 live births in 2017, whereas in Latin America and the 

Caribbean the maternal mortality rate was estimated to be over 18 times greater at 74 per 

100,000 live births for the same year. The overall life expectancy in Spain is also 

considerably greater than in Latin American countries. As of 2018, life expectancy at birth 
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was 83.4 years in Spain, while in Latin America it was eight years less at 75.4 years (World 

Bank Group, 2019d). Other statistics that strongly suggest better health care in Spain than 

in Latin American countries include lower death rates of children in Spain, compared to 

Latin American countries for children under 5 and age groups up to 19 years old. For 

instance, the death rate for children 10 to 14 years of age was .038 per 1,000 children in 

Spain in 2019, while for the same year it was 1.38, 1.39, 1.43, 1.87, 2.05, and 1.46 per 

1,000 children in Brazil, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Peru, 

respectively, the countries from which the Latinas had emigrated (United Nations 

Interagency Group for Child Mortality Estimation, 2020). 

The above statistics comparing birth results, children’s survival, and longevity 

provide strong testimony to the view that for the sake of their children’s and their own 

health, the migrant women made a practical choice in deciding to immigrate to Spain. 

Furthermore, given the economic challenges faced by many Latina immigrants, it is 

important to note that in Spain there is free healthcare for all immigrants. Today, this also 

includes those without government-approved documents. Though the government 

removed the right to free healthcare for undocumented immigrants in 2012, the right was 

restored in 2018 (European Council on Refugees and Exiles, 2018). In view of the 

economic vulnerability of immigrant Latina women, especially those without approved 

documents, the restoration of this right is likely to have been and to be of benefit to many 

of them. For instance, Participant 1 responded, “I feel that I have had the best doctors. I 

have nothing to complain about; they treat me very well.” The words “very well” were 

repeated by seven of the Latinas when asked about their medical treatment. Other words 

used were “attentive” and “always taking care of me.” Participant 2 talked in some detail 

about her own treatment as well as that of one of her children: “Truthfully yes, they treated 

me well. . . . The birth was great, and I had a very good gynecologist. My oldest child was 

born with problems in the liver and was treated very well. As a matter of fact, I had to leave 

the hospital already and the baby had to stay, and they let me stay longer because I did not 

want to leave him.” Participant 4 remarked about receiving good treatment not only from 

doctors but also social workers: “Notice I did not go get checked until I was eight months 

along and the professionals I got treated me very well and made me feel good, doctors as 

well as the social workers.” In her response, Participant 12 suggested that hospital 
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personnel were aware that she was an immigrant and possibly, for that reason, made sure 

she was well informed. She said that hospital staff were nice to her and encouraged her to 

contact them if she felt she needed help. It was clear from her comments that she believed 

she had received good care of at the hospital.  

  

5.3.4. Personal Independence 

A fourth type of opportunity reflected in the remarks of several of the Latinas was 

the greater personal independence that living in Spain provided them in contrast to the 

relatively restrictive roles available in their Latin American countries of origin. As noted 

in Chapter 3, this finding agrees with the results of the González-Juárez et al. (2014) study, 

which found that Latina immigrants recognized that their gender role in Spain had changed 

from the more rigid traditional roles in Latin America. González-Juárez et al. note that the 

immigrant women in their study perceived greater freedom in regard to both personal 

freedom, communication with their partner, and the power they can exercise within the 

family, though they continued to have greater responsibilities than their partners for care 

of children.  

In the present study, six of the women spoke positively about their increased 

independence in Spain. As detailed in Chapter 3, these Latinas commented on women in 

their birth countries being restricted to taking care of the family, while being overworked. 

They felt that women need not be dedicated only to the home but that they could go outside 

the home to obtain education and to have a career. Women could be self-supporting, not 

having to depend on a man for their financial well-being. Two of them spoke approvingly 

of the sharing of household duties by men in Spain. Most important, the women believed 

that expressing their independence was fully compatible with being a good mother, which 

can be seen as a total rejection of two aspects of the marianismo ideal. One of these aspects 

is the idea that a good mother is one who does not venture outside the home. The other is 

the idea that a mother must sacrifice her own well-being for the sake of her children 

(Hernández-Albújar, 2012). While being a good mother remains a main part of these 

women’s identities, their identities also include something they believe is harmonious with 

being a good mother, which is to be an independent woman with a life and achievements 

outside the home.  
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The opportunities these women gain by accepting the idea of personal 

independence and its compatibility with being a good mother are many. They are no longer 

locked in the cultural cage formed by the machismo-marianismo dichotomy that is 

common in Latin American countries. This set of polarized ideals constitutes a cage in the 

sense that the marianismo aspect greatly restricts women’s activities for their entire lives. 

This has created a tremendous waste of human potential and happiness for many years for 

millions of women who have been born into those societies. The freedom from the 

marianismo ideal that is offered by the Latinas’ immigration to Spain is the opportunity to 

step out of the cage into a world more open and more receptive to women’s exercising their 

potentials. It is clear that at least six of the Latinas in this study had taken that step by 

embracing the greater independence for women offered by Spain’s cultural environment. 

However, there is no clear evidence that the other women had welcomed the greater 

personal independence offered by Spanish culture. If they did not, then, the words of one 

of the Latinas who talked about her birth country’s traditional restrictions pertaining to the 

woman’s role seem appropriate: “They are things that we put upon ourselves.” In other 

words, continuing to accept the marianismo ideal or embracing the idea of greater personal 

freedom is a free choice each Latina is able to make for herself in the Spanish cultural 

environment. 

  

5.3.5. Living in Asturias 

 The majority of the women revealed a positive attitude toward living in Asturias. 

In doing so, several referred to the safety they experienced in the area. This is 

understandable because the Asturias region is one of the safest in Spain (Punch, 2008). 

When asked if she thought life treated her well in Asturias, Participant 5 replied, “Yes, I’ve 

always liked living in Asturias. Here we can be out in the streets without having to worry; 

in other countries you always have to be watching who is coming behind.” Participant 3 

was another who said she felt well in Asturias and referred to the relative safety of living 

there compared to her birth country of Colombia: “Here my life is more comfortable and 

peaceful.”  

 Another feature of Asturias that is favorable to immigrant women is the relatively 

low cost of living (Navamuel et al., 2013). This aspect was mentioned by Participant 7, 
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who had lived in Madrid. She said that the cost of an equivalent apartment in Asturias was 

only about one-third of what she had been required to pay in the large city. Another positive 

attribute of Asturias that is advantageous for some of the women is the presence of many 

elderly residents in the region (Rodriguez, 2020). This feature helps create jobs in the 

service sector for immigrant women in the form of caring for the elderly. At least one of 

the Latinas, Participant 4, revealed that she had recently performed such work, and 

Participant 8 indicated that she was willing to help care for the elderly. 

The women made many other favorable comments about their lives in Asturias: 

− “Yes, I feel good.” (Participant 1) 

− “I came to Asturias, I liked it, and I stayed here.” (Participant 2) 

− “I love Asturias.” (Participant 3) 

− “I prefer to be here than over there. This is my home. Up to this day I am very 

comfortable here.” (Participant 4)  

− “Yes, I’ve always liked living in Asturias. . . . Here everything is quiet and 

normal. There’s everything,” (Participant 5) 

− “I wouldn’t change Asturias for any other place. It is very peaceful.” (Participant 

6)  

− “Yes, here they treat you very well.” (Participant 7) 

− “Right now, I find myself very good. I don’t have anything to complain about.” 

(Participant 9) 

 

Based on these comments, it is clear that most of the Latinas considered living in Asturias 

an advantage that helped outweigh the diverse post-immigration challenges they faced.   

 

5.3.6. Summary of Opportunities 

 In their remarks, the Latinas mentioned several types of opportunity they had found 

since immigrating to Spain. A main one was the greater safety that they experienced in 

Spain, and particularly in Asturias. Improved educational possibilities for their children 

and/or themselves was a second major opportunity mentioned by a number of the women. 

For at least six of the Latinas, a third opportunity was the greater personal independence 

they found in the Spanish cultural environment compared to traditional restrictive ideas of 
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women’s roles that are still widespread in the Latin American countries they came from. 

The greater independence they experienced in Spain allowed them to seriously consider 

making a life for themselves outside the home while conscientiously raising their children. 

Other post-immigration advantages mentioned by the women included their reception of 

quality medical care during their pregnancies and their being able to live in the Asturias 

region. 

We can conclude that the opportunities the Latinas found in the forms of increased 

safety, better education for their children and in some cases for themselves, personal 

independence, good medical care, and living in the peaceful setting of Asturias helped 

compensate for the post-immigration challenges they encountered in Spain. Their 

perceptions of the greater opportunities of living in Spain compared to their country of 

origin help explain their choosing to remain in the host country. 

 

5.4. Empowerment 

The study’s findings can be considered in terms of the empowerment of the 

immigrant mothers in Spain. As detailed in the review of literature, Gaye and Jha (2011) 

consider immigrant women’s empowerment from the social and economic perspectives, 

with education being a proxy for the social aspect, and jobs and property ownership serving 

as proxy for economic empowerment. From these two perspectives, the women in this 

study were mostly deficient in both elements of empowerment. Regarding the economic 

aspect, most who were working were in low-paying jobs, which Gaye and Jha note does 

not promote economic empowerment. In addition, some were unemployed, and a few were 

living in a house provided by a charitable organization. The economic empowerment of 

migrant women is also negatively affected by restrictions on employment for 

undocumented individuals (Flippen, 2014), as was the case for at least three Latinas. 

Exploitation on the job, which may have occurred for at least two of the migrants, is also 

in opposition to economic empowerment. With respect to social empowerment as 

measured by educational attainment, a few of the Latinas reported having completed or 

being currently enrolled in classes, but most expressed little in the way of educational 

attainment during their interview. This suggests that the educational achievement of the 

majority of the women was small, which indicates that they had little social empowerment 
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according to Gaye and Jha’s (2011) understanding of immigrant women’s social 

empowerment.  

However, the empowerment of the Latinas can be measured in ways that differ from 

those used by Gaye and Jha (2011) and that seem more useful for understanding the types 

and degrees of empowerment the women had. In particular, viewing women’s 

empowerment as a multidimensional concept, we can identify five main ways in which 

immigrant women may be empowered: economic, educational, political, social, and 

psychological (Mandal, 2013). Regarding the first two of these types, we can again affirm 

that the empowerment of the Latinas was not large. Also, with respect to political 

empowerment, the interviews gave no evidence that the immigrant women were involved 

in any political organizations or movements, suggesting that their political empowerment 

was small. 

To determine the social empowerment of the women is a more complex matter than 

deciding their economic, educational, or political type. The proxy for social empowerment 

used by Gaye and Jha (2011), which was educational attainment, may not be the optimum 

way to measure the social empowerment of women. This is because social empowerment 

can be treated as separate from educational achievement and educational empowerment, as 

Mandal (2013) does. Also, the social empowerment of women can be viewed as having 

two different aspects. One is women’s strength in social relations and social structures 

(Mandal, 2013), while the other is their “ability to exert control over noneconomic decision 

making within the household” (Fox & Romero, 2017, p. 10). The first of these two aspects 

of social empowerment, the health of their social relations and structures, appeared not to 

be great for most of the Latinas, as they mentioned few friends and few associations other 

than work, school, or living with others in the Casa de Acogida shelter home. This result 

is to be expected because most of the Latinas were coping with economic problems and 

the responsibilities of caring for their child or children, which left little time for social 

organizations or socializing. Also, this type of social empowerment may have been 

adversely affected by the racist attitudes encountered by some of the women.  

As for the second type of social empowerment, which pertains to women making 

household noneconomic decisions (Fox & Romero, 2017), there is strong evidence that 

most of the Latinas in this study had a considerable amount of such empowerment. This is 
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indicated by all but two being the head of a single-parent household where they made all 

decisions, both economic and noneconomic. While a few of the women who were alone 

had communications with their child’s father, it was evident from their responses that the 

father had no household responsibilities other than providing some monetary support. 

Though the three Latinas in Casa de Acogida may have made fewer decisions about their 

household due to the nature of their accommodations, they still made all determinations 

concerning raising their children. Thus, having a considerable amount of this second type 

of social empowerment followed directly from the fact that almost all of the immigrant 

mothers had total responsibility and the final say in all decisions regarding raising their 

child or children.  

Psychological empowerment, the fifth type listed by Mandal (2013), is another 

aspect of empowerment that the immigrant women clearly possessed. This might be 

expected given that the women chose to leave their country of origin to migrate to Spain, 

a choice requiring courage, the ability to take risks, and the willingness to open themselves 

to new experiences (Adler & Gielen, 2003). These qualities can all be viewed as 

psychological strengths. In addition, the women demonstrated perseverance and resilience 

as they encountered post-immigration challenges, another indication of psychological 

empowerment. In describing their situation, several of the women used the phrase “moving 

forward” (seguir adelante), expressing their resoluteness to make progress in creating a 

life in Spain for their children and themselves. That the Latinas were psychologically 

empowered is an important finding of this study. To help better understand the nature and 

source of the psychological empowerment shown by the Latinas, it is informative to apply 

the conceptual framework of existential psychology. 

 

5.4.1. Psychological Empowerment, Free Choice, and Life Meaning 

A key principle of existential psychology is that people determine who and what 

they will be and their life purposes by making free choices throughout their lives (Corey, 

2016). Though their choices may be limited by the situations outside them or by their 

physical limitations, they are still able to choose what they will do and who they will be 

within that situation. The only escape from the freedom to choose, according to 

existentialism, is death. The impossibility of escaping the condition of having freedom to 
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choose is expressed by Sartre (1946/1975) by saying that humans are condemned to 

freedom.  

A second key principle of existential psychology is that through their free choices, 

people create the meaning in their lives. These choices may differ over time as they re-

create themselves through making new decisions, while at the same time they incorporate 

new meanings into their lives. This creation of meaning through one’s choices is a central 

need of people and helps promote human well-being (Frankl, 1946/1963; Heintzelman & 

King, 2014; Seligman, 2018; Steger et al., 2009). Meaning may come from a person’s 

relations to her or his family and friends, through the projects the person works on, or 

through any activity she or he may find of interest and value. These two key concepts that 

characterize the viewpoint of existential psychology—meaning and free choice—are 

related by the principle that in the final analysis, our life meanings are determined 

internally, not externally.  

The concept of life meaning that is central to existentialist psychology refers to the 

meaningfulness of people’s lives and experiences. When used in this way, the word 

meaning has had various conceptual definitions. However, the concept has become better 

understood over time as researchers have attempted to determine what is the core sense of 

the word when it is used in a sentence such as “life has lost its meaning for me.” A 

definition that has been put forward to reflect that core sense analyzes the concept of life 

meaning as having three components or dimensions (Heintzelman & King, 2014; Park & 

George, 2013):  

1. One dimension is cognitive coherence. Life meaning provides cognitive coherence 

to a person’s life through the perception that her or his life is cohesive. That is, 

various aspects of life tend to mesh with one another in a unitary whole. This 

dimension is the opposite of chaos. If a person’s life is without meaning, then it 

tends to have a chaotic nature, where the person perceives that various aspects of 

life conflict with each other.  

2. A second dimension of life meaning is that it provides one or more purposes to the 

person’s life. Having a purpose implies that the person performs certain behaviors 

in an effort to fulfill that purpose. Therefore, this second dimension of having life 

meaning is primarily a behavioral dimension. For example, if having a close friend 
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gives a particular individual’s life meaning, then acting to help that friend when it 

is needed will naturally be among the individual’s purposes.  

3. A third dimension of having life meaning is that it provides significance to a 

person’s life. This implies that whatever gives people life meaning at the same time 

causes them to feel that their life has value. This dimension of life meaning can 

pertain to a person’s emotional nature. Using the same example as above, if having 

a close friend gives a person’s life meaning, then the person feels it gives her or his 

life value. 

In combination, these three dimensions of life meaning enable us to say that 

something gives meaning to an individual’s life if it helps her or him to make cognitive 

sense of life, creates motivations to purposefully act to achieve various objectives, and 

provides the individual with the sense that her or his life has value (Martela & Steger, 

2016). What is meaningful in life may be a person, a pet, a thing, an idea, or an activity. A 

commitment to something can be meaningful in one’s life, such as a commitment to work 

to end global warming or the determination to be the best teacher, doctor, or factory worker 

one can be. In each case, life meaning is something that all people naturally appreciate and 

seek.  

Experiencing one’s life as having positive meaning in the three above dimensions 

is a primary aspect of psychological well-being (Dezutter et al. 2013; García-Alandete, 

2015; Pezirkianidis et al., 2016), while absence of positive life meaning can promote 

depression (Chow, 2017). Other beneficial outcomes have also been found to be related 

with the sense that one’s life has positive meaning. These include satisfaction with life and 

with oneself, resilience, and environmental mastery (Steger, 2012). It is therefore evident 

that to experience one’s life as meaningful promotes psychological health and strength, a 

conclusion that agrees with studies holding that the meaningfulness of one’s activities is a 

main aspect of psychological empowerment (Safari et al., 2011; Spreitzer, 1995). 

 

5.4.2. An Existentialist View of the Latinas’ Psychological Empowerment 

With the above understanding of the concept of life meaning, we are now able to 

further apply the existentialist conceptual framework to the psychological empowerment 

of the Latinas. First, the existentialist perspective helps us better understand how the 
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decision to emigrate from their country of origin to Spain indicates the Latinas’ 

empowerment. The women mentioned several different reasons for deciding to migrate, as 

detailed in Chapter 3. Whatever their particular motivations were, several basic existential 

concepts can be applied to the Latinas’ choice to migrate. These include the concepts of 

self-awareness, free choice, responsibility, and, perhaps most importantly, the search for 

meaning and identity. For instance, because they chose to leave their country of origin and 

migrate to Spain, the women can be seen as having established a substantial degree of self-

awareness of themselves and their possible future if they remained in Latin America. They 

can also be viewed as having realized that in spite of any reasons or even pressures to 

remain in their country of birth, the choice of whether to stay there or emigrate was theirs 

alone to make. In making their decision, the women were exercising their existential 

freedom.  

Importantly, the Latinas’ decision to migrate may also be understood as searching 

for new meanings in their lives and striving to develop their identity. The questions “who 

am I?” and “who am I to become?” are existential questions that confront every person, 

perhaps most intensely when they are still young, as most of the Latinas in the study were. 

Comments made by several women showed their realization that the Latin American 

culture limited their possibilities and potential identities. They understood that to gain 

greater freedom to develop their identities, they would need to emigrate to a country whose 

culture was not so tied to a traditional view of the role of women. In making their decision 

to emigrate the Latinas, like many other migrants, displayed courage, along with the 

willingness to take risks and open themselves to new experience (Adler & Gielen, 2003; 

May, 1975/1994). This can be a difficult choice that may require an internal struggle. A 

person is always on the doorstep of a new, possible future, and can choose either to step 

into that future or to remain where she is in the past, which is more certain and may seem 

safer (Maddi, 2004). Before emigrating, the Latinas may have been comfortable in some 

ways with living in the security of a culture they knew. Emigration meant leaving behind 

family members, friends, and familiar places, activities, and customs, while the prospect 

of leaving for Spain into an unknown and unpredictable environment was risky. However, 

like countless other migrants, they chose to face the anxiety and risk and display their 

courage by stepping into their future. They had the psychological strength to take what the 
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existentialist Soren Kierkegaard (1843/2004) called a leap of faith, traveling into an 

unknown environment in order to better their lives. By doing so, they were choosing to 

assume responsibility for themselves, their future, and the future of their children. They 

were also placing themselves on the road leading to what Simone de Beauvoir (1949/2011) 

termed transcendence, an expansion into the larger world, a self-extension that is stultified 

and mostly reserved for men in the strongly patriarchal culture of Latin America. In fact, 

just by the act of emigrating, the women had already entered that larger world that provides 

new possibilities for developing their identity, while manifesting psychological 

empowerment.  

The Latinas also displayed psychological empowerment as they encountered post-

migration challenges. Notably, despite facing economic, personal, and racist problems, 

none of the women talked of any desire to return to their country of origin. This suggests 

that they believed their decision to migrate to Spain was the correct one. A main reason for 

their deciding to remain in their adopted country was undoubtedly the advantages they 

found there. From an existential psychology standpoint, another factor that likely 

contributed to the Latinas’ decisions to stay in Spain was that, despite obstacles, they 

experienced substantial positive life meaning in their new home. This is strongly suggested 

by their interview responses, which reflect two kinds of life meaning that they acquired. 

The first is attached to the role identity of ‘being a mother’, an identity that described all 

of the women at the time of the interview, including those who were still pregnant. Two of 

the women had come to Spain with children and then had another child after arrival, nine 

had given birth only after immigrating, and two were pregnant at the time. Because role 

identity is associated with experiencing meaning and purpose in relation to that role 

(Thoits, 2012), the Latinas’ assuming the role of being a mother created life meaning for 

them.  

The meaning that the Latinas experienced from being a mother undoubtedly 

increased their psychological empowerment. As mothers and expectant mothers, these 

women had the crucial responsibility of caring for the well-being and future of their child 

or children. Their recognizing that Spain offered increased opportunities and a safer 

environment where their children could mature very likely strengthened the women’s 

determination to persist there. Even the women who had encountered racist attitudes 
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showed considerable psychological empowerment in the form of hardiness and tenacity, 

though experiencing racism can negatively impact immigrants’ self-perceptions (Telzer & 

Vázquez García, 2009). The words of the women repeatedly told of how being a mother or 

expecting to become a mother gave abundant meaning to their lives. For example, 

Participant 7’s devotion to her two children is evident from her words indicating that she 

would do whatever she could to ensure her children’s well-being, “because we never stop 

being a mother and children never stop loving.” Her comments indicated that being an 

involved mother provided her life with purpose and significance. Participant 2 was another 

whose words revealed that being a mother to her three children gave her life strong 

meaning. She spoke of the teachers at her children’s school commenting on how loving 

she was with her children when she left them there. She also remarked that she had a “great 

responsibility” in having children, with her words revealing that she took that responsibility 

seriously. The life meaning that being a mother provided was also expressed by Participant 

8, the mother of a 14-month-old boy, who commented on her pride in being a young 

mother. Participant 13, who had a five-month-old girl, gave evidence of how being a 

mother provided her life with meaning and purpose by saying she was willing to perform 

any kind of work to earn money to care for her daughter. Participant 12, mother of a one-

month-old son, spoke of the birth of her child as being “a blessing.” Though she still missed 

her family, she no longer felt the loneliness she had felt before the birth, indicating that her 

experience of life meaning had increased substantially as a result of becoming a mother.  

Other remarks also revealed the powerful meaning that being a mother gave them: 

P3 (baby son): “… for me, my son comes first.” 

P4 (daughter about five years old): “… my family is my mother and my daughter. 

I know that before me there is them.”  

P5 (daughter one month old): “A mother is everything. The men are dedicated to 

work and a mother always takes care.” 

P9 (22 weeks pregnant): “What I see is that we have a great responsibility and 

blessing, which is to bring life to this world.”  

P10 (son, three-and-a-half years old): “I think that my child comes first.” 

P11 (daughter three years old): “I love my daughter more than anything in this 

world.” 
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These comments suggest that being a mother provided strong life meaning to the Latinas. 

Given the threefold understanding of life meaning (Heintzelman & King, 2014; Martela & 

Steger, 2016; Park & George, 2013), it is likely that the identity of being a mother aided 

the women in several ways to deal with life events after immigrating. It provided a 

cognitive sense of coherence in their lives by their embracing the fact that being a mother 

was a main aspect of their self-identity, with other aspects of their lives arranged around 

this core life meaning. It provided them purpose, serving to structure their lives by making 

the well-being of their children a major goal to pursue through their activities. These 

included both short-term purposes, such as preparing healthy meals for their children, and 

longer-term purposes, such as instilling values that would help a child succeed in life. A 

third way being a mother helped the Latinas was by providing them a sense of their personal 

value, knowing they were undertaking a task of great responsibility. Raising children is a 

job that people generally believe is extremely valuable, and it is likely that these women 

felt their own value in doing that job. Overall, the Latinas’ words indicate that they found 

the self-identity of ‘being a mother’ a very meaningful aspect of their lives, resulting in 

cognitive coherence, purpose, and a sense of significance. Being a mother, combined with 

increased opportunities for their children in Spain, helped confirm to the women that they 

had made the right decision by migrating, added to their psychological well-being 

(Dezutter et al., 2013; García-Alandete, 2015; Pezirkianidis et al., 2016), and strengthened 

them as they dealt with post-immigration challenges (Steger, 2012), all of which reflect 

their psychological empowerment.  

The Latinas’ responses also suggested that after their migration, many of them 

experienced another life meaning that gave them cognitive coherence, purpose, and a sense 

of significance. This second life meaning was ‘determination to move forward’. A will to 

move forward in their lives was stated by several of the women explicitly and was implicit 

in the words of others. These comments indicated that they self-identified as a person who 

was moving ahead in life and that moving ahead was an objective that provided them with 

life meaning. The idea of moving forward was often mentioned when they were talking 

about being a mother. Some of the comments revealed that a main reason for moving 

forward was for the sake of their children. At other times, the Latinas’ words indicated that 
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moving forward included not only advancing the well-being of their children but also 

moving forward for their own independence and success.  

Participant 11 provides an example of the first kind of statement. She talked about 

being determined to move forward with her child despite difficulties. After remarking that 

she did not like to think about the challenges she faced, she said, “I think that although it’s 

not easy, I am able to move forward with my daughter.” Her determination was also 

reflected in her saying that though she had known that it would be costly to move forward 

with her baby, she knew she would succeed. Participant 6, who had a daughter and was 

pregnant with another girl at the time of the interview, had moved away from her mother 

to be independent. She remarked, “I continue to move forward with my daughter by 

myself.” She knew her daughters could have better opportunities in Spain. Her resolve to 

work hard to make a life for herself and her children was revealed in her having attended 

school while working in a pizzeria, having worked in various other jobs, and her 

willingness to take additional courses while she was pregnant. Participant 7 said that her 

partner’s absence had distressed her while she was pregnant, but she had moved forward. 

Determination to care for herself and her children was shown by her saying that although 

she got help from social unemployment benefits, she would take on any cleaning job.  

Some of the women’s responses did not refer specifically to their children but 

reflected their strength and resilience. Participant 8 exhibited her self-confidence by saying, 

“I have been able to do everything.” After mentioning her lack of a steady job or income, 

she said that though it had been difficult, “I have gotten ahead and continue to come out 

with my head held high and I’m not ashamed of anything.” Participant 12 showed her 

resilience by saying that though she sometimes got frustrated having to take care of 

everything alone, her situation was helping her “grow.” Participant 9 remarked that she 

was committed to having a career and independence. In addition, the positive comments 

by several of the Latinas about the increased independence of mothers and women in Spain 

provided further evidence of psychological empowerment. 

Based on their comments, the Latinas revealed themselves as strong, hopeful 

women who had resolved to create a life in Spain for their children and themselves. Only 

Participant 10 appeared to have a somewhat low-spirited perspective. She saw the future 

as “very dark” and said she did not know what she would do to move ahead. However, 
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even this Latina did not say anything to suggest she would return to her country of origin, 

Brazil. She seemed intent on staying in Spain to raise her daughter, citing the difficulty of 

raising a child in Brazil and the better education and increased opportunities in Spain.  

 

5.5. Chapter Summary 

This chapter addressed the second part of the study’s research question: in what 

ways do the women’s perceived post-immigration challenges and opportunities affect their 

lives? In sum, this study provides evidence that though these immigrant mothers in Spain 

encountered a range of challenges, they also found significant opportunities in Spain. Post-

immigration challenges these Latinas spoke of included economic difficulties, personal and 

relationship problems, experiencing racist behavior, and undergoing emotional distress. 

Opportunities they commented on included improved education for their children and 

themselves, less crime and increased safety compared to their country of origin, quality 

medical care during their pregnancy, greater personal independence than in their birth 

countries, and living in the peaceful, and relatively inexpensive province of Asturias. 

It was clear from comments made by the Latina mothers that they had significant 

social empowerment in the sense that almost all were the heads of their households, with 

full responsibility for raising their children. They also had a substantial psychological 

empowerment. As migrants, the women brought with them hope, self-reliance, and 

fortitude to help sustain them in their efforts to make a life in Spain. What further 

strengthened their resolve was being put in the mother’s role of caring for the present and 

future welfare of their children. The Latinas fully embraced that role, which gave their lives 

great meaning, an important aspect of psychological health and empowerment. Another 

factor that gave their lives meaning was their determination to move forward with their 

children as they did their best to deal with challenges. This determination to progress 

showed the women’s resilience and perseverance, two main aspects of psychological 

strength. These immigrants demonstrated that they, like migrants generally, brought with 

them many desirable characteristics, including courage, readiness to take risks, receptivity 

to new experiences, and willingness to work hard (Adler & Gielen, 2003).  
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Chapter 6. Summary and Conclusions 

  

This study was motivated by the need to better understand the post-immigration 

experiences and situations of mothers who had immigrated to Spain from Latin American 

countries. To fulfill this need, 13 mothers and expectant mothers who had migrated from 

Latin American countries to Spain were interviewed in Asturias. The purpose of the 

interviews was to determine in what ways cultural factors influenced the women’s birth 

decisions and views of motherhood and how they were getting on in Spain, including 

learning about their post-immigration challenges and opportunities. As the researcher, I 

asked the women questions about their reasons for immigrating to Spain, the support they 

had since immigrating, what factors they took into account in deciding to give birth, their 

views on the mother’s role in Spain compared to their country of origin, whether they had 

experienced being stereotyped in Spain, their pregnancy medical care, and their attitude 

toward living in Asturias. Follow-up questions were also asked as appropriate. The women 

spoke candidly about their perspectives on being an immigrant from Latin America, a 

woman, and a mother in Spain, revealing a wide range of experiences, beliefs, attitudes, 

concerns, and advantages regarding their immigration. Their responses to questions were 

analyzed using qualitative methods to determine categories or themes that their answers 

reflected. Analysis revealed eight categories with several subcategories. 

The findings of the study are significant by providing primary information on the 

birth decisions of Latina immigrant mothers, their views of being a mother, and their 

perceptions about their lives in Spain. Though statistical information on immigration is 

important to gather and report, studies that focus on the perceptions and experiences of 

individual immigrants are also necessary because they provide a deeper understanding of 

what life is like in Spain for immigrant populations. The meaning for the women of their 

post-immigration experiences in Spain, support from family and others, pregnancy 

decisions, and role as a mother can best be determined by questioning them about these 

issues and providing them ample time to respond. In addition, qualitative data is a good fit 

for the two main theoretical frameworks that help guide this study. One of these is identity 

theory, which emphasizes how identity is formed by social processes. The other is 

existential philosophy and psychology, which underscore the concepts of free choice, 
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personal meaning, and responsibility, and helps in viewing the Latinas from the 

psychological perspective. The theoretical framework of intersectionality is also called 

upon to help better understand some of the study’s results. 

 

6.1. Summary of Findings 

The main findings are reported in two chapters: Chapter 3 addresses the first part 

of the research question, which asks in what ways cultural factors affect the Latinas’ birth 

decisions and views of being a mother. Analysis of the Latinas’ words reveals that for six 

of them, their cultural origins influenced their birth decisions through the strong religious 

rejection of abortion that is widespread in Latin America. However, there is no evidence 

that the birth decisions of the other Latinas were influenced by religion or any other cultural 

aspect of their origin country or their host country. These women’s words suggest that their 

decisions to give birth were based on their simply wanting to have the child. Regarding the 

issue of in what ways cultural factors influence the Latina mothers’ views of motherhood, 

these women’ responses reveal that they embraced their role as mother. This affirmation 

suggests that the emphasis on being a good mother in their former Latin American culture 

continued to influence them in Spain. In addition, the remarks of seven of the women 

provide evidence of their favoring their birth country compared to Spain in relation to some 

aspects of being a mother and family unity. Some of the Latinas felt that women from Latin 

America were better mothers than Spanish women. Others spoke of their perceiving a 

relative lack of unity in Spanish families, including lack of respect or caring among Spanish 

children for their parents. Six of the Latinas did not agree with traditional Latin American 

views of the woman’s role being restricted to the home. They indicated that they accepted 

the more open and egalitarian perspective of women’s and mothers’ roles that has been 

developed in the Spanish culture and indicated that they intended to pursue more education 

for themselves and possible careers. Notably, these women held that this less restrictive 

approach to women’s possibilities was harmonious with their being able to fulfill the role 

of being a good mother to their children.  

Chapter 4, which details post-immigration challenges and opportunities the Latinas 

encountered, addresses the second part of the research question, which asks, in what ways 

do the women’s perceived post-immigration challenges and opportunities affect their lives? 
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The women faced three main post-immigration difficulties. One is that, for the most part, 

they possessed few financial resources and had to struggle to have enough money to care 

for their children and themselves. A second challenge was that most of them were alone. 

Only two were living with the father of their children. Thus, a prevalent problem was the 

challenge of being a single mother with little or no assistance, economically, emotionally, 

or practically from the biological father. A third difficulty encountered by some of the 

women was racist remarks or other behavior from people who were presumably native-

born Spaniards. These three types of challenge were inter-related for some of the Latinas, 

with various connections occurring between economic difficulties, relationship problems, 

and being stereotyped. Their being at the intersection of several different social categories 

especially burdened the Latinas. For most, being a female immigrant resulted in their facing 

economic problems. For some, also being undocumented resulted in even greater economic 

challenges and may have added to mental distress (Flippen, 2014; López, 2016). For others, 

being a woman, an immigrant, and a person of color led to experiencing xenophobic 

attitudes.  

  The study also provides information about the perceptions of Latina immigrants 

regarding post-immigration opportunities that adds to our understanding of the women. 

These opportunities include their being able to enjoy an environment with less crime than 

was present in their native country, better educational opportunities for their children and 

themselves, good medical care during pregnancy, and greater opportunities for personal 

independence. For some, the advantage of being able to live with less crime in Spain was 

connected to the opportunity of better education of the women’s children. The participants 

evidently felt that the post-immigration opportunities they found in Spain outweighed the 

challenges they faced. Most expressed a positive attitude about living in Asturias, with no 

negative comments, all spoke favorably about medical support during their pregnancy, and 

none spoke of any plans to return to their native country.  

The identity theory framework, which emphasizes how identity is formed by social 

processes, helps in the interpretation of some of the study’s results. In particular, the 

stereotyping and racism that some of the women experienced can be viewed from the 

perspective of symbolic interactionism and identity theory as being an issue of boundaries 

that separate groups of people defined by different classes, ethnicities, histories, or other 
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variables. These boundaries may be invisible, but they can have substantial social and 

physical effects. In this study, the stereotyping and racist behavior that some spoke of can 

be seen as the result of people in one group acting as if there is a boundary separating them 

from those who they perceive as different. Their judgmental behavior toward members of 

the immigrant group indicates that they think that immigrants deserve less respect or 

consideration than people in their own group.  

Identity theory distinguishes personal identities from role and group identities. In 

the case of the racist behavior that some of the Latinas experienced, the people who 

exhibited that behavior viewed the women as belonging in a certain group, but they knew 

little or nothing of the personal identities of the women they were stereotyping. This is 

always true when members of one group approach people in another group with 

stereotypical ideas. The stereotypes obscure the fact that the people who are approached 

are individuals who have their own ideas about who they are. I myself have experienced 

racist remarks directed at me because I was an immigrant and can testify that temporary 

emotional distress can be brought about by experiencing such stereotyping. It seems likely 

that the Latinas in this study who experienced racist behavior also felt some distress when 

the behavior occurred. Yet, the women who told of such experiences did not give the sense 

that experiencing racist behavior caused them long-lasting anxiety, and they all seemed to 

take pride in their individual identity. 

It can be noted that Latin American female immigrants in Spain seem to be a prime 

target for racism since they are at the intersection of two vulnerable groups: immigrants 

and women, which heightens their vulnerability to discrimination. It is important for 

Asturian society to understand the difficulties these women face and the migratory process 

which they undertake looking for a better life for their children and themselves. It may be 

that those who harbor racist views of Latina immigrants do not realize how valuable they 

are to the economy by taking jobs that many others are not willing to take. These include 

jobs caring for children and the elderly, other low-paying service-sector jobs, and factory 

jobs. Without immigrant women to fill many of those positions, the Spanish economy 

would suffer. Educating people so that they understand the economic value immigrants 

provide to society may help to counteract tendencies to disparage them. It is important to 

plant the seeds of empathy in Asturian society in regard to the outliers of their communities; 
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for in this ever-changing globalized society, immigration will only grow. It is best that 

Spanish, and Asturian, citizens learn about and understand a culture that lives side by side 

with them now, instead of disregarding them and creating even more racial tension and 

barriers between the already separated groups. It would also be helpful if more of the 

country’s citizens were brought to realize that many Spanish youth are being forced to 

emigrate because of the lack of opportunities in Spain and that many others have felt the 

need to leave in order to seek a better life elsewhere, often in Latin American countries. 

Statistics show that in 2019, over 297,000 people emigrated from Spain (Statista, 2020a). 

More than 7,000 of these individuals immigrated to the Latin American countries of 

Ecuador, Argentina, or Colombia (Statista, 2020b). Realizing that many of their fellow 

countrywomen and men may be susceptible to xenophobic attitudes after they migrate to 

Latin America might help lead Spanish citizens to have a more welcoming attitude to Latin 

American immigrants to Spain.   

An important aspect of the picture of the Latinas that emerged from these results is 

that they showed considerable strength and perseverance in dealing with post-immigration 

challenges that they encountered. For the most part, the Latinas spoke about economic and 

racial challenges as if they were something they simply had to put up with, at least for the 

time being. There was little sense that any of them were feeling sorry for themselves about 

having to face such problems. Only when the subject of personal relationship challenges 

came up did some of the women show that they may still have been emotionally upset with 

their situation. We can ask, where did their strength come from? An answer to that question 

is suggested by the theoretical framework of existential philosophy and psychology, which 

helps us understand that the women had already shown considerable fortitude just by 

making the choice to migrate to Spain. In making this decision, the women exhibited the 

willingness to take a risk and open themselves to new experiences in a new country; thus, 

it is not surprising that they continued to show strength and perseverance in the face of 

challenges after they arrived. 

Adding to the Latinas’ strength and perseverance is the fact that they were all 

mothers or expectant mothers. As explained in Chapter 4, it was clear that like virtually all 

mothers, the women in this study found great meaning in being a mother and caring for 

their children. They must protect, feed, clothe, and bring up their child the best they can. 
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This responsibility gives mothers powerful life meaning. The meaning that being a mother 

provided helped them make sense of and give order to their lives, gave them daily and 

long-range purposes to work toward, and supplied them with the sense that their lives had 

great significance and value (Martela & Steger, 2016). These results of motherhood could 

be considered to be the essence of psychological and emotional well-being as well as 

powerful sources of fortitude and resilience, empowering the Latinas to do their best to 

move forward for the sake of their children and themselves. It may be that having been 

raised in a culture in which the welfare of the family is extremely important made the 

Latinas feel even greater life meaning and responsibility in being a mother. The lack of a 

partner in the home, which was true for most of the Latinas, required them to have greater 

strength and perseverance in the face of challenges. It is striking that the words of several 

of the women indicated that a related factor that gave the Latinas’ life meaning was their 

determination to move forward in life with their children. 

 

6.2. Limitations of the Study 

 There were various limitations of this study. One limitation was that the study was 

focused on Latina immigrant mothers who lived in a particular region of Spain. Several of 

the women spoke of advantages of living in Asturias, including having to pay less 

expensive rent and having a greater sense of safety than in a large city. This suggests that 

Latina immigrant mothers who reside in a larger Spanish city might have different 

responses to the interview questions. Challenges or the severity of challenges might be 

different for city dwelling immigrant mothers. For instance, experiences of racist behavior 

might be either more or less prevalent in larger cities, as might economic problems. 

Perceived opportunities might also be different for Latina immigrant mothers in cities. 

 Another limitation is that the immigrant women who went to the kinds of help and 

health organizations where the participants were located may have tended to be financially 

poorer than most immigrant Latina mothers in Spain. However, immigrant women in Spain 

are known to generally work in the service and other low-paying sectors, so it seems likely 

that in regard to economic circumstances overall, the participants in this study were not 

substantially different than most Latina immigrants in Spain. 
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 A third limitation of the study is that, in hindsight, there were a few more questions 

that might have been asked that could have been informative. For instance, it could have 

been valuable to ask the participants where they planned to be and what they planned on 

doing a year and five years from the date of the interview. It seems likely that answers to 

those questions would have further confirmed that the women were determined to move 

forward for the sake of their children and themselves. 

 A fourth limitation is that the interviews were performed before the beginning of 

the current pandemic that is the result of the spread of the COVID-19 virus, and due to 

Spanish travel restrictions caused by the pandemic, it was impossible to revisit any of the 

participants. Therefore, it is not possible to know what the effects of the pandemic have 

been on the Latinas. The fact that the pandemic has had a deeply negative effect on the 

Spanish economy is almost certain to have caused further serious economic problems for 

the women in this study.  

 

6.3. Recommendations for Future Research 

Several recommendations for further research can be made. It is first recommended 

that research be conducted on exploitation of Latina immigrants at work. This subject was 

brought up by two of the 13 participants, which suggests the possibility that work 

exploitation may be a condition that affects a number of immigrant women from Latin 

America. With the number of Latina immigrants growing annually, it is important to 

understand how many are being exploited at work and what is the nature of the exploitation. 

A second recommendation is that research be conducted to explore Latina 

immigrants to Spain who are not mothers or expectant mothers and compare the results to 

the findings of this study. Latinas who do not have children may have different challenges 

and different responses to the challenges they encounter after immigrating to Spain. In this 

study, reasons are given to believe that the fact of being a mother gave the Latinas great 

life meaning, which further provided them with cognitive, behavioral, and emotional 

benefits and also gave them strength and perseverance in dealing with challenges. It would 

be informative to learn how Latina immigrants without children compare to the women in 

this study. 
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A third recommendation is to conduct research that further explores the challenges 

faced by Latina immigrants who are undocumented, as several of this study’s participants 

were. Documented immigrants have obtained legal documents allowing them to work at 

any jobs that may be available and to receive government benefits. Women who are 

undocumented do not have those benefits and can be expected to have greater economic 

challenges than those who are documented. 

A fourth recommendation is to perform research that explores the effects of the 

Novel Coronavirus and Covid-19 pandemic on Latina immigrants to Spain. At the time of 

this writing, the pandemic is still ongoing, with 79,568 official deaths in Spain caused by 

the virus as of mid-May, 2021. Though the number of Covid-19 cases in Asturias is 

substantially less than in some other regions of Spain, the numbers are still high, with over 

51,000 cases of Covid-19 having occurred in the region. This number of cases has resulted 

in over 1,960 deaths (Bing.com Covid-19 Tracker, accessed May 20, 2021, 

https://bing.com/covid/local/asturias_spain).  

 

6.4. Conclusions 

 Overall, we can draw several main conclusions about the Latinas as a group. First, 

cultural factors impacted on the immigrants’ lives in varying ways. In relation to their birth 

decisions, the only cultural factor that the responses of the women indicated had affected 

their decision was their Latin American culture’s religion and its powerful prohibition 

against abortion. Regarding cultural factors affecting the Latinas’ views of being a woman 

and a mother, almost half had embraced the increased personal independence that they 

found in the Spanish culture. They spoke of further education for themselves and the 

opportunity to develop careers, and they made clear that they believed that going outside 

the home for education and work was not a detriment to their being good mothers. The 

other Latinas gave evidence that they still accepted some of the traditional cultural views 

regarding women’s and mothers’ roles that they had learned in their Latin American birth 

country and little or no evidence that they welcomed the more open and progressive view 

of women’s and mothers’ roles that are characteristic of Spain. 

The second main conclusion is that these women were mostly on their own, without 

the help of a partner, in raising their child or children. This fact is certainly significant in 
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itself, but even more so when we remember that the majority of the Latinas were 

economically challenged and had to care for their children with very limited resources. The 

women experienced not only economic problems but a variety of other difficulties. This 

finding strongly suggests that the participants’ being located at the intersection of being a 

woman, a single mother, and an immigrant resulted in economic hardship.  

A third conclusion to be drawn is that almost all of the immigrant mothers 

expressed hopefulness, even confidence, that they would find ways to move ahead in Spain 

with their children. This attitude indicated that the women had a considerable degree of 

resilience and perseverance in the face of their challenges. Part of what generated this 

determination was no doubt their perceiving substantial benefits to being in Spain 

compared to their birth country, including greater safety, better education for their children, 

quality medical care, and, for some, greater personal independence. Another advantage was 

their having settled in Asturias, where they found a peaceful, very safe, and relatively 

inexpensive place to live and bring up their children. There is no doubt that these mothers 

were fortunate to have found their way to Asturias after immigrating.  

 A fourth conclusion is that what helped to empower these Latinas, providing them 

with strength, was the life meaning that being a mother or an expectant mother gave to 

them. Being a mother provided powerful meaning to the women by giving their lives 

coherence, purpose, and felt value. Ironically, the fact that most of them were required to 

raise their children on their own, which was a hardship, is likely to have provided them 

with stronger purposefulness, as they realized that the quality of care and upbringing of 

their children relied on them alone.  

 The resoluteness to move ahead that the Latina immigrants exhibited indicates their 

having considerable strength and resilience. These qualities suggest that in time, they will 

overcome post-immigration challenges and raise children who will become exemplary 

second-generation immigrants. It is likely that Spain will benefit from the Latin American 

immigrant mothers in this study choosing to make it their home. 
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Capítulo 6. Resumen y Conclusiones 

 

La motivación de este estudio fue la necesidad de una mejor comprensión de las 

experiencias y situaciones post-inmigración de las madres de países latinoamericanos que 

han inmigrado a España. A fin de cubrir esta necesidad, se entrevistaron en Asturias a 13 

madres y mujeres embarazadas de países de América Latina que habían emigrado a España. 

El objetivo de las entrevistas fue determinar de qué manera los factores culturales de estas 

mujeres influyeron en sus decisiones de dar a luz y en sus puntos de vista acerca de la 

maternidad, además de saber cómo iba su progreso en España. Estos factores incluían 

cuanto sabían de los desafíos y oportunidades de la post-inmigración. Como investigadora, 

pedí a estas mujeres que me dieran sus razones para inmigrar a España; les pregunté acerca 

del apoyo que tuvieron desde su inmigración, también sobre los factores que tuvieron en 

cuenta al decidir dar a luz, sobre sus puntos de vista en torno al rol de madre en España en 

comparación con los de sus países de origen, de si habían sido estereotipadas en España, 

de la asistencia médica y de su actitud hacia vivir en Asturias. También se aplicaron 

preguntas de seguimiento, según fuera apropiado. Las mujeres respondieron con franqueza 

acerca de sus perspectivas sobre ser inmigrantes de países latinoamericanos, sobre ser 

mujeres y ser madres en España, lo que reveló una amplia gama de experiencias, creencias, 

actitudes, inquietudes y ventajas relativas a su inmigración. Sus respuestas a estas 

preguntas fueron analizadas utilizando métodos cualitativos para así determinar las 

categorías o los temas que reflejaron sus respuestas. El análisis dio como resultado ocho 

categorías con varias subcategorías.   

 Los hallazgos del estudio son relevantes, ya que proporcionan información primaria 

sobre las decisiones de dar a luz de las madres latinas inmigrantes, sobre sus puntos de 

vista acerca de ser madres y sobre las percepciones de sus vidas en España. Aunque es 

importante recabar y reportar la información estadística de las inmigraciones, los estudios 

que se enfocan en las percepciones y experiencias de los/as inmigrantes de manera 

individual también son necesarios, puesto que proporcionan un conocimiento más 

profundo de lo que es la vida en España para las poblaciones inmigrantes. Para las mujeres, 

el significado de sus experiencias post-inmigración en España, el apoyo de la familia y de 

otros, la decisión del embarazo y el rol como madres puede determinarse de una mejor 
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manera cuando se les pregunta acerca de estas cuestiones y se les proporciona tiempo de 

sobra para sus respuestas. Además, los datos cualitativos son una buena opción para los 

dos marcos de trabajo principales que sirvieron como guías de este estudio. Uno de estos 

marcos es la teoría de la identidad, que enfatiza cómo se forma la identidad a través de los 

procesos sociales. El otro trata de la filosofía y psicología existenciales, y hace hincapié en 

los conceptos de la libre elección, del sentido personal y de la responsabilidad, al mismo 

tiempo que ayuda a considerar a las latinas desde la perspectiva psicológica. También se 

apela al marco de trabajo teórico de la interseccionalidad con el fin de ayudar al mejor 

entendimiento de algunos de los resultados del estudio.  

 

6.1. Resumen de los Hallazgos 

Los principales hallazgos se exponen en dos capítulos: en el Capítulo 3 se aborda 

la primera parte de la cuestión de la investigación; aquí se pregunta de qué manera afectan 

los factores culturales de las mujeres latinas sus decisiones de dar a luz y sus puntos de 

vista sobre ser madres. El análisis de las palabras de estas latinas revela que, para cada seis 

de ellas, sus orígenes culturales influyeron en sus decisiones de dar a luz debido al enérgico 

rechazo religioso del aborto, ampliamente extendido en Latinoamérica. Sin embargo, no 

existe evidencia alguna de que las decisiones de dar a luz de las demás latinas estuvieran 

influenciadas por la religión o cualquier otro aspecto cultural de su país de origen o de su 

país de acogida. Las palabras de estas mujeres sugieren que sus decisiones de dar a luz se 

basaron en su simple deseo de tener hijos. Como madres, en lo que se refiere a cómo 

influyeron los factores culturales en sus puntos de vista sobre la maternidad, las respuestas 

de estas mujeres revelan que acogieron su rol de madre. Esta afirmación sugiere que el 

énfasis que su anterior cultura latinoamericana pone en ser buena madre continuó 

influyendo en España. Además, las observaciones de siete de estas mujeres evidenciaron 

que, en lo referente a algunos aspectos de ser madres y de la unidad familiar, se inclinan  

por los de su país de nacimiento en comparación con los de España. Algunas de estas latinas 

consideraron que las mujeres latinoamericanas eran mejores madres que las mujeres 

españolas. Otras hablaron de su percepción de una relativa falta de unidad en las familias 

españolas, que incluye la falta de respeto o la indiferencia entre los niños y niñas españoles 

hacia sus padres. Seis de las latinas no estuvieron de acuerdo con los puntos de vista 



179 
 

tradicionales latinoamericanos que afirman que el rol de la mujer está restringido al hogar. 

Señalaron que ellas aceptaron la perspectiva más abierta e igualitaria de los roles de mujer 

y madre que se han desarrollado en la cultura española y que tienen la intención de lograr 

para ellas una mayor educación y posibles carreras. En particular, estas mujeres sostuvieron 

que este enfoque menos restrictivo hacia las posibilidades de las mujeres estaba en armonía 

con su capacidad de poder cumplir con su rol de buenas madres de sus hijos.    

 En el Capítulo 4, en el que se detallan los desafíos y las oportunidades post-

inmigración con los que se toparon las latinas, se aborda la segunda parte de la cuestión de 

esta investigación a través de las preguntas a estas mujeres relacionadas con la manera en 

la que percibieron que los desafíos y las oportunidades post-inmigración han afectado sus 

vidas. Tres fueron los principales desafíos a los que se enfrentaron. Uno es que, en su mayor 

parte, contaban con pocos recursos financieros y tuvieron que luchar para tener dinero 

suficiente para mantener a sus hijos y a ellas mismas. Un segundo desafío fue que la 

mayoría de ellas estaban solas; únicamente dos vivían con el padre de sus hijos. Por 

consiguiente, un problema prevalente fue el desafío de ser madres solteras con escasa o 

nula asistencia económica o emocional por parte del padre biológico. Una tercera dificultad 

con la que se toparon algunas de las mujeres fueron los comentarios u otras conductas 

racistas de los españoles presuntamente nativos. Estos tres tipos de desafíos estaban 

interrelacionados para algunas de estas mujeres, con varias conexiones entre las 

dificultades económicas, los problemas en la relación y ser estereotipadas. Como latinas, 

estar en la intersección de varias y diferentes categorías sociales las abrumó de manera 

especial. Para la mayoría, ser una mujer inmigrante era el resultado de tener que enfrentarse 

a problemas financieros. Para algunas, el también ser indocumentadas dio lugar a que 

tuvieran que enfrentarse a mayores problemas económicos, añadiendo a lo anterior una 

posible angustia mental (Flippen, 2014; López, 2016). Para otras, ser mujer, inmigrante y 

persona de color las llevó a vivir actitudes xenófobas. 

 El estudio también proporciona información acerca de las percepciones de las 

inmigrantes latinas en lo referente a las oportunidades post-inmigración; esta información 

incrementa nuestro entendimiento de las mujeres. Estas oportunidades incluyen poder 

disfrutar de un ambiente con menos criminalidad que en sus países de origen, mejores 

oportunidades de educación para sus hijos/as y para ellas, una buena asistencia médica 
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durante el embarazo y mayores oportunidades para la independencia personal. Para 

algunas, la ventaja de poder vivir con menos criminalidad en España estaba conectada con 

la oportunidad de una mejor educación para su descendencia. Fue evidente que las 

participantes sintieron que las oportunidades post-inmigración que encontraron en España 

superaron los desafíos a los que se enfrentaron. La mayoría mostró una actitud positiva 

acerca de vivir en Asturias, sin comentarios negativos; todas se expresaron favorablemente 

sobre el apoyo médico recibido durante su embarazo y ninguna habló de planes de regresar 

a sus países de origen.   

 El marco de trabajo de la teoría de la identidad, que enfatiza cómo se forma la 

identidad por medio de procesos sociales, ayuda en la interpretación de algunos de los 

resultados del estudio. En particular, la estereotipación y el racismo que algunas de las 

mujeres experimentaron pueden considerarse, desde la perspectiva del interaccionismo 

simbólico y de la teoría de la identidad, como una cuestión de fronteras que separan grupos 

o personas y que están definida por diferentes clases, etnias, historias u otras variables. 

Estas fronteras podrán ser invisibles, pero pueden tener efectos sociales y físicos 

sustanciales. En este estudio, las conductas de estereotipación y racistas de las que algunas 

hablaron pueden verse como el resultado de las personas de un grupo que actúan como si 

hubiera una frontera que estuviera separándolas de aquellas personas que perciben como 

diferentes. La actitud crítica hacia miembros del grupo inmigrante indica que se piensa que 

los inmigrantes merecen menos respeto o consideración que la gente del propio grupo.   

  La teoría de la identidad distingue las identidades personales de las identidades de 

rol y grupo. En el caso de la conducta racista que experimentaron algunas de las latinas, 

las personas que exhibieron dicha conducta veían a estas mujeres como pertenecientes a 

cierto grupo, pero sabían poco o nada de las identidades personales de estas mujeres que 

estaban estereotipando. Esto siempre es verdad cada vez que miembros de un grupo con 

ideas estereotipadas abordan a personas de otro grupo. Los estereotipos opacan el hecho 

de que las personas que son abordadas son individuos con ideas propias acerca de lo que 

son. Personalmente, he experimentado comentarios racistas dirigidos a mí como 

inmigrante y puedo testificar que experimentar estereotipación puede provocar angustia 

emocional temporal. Parece probable que las latinas de este estudio que experimentaron 

conductas racistas también sintieron cierta angustia. Sin embargo, las mujeres que 
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comentaron dichas experiencias no le dieron el sentido de ansiedad de larga duración que 

provoca experimentar conductas racistas; todas parecieron estar orgullosas de su identidad 

individual.    

 Puede observarse que las inmigrantes latinoamericanas parecen ser, en España, el 

blanco principal del racismo, ya que se encuentran en la intersección de dos grupos 

vulnerables: el de los inmigrantes y el de las mujeres, lo que eleva su vulnerabilidad a la 

discriminación. Es importante que la sociedad asturiana  comprenda las dificultades que 

enfrentan estas mujeres y los procesos migratorios por los que tienen que pasar en su 

búsqueda de una mejor vida para sus hijos/as y ellas mismas. Puede ser que quienes 

albergan puntos de vista racistas en contra de las inmigrantes latinas no se den cuenta de 

lo valiosas que son para la economía al aceptar trabajos que muchos no están dispuestos a 

desempeñar. Estos trabajos incluyen cuidar de niños y ancianos, trabajos del sector servicio 

de baja remuneración y trabajos en fábricas. La economía española sufriría sin mujeres 

inmigrantes que ocuparan muchos de estos puestos. Educar a las personas para que 

entendieran el valor económico que los inmigrantes proporcionan a la sociedad podría 

ayudar a contrarrestar las tendencias a menospreciarlos. Es importante plantar semillas de 

empatía en la sociedad asturiana en lo que respecta a los casos atípicos de sus comunidades, 

ya que en esta sociedad globalizada en permanente cambio la inmigración simplemente 

aumentará. Es mejor que la ciudadanía española y asturiana aprenda y entienda una cultura 

que actualmente vive hombro con hombro con ella en vez de ignorarla y crear todavía más 

tensión y barreras raciales entre los grupos ya separados. También sería de ayuda si más 

habitantes de este país se llegaran a dar cuenta que gran parte de la juventud española está 

siendo forzada a emigrar debido a la falta de oportunidades en España, y que muchos han 

sentido la necesidad de irse a fin de buscar una mejor vida en otro lugar, con frecuencia en 

países latinoamericanos. Las estadísticas muestran que, en 2019, más de 297.000 personas 

emigraron de España (Statista, 2020a). Más de 7.000 de estos individuos emigraron a 

países latinoamericanos tales como Ecuador, Argentina o Colombia (Statista, 2020b). El 

darse cuenta que muchas y muchos de sus compatriotas pueden ser susceptibles a actitudes 

xenófobas después de migrar a América Latina podría ayudar a conducir a los ciudadanos 

españoles a tener una mejor actitud de acogida hacia personas inmigrantes 

latinoamericanas en España.  
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 Un aspecto importante del panorama de las latinas que surgió de estos resultados 

es que mostraron una fortaleza y perseverancia considerables al atender los desafíos post-

inmigración con los que se toparon. En su mayor parte, estas latinas hablaron de los 

desafíos económicos y raciales como si fueran algo que simplemente tenían que soportar, 

al menos por un tiempo. Fue muy poca la impresión de que alguna de ellas sintiera lástima 

de sí misma por tener que enfrentarse a tales problemas. Solamente cuando surgió el tema 

de los desafíos de la relación personal, algunas de ellas indicaron que podría ser que todavía 

estuvieran emocionalmente afectadas con su situación. Podríamos preguntarnos, ¿de dónde 

proviene su fortaleza? Una respuesta a esta pregunta la sugiere el marco de trabajo teórico 

de la filosofía y psicología existenciales, que nos ayuda a entender que estas mujeres ya 

habían mostrado considerable entereza solamente al decidir migrar a España. Al tomar esta 

decisión, mostraron la disponibilidad de asumir un riesgo y abrirse a nuevas experiencias 

en un país nuevo; por lo tanto, no es de sorprender que hubieran continuado mostrando 

fortaleza y perseverancia al dar la cara a los desafíos después de su llegada.  

 Además de la fortaleza y perseverancia de las latinas, existe el hecho de que todas 

ellas eran madres o estaban embarazadas. Como se explicó en el Capítulo 4, estaba claro 

que, como para prácticamente cualquier madre, para las mujeres de este estudio era muy 

significativo ser madre y criar a sus hijos. Ellas deben proteger, alimentar, vestir y criar a 

sus hijos e hijas lo mejor que pueden. Esta responsabilidad da a su vida un fuerte 

significado. El significado que da ser madres las ayudó a que sus vidas tuvieran un sentido 

y un orden; les dio objetivos diarios y a largo plazo por los cuales trabajar y les dotó con 

el sentido de que sus vidas eran de gran importancia y valor (Martela & Steger, 2016). 

Estos resultados sobre la maternidad podrían considerarse como la esencia del bienestar 

psicológico y emocional, así como poderosas fuentes de entereza y resiliencia que 

empoderaban a estas latinas a hacer su mayor esfuerzo para seguir adelante por el bien de 

sus hijos y de ellas mismas. Podría ser que el haber sido criadas en una cultura en la que el 

bienestar de la familia es extremadamente importante hiciera que estas mujeres latinas 

sintieran que el significado de sus vidas era mayor, así como la responsabilidad de ser 

madres. La falta de una pareja en la casa, que era la realidad de la mayoría de estas mujeres,  

requirió que tuvieran una fortaleza y una perseverancia aún mayores para enfrentar los 

desafío+s. Es sorprendente que las palabras de varias de estas mujeres indicaran que un 
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factor relacionado que le daba significado a sus vidas era su determinación para seguir 

adelante en la vida con sus hijos. 

 

6.2 Limitaciones del Estudio 

Este estudio tuvo varias limitaciones. Una de ellas fue que se enfocó en madres 

latinas inmigrantes que vivían en una región particular de España. Varias de estas mujeres 

hablaron de las ventajas de vivir en Asturias, entre las que se incluían pagar una renta 

menos cara y tener un mayor sentido de seguridad en comparación con una ciudad grande. 

Esto sugiere que las madres latinas inmigrantes que residen en una ciudad española más 

grande pudieran dar respuestas diferentes a las preguntas de la entrevista. Los desafíos o 

su severidad pueden ser diferentes para madres inmigrantes en comunidades urbanas; por 

ejemplo, experimentar conductas racistas puede ser o más o menos frecuente en ciudades 

más grandes, al igual que los problemas económicos. De igual manera, las oportunidades 

percibidas pueden ser diferentes para las madres latinas inmigrantes que viven en ciudades.   

 Otra limitación es que las mujeres inmigrantes que acudieron a los servicios de 

asistencia y organizaciones de salud, donde se ubicaron a las participantes, pudieron haber 

sido financieramente más pobres que la mayoría de las madres latinas inmigrantes en 

España. Sin embargo, en España a las mujeres inmigrantes se las conoce por trabajar en el 

servicio y otros sectores de baja remuneración, por lo que, hablando de las circunstancias 

económicas en general, es muy probable que las de las participantes en este estudio no 

fueran sustancialmente diferentes a las de la mayoría de las inmigrantes latinas en España.   

  Una tercera limitación del estudio es que, en retrospectiva, se pudieron haber hecho 

algunas otras preguntas que pudieran haber sido informativas. Por ejemplo, hubiera sido 

útil preguntar a las participantes dónde planearon que estarían y qué estarían haciendo un 

año y cinco después de la fecha de la entrevista. Parece muy probable que las respuestas a 

esas preguntas hubieran confirmado que estas mujeres estaban decididas a seguir adelante 

por el bien de sus hijos y del suyo propio. 

 Una cuarta limitación es que las entrevistas se realizaron antes del inicio de la 

pandemia actual, resultado de la propagación del virus Covid-19 y que, debido a las 

restricciones españolas para viajar por la pandemia, fue imposible revisitar a las 

participantes. Por lo tanto, no es posible saber cuáles han sido los efectos de la pandemia 
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en estas latinas. El hecho de que la crisis sanitaria haya tenido un efecto sumamente 

negativo en la economía española es casi una certeza de que causó más problemas 

económicos, serios, a las mujeres en este estudio.  

 

6.3. Recomendaciones para futuras investigaciones 

Se pueden ofrecer varias recomendaciones para futuras investigaciones. En primer 

lugar, se recomienda que la investigación se conduzca sobre la explotación de las 

inmigrantes latinas en el trabajo. Este tema fue abordado por dos de las 13 participantes, lo 

que sugiere la posibilidad de que la explotación laboral sea una condición que afecta a un 

número de mujeres inmigrantes de Latinoamérica. Con el número de inmigrantes latinas 

creciendo cada año, es importante entender cuántas están siendo explotadas en el trabajo y 

cuál es la naturaleza de dicha explotación.  

 Una segunda recomendación sería que la investigación se conduzca para analizar a 

latinas inmigrantes en España que no son madres o no están embarazadas, y comparar los 

resultados con los hallazgos de este estudio. Podría ser que las latinas que no tienen hijos 

enfrenten diferentes desafíos y  respuestas a los retos con los que se topan después de 

migrar a España. En este estudio se dan razones que hacen creer que el hecho de ser madres 

dio un gran significado a su vida, lo que posteriormente les proporcionó beneficios 

cognitivos, conductuales y emocionales, así como la fortaleza y la perseverancia para tratar 

los desafíos. Sería informativo descubrir cómo las inmigrantes latinas sin hijos se comparan 

con las mujeres de este estudio. 

 Una tercera recomendación es la de conducir la investigación para continuar 

analizando los desafíos enfrentados por las inmigrantes latinas que son indocumentadas, 

como lo eran varias de las participantes de este estudio. Las inmigrantes legales han 

obtenidos los documentos oficiales que les permiten desempeñar cualquier trabajo 

disponible y recibir beneficios del gobierno. Las mujeres indocumentadas no cuentan con 

estos beneficios, por lo que podría esperarse que tienen mayores desafíos económicos que 

aquellas documentadas.     

 Una cuarta recomendación es realizar una investigación que analice los efectos del 

nuevo coronavirus y de la pandemia por la Covid-19 en las mujeres latinas que son 

inmigrantes en España. Al momento de escribir estas recomendaciones, mediados del mes 
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de mayo de 2021, la pandemia continúa en curso con 79.568 muertes oficiales por este 

virus en España.  Aunque en Asturias el número de casos por Covid-19 es sustancialmente 

menor que en algunas otras regiones de España, los números siguen siendo altos, siendo 

que más de 51.000 casos de Covid-19 se dieron en la región. Este número de casos ha dado 

como resultado más de 1.960 muertes (Bing.com Covid-19 Tracker, accesado en Mayo 20, 

2021, https://bing.com/covid/local/asturias_spain). 

     

 6.4. Conclusiones 

En general, podemos sacar conclusiones acerca de las latinas como grupo. La 

primera, que los factores culturales impactaron las vidas de las inmigrantes de maneras 

variadas. En relación con sus decisiones de dar a luz, el único factor cultural mencionado 

en las respuestas de estas mujeres que afectó su decisión fue la religión y la fuerte 

prohibición del aborto de su cultura latinoamericana. En lo referente a los factores 

culturales que afectan a los puntos de vista de las latinas sobre ser mujeres y madres, casi 

la mitad acogió la mayor independencia personal que encontraron en la cultura española. 

Hablaron de mayor educación para ellas y de la oportunidad de desarrollar una carrera; 

también dejaron claro que creían que salir del hogar para educarse y trabajar no iba en 

detrimento de ser buenas madres. Para las otras latinas era evidente que todavía aceptaban 

algunos puntos de vista culturales tradicionales relativos a los roles de mujer y madre que 

habían aprendido en su país de nacimiento latinoamericano, y hubo escasa o nula evidencia 

de apreciar el punto de vista más abierto y progresivo de los roles de mujer y de madre 

característicos de España.       

 La segunda de las conclusiones importantes es que estas mujeres estaban 

mayormente solas, sin ayuda de una pareja, criando a su hijo/a o hijos. Este hecho es 

ciertamente significativo por sí mismo, pero se vuelve aún más significativo cuando 

recordamos que la mayoría de estas latinas estaban en desventaja económica y tenían que 

mantener a su progenie con recursos muy limitados. Las mujeres no solo experimentaron 

problemas económicos, sino una variedad de otras dificultades. Este hallazgo sugiere 

fuertemente que el que las participantes estuvieran ubicadas en la intersección de ser mujer, 

madre soltera e inmigrante dio como resultado penurias económicas.    
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 Una tercera conclusión a la que se llegó es que casi todas las madres inmigrantes 

expresaron estar esperanzadas, hasta confiadas, en que encontrarían la manera de seguir 

adelante con sus hijos en España. Esta actitud indicó que las mujeres tenían un nivel 

considerable de resiliencia y perseverancia al enfrentarse a sus desafíos. Parte de lo que 

generó esta determinación fue, sin duda, que percibían beneficios sustanciales por estar en 

España, en comparación con su país de origen, entre los que se incluían mayor seguridad, 

mejor educación para sus hijos, asistencia médica de calidad y, para algunas, mayor 

independencia personal. Otra ventaja fue haberse asentado en Asturias, donde encontraron 

un lugar tranquilo, muy seguro y relativamente barato para vivir y criar a sus hijos. No hay 

duda de que estas madres tenían suerte de haber encontrado la manera de llegar a Asturias 

después de inmigrar.   

 Una cuarta conclusión es que lo que ayudó a empoderar a estas latinas, dándoles 

fortaleza, fue el significado que dio a sus vidas ser madres o estar embarazadas. El ser 

madres dotó a las mujeres de un poderoso significado, ya que aportó a sus vidas coherencia, 

propósito, valor y sentido. Irónicamente, el hecho de que se requiriera que la mayoría de 

ellas criara a sus hijos solas, lo que era una dificultad, es probable que les haya dado mayor 

determinación, ya que se dieron cuenta de que la calidad de la manutención y de la crianza 

de sus hijos recaían solamente en ellas.    

La resolución de avanzar que mostraron las inmigrantes latinas indica que poseen 

una fortaleza y resiliencia considerables. Estas cualidades sugieren que, con el tiempo, 

vencerán las dificultades post-inmigración y criarán hijos/as que serán inmigrantes de 

segunda generación ejemplares. Es probable que España se beneficie de las madres 

inmigrantes latinoamericanas de este estudio que decidieron hacer de este país su hogar. 
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