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Con ti nu ities in Gen der Re la tions: 
a Case of Im mi grant Fam ilies 

from Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco

Patricia Zamudio

Northwestern University, USA

Resumen: El artículo examina la forma como las familias de inmigrantes mexicanos han
negociado sus relaciones de género du rante el proceso de establecimiento en Chi cago.
Contrario a otros estudios sobre migración mexicana a los Estados Unidos, he encontrado que
los arreglos patriarcales originales (v. g. anteriores a la migración) en las relaciones de género,
tienden a permanecer a través del tiempo y están presentes en las estrategias que las familias
implementaron du rante su establecimiento. Factores tales como cultura, economía - política y
relaciones con su comunidad influyen el proceso.
Ab stract: This pa per ex am ines how mex i can im mi grant fam i lies have ne go ti ated gen der re la -
tions in the pro cess of set tle ment in Chi cago. On the con trary to other stud ies on mex i can mi -
gra tion to the United States, I have found that for mer pa tri ar chal ar range ments of gen der
re la tions pre vail a long time and are pres ent in the strat e gies which par tic u lar house hold ers
de vel oped dur ing the course of set tling down. Fac tors such as cul ture, po lit i cal-ecomomy, and
com mu nity re la tions in flu ence the pro cess.

In tro duc tion

The im por tance of gen der in mi gra tory pro cessed has been
established. Works by Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994), Kibria (1993),
Repak (1995), Grassmuck and Pessar (1995) and oth ers have

shown that the un der stand ing of the dif fer ent phases of mi gra tion can
only be par tial if we ig nore the gendered na ture of im mi grants and the
gendered char ac ter of their de ci sions and be hav ior. This schol ar ship
brings to the fore the im por tance of change brought by mi gra tion into
the lives of im mi grants and their fam i lies, par tic u larly changes in gen -
der re la tions. Scholars have ar gued that there is a ten dency to wards the
emer gence of more equalitarian re la tions be tween hus band and wife as
a re sult of mi gra tion, with the cor re spond ing de bil i ta tion of pa tri ar chy
in the fam ily (Grassmuck and Pessar, 1995; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994;
Kibria 1993; Repak, 1995). Plau si ble ex pla na tions for change re fer to
fac tors such as rel a tive con trol over re sources by men and women
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(Kibria, 1993; Lamphere, 1987) and be hav ioral changes in duced by
the mi gra tory pro cess it self (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). 

This pa per sets out to ex plain a dif fer ent kind of ex pe ri ence of men
and women—one of per sis tent pat terns of pa tri ar chal gen der re la tions,
among im mi grant fam i lies. That is, the im mi grant fam i lies that par tic i -
pated in my study pre sented lit tle or no change in the way they ex pe -
rience and un der stand gen der re la tions af ter mi gra tion. More over, it
ap pears that the main te nance of pa tri ar chal gen der re la tions has been
used stra te gi cally to max i mize the use of re sources avail able to them1.

I sug gest that the oc cur rence —or ab sence— of changes in gen der
re la tions in mi gra tory com mu ni ties is re lated in part to three in ter de -
pen dent fac tors. First, the char ac ter of the ac tual gen der re la tions that
were prac ticed in their hometowns, both in their per sonal ex pe ri ence
and in that of the com mu nity as a whole. In what way did women and
men ar range gen der re la tions in their daily work to pro vide for their
fam i lies? How were they uti liz ing re sources and in ter pret ing schemes
in their strat e gies of ne go ti a tion?.

The sec ond fac tor re lates to the so cial and eco nomic con di tions
immi grants face in their new en vi ron ment and the level of suc cess
—i.e. cor re spon dence be tween ex pec ta tions, as they de velop and
change in the new en vi ron ment, and achieve ments— they are able to
attain. What are the ma te rial op por tu ni ties and lim i ta tions they have to
deal with? How do they give mean ing, es pe cially gen der-related
meaning, to the re sources they ac cu mu late?.

The power of ex ter nal pres sures, par tic u larly com mu nity pres sures
to main tain or mod ify gen der re la tions, con sti tutes the third fac tor.
How do fam ily and friends le git i mate, sup port, cen sure, or dis cour age
cer tain gen der strat e gies? How can they af fect their im ple men ta tion?.

This pa per has four parts. First, I will ex plain the vir tues of the
method used for this study, that is a two-site re search. Sec ond, I will de -
fine the the o ret i cal frame work for the anal y sis. Third, based on data
col lected from par tic i pant ob ser va tion and in ter views, I will pres ent an
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over view of the way gen der re la tions have been or ga nized in the home -
town of the im mi grants. Fourth, I will pres ent a case that en com passes
many of the ne go ti a tions Huejuquillense cou ples have de vel oped in
Chi cago and shows how they have ex pe ri enced and un der stood gen der.

Method

This pa per is based on a case study of thirty Huejuquillense fam i lies,
fif teen re sided in the Chi cago met ro pol i tan area dur ing the time of the
study and fif teen lived in Huejuquilla. About fifty Huejuquillense
fami lies live in the Chi cago met ro pol i tan area.

I have de signed a method that in cludes par tic i pant ob ser va tion and
in ter views in both places, Huejuquilla and Chi cago. This de sign serves
two pur poses. First, it of fers con fi dence in the as sump tion a cer tain uni -
for mity in the ex pe ri ences of im mi grants pre vi ous to mi gra tion.
Studies about im mi grants that re fer to “cul ture” (Portes and
Sensenbrenner, 1993) or “gen der” (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Kibria,
1993; Repak, 1995) as sume that peo ple com ing from the same coun try
pos sess sim i lar ex pe ri ences, ide ol o gies, and prac tices. Those as sump -
tions might be true up at cer tain point, but they op er ate on a level of
gen er al iza tion that might be mis lead ing when ex plain ing pro cesses of
im mi grant in cor po ra tion into a new place (Guarnizo and Smith, 1998).

My study avoids such gen er al iza tion by study ing sub jects from the
same small re gion (see Goldring, 1996). All my in for mants were born
and raised in the municipio of Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, México. Be -
sides lo ca tion, Huejuquillenses also share a dis tinc tive cul ture, orig i -
nated by the ran chero way of life that pre vails in the municipio, though
dif fer ences among peo ple due to class, eco nomic ac tiv ity, or par tic u lar
so cial lo ca tion within the municipio ex ist.

The sec ond pur pose of this method is pre cisely the pos si bil ity of
doing re search in both places. This al lows to wit ness so cial dy nam ics
oth er wise unaccessible to the re searcher. When talk ing about changes
or con ti nu i ties in im mi grants’ gen der re la tions, it is im por tant to have
some first-hand knowl edge about the prac tices in their places of or i gin
as well, in or der to com pare with the gen der re la tions de vel oped in the
new place.

The method I used has en riched the re search in three ways. First, I
have been able to in cor po rate in the anal y sis a more ac cu rate de scrip -
tion of gen der re la tions prev a lent in the place of or i gin —those gen der
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re la tions that my in for mants in Chi cago ex pe ri enced them selves and
saw oth ers ex pe ri ence them be fore mi gra tion. By go ing to Huejuquilla, 
I have been able to wit ness ne go ti a tions in fam i lies, di vi sion of la bor
be tween men and women, pat terns of mo bil ity of men and women.
This ex pe ri ence has pre pared me to better in ter pret as pects of con ti -
nuity or change in gen der re la tions among Huejuquillenses in Chi cago. 
Ad di tionally, this dual-site re search al lowed for a crit i cal but nec es sary 
in cor po ra tion of cul tural el e ments in an a lyz ing gen der re la tions in both 
sites.

Sec ond, I have had the op por tu nity to ob serve the cru cial role of lo -
cal and dis tant so cial net works of paisanos (peo ple from the same
home town) in the shap ing of gen der re la tions. Huejuquillenses go to
Huejuquilla as of ten as they can. They take their chil dren along, even
the mar ried chil dren. I have wit nessed im mi grants’ ar rival in
Huejuquilla, ob served the way they are re ceived and treated by their
fel low Huejuquillenses. I have seen “the wives left be hind” (Snyder,
1993) re ceive their hus bands or, at least, the money or gifts sent by
them (I have been asked to bring some my self); I have seen their tears
and their pride. 

Third, by do ing re search in both places I have con structed a more
com plex pic ture of the mean ings and ex pe ri ences of mi gra tion in the
municipio and how they af fect im mi grants’ own ex pe ri ences. I can see
that when women and men in Chi cago talk about their de sire or re luc -
tance to go back to their hometowns, pa tri ar chal con strains (for
women) and enablements (for men) are only part of a com plex fab ric
where cul ture, fam ily, work, and the very changes hap pen ing in the
home town it self—brought about in part by mi gra tion—shape ex pec ta -
tions and de sires and in flu ence de ci sions of im mi grants (Goldring,
1998; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Smith, 1998).

In short, the study of “trans na tional mi grants” (Glick, Basch, and
Szanton, 1995), of those im mi grants who “build and main tain mul ti ple
re la tion ships and so cial fields that span bor ders” (Basch et al., 1994:7),
calls for “trans na tional meth ods.” In this way, the ory, method, and data 
form a com plex en sem ble that al lows for a better un der stand ing of the
pro cess (Clif ford, 1992; Rouse, 1982).
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Pa tri ar chy and gen der re la tions

Pa tri ar chy has been de fined in dif fer ent ways (Curtis, 1986). -Sotelo, in 
her pathbreaking work on mi gra tion and gen der , pro poses a gen eral
def i ni tion of pa tri ar chy that can serve as a point of de par ture for our
dis cus sion. She pro poses that:

pa tri ar chy [is] a fluid and shift ing set of so cial re la tions where men op press
women, in which dif fer ent men ex er cise vary ing de grees of power and con trol,
and in which women col lab o rate and re sist in di verse ways. Such a def i ni tion,
be sides be ing very gen eral, bi ases the re searcher to fo cus ba si cally on con flicts
be tween men and women, and maybe to over look the pos si bil ity of agency of
women be yond the frame work of “col lab o ra tion” with and “re sis tance” against
pa tri ar chy (Kaplan, 1982). When an a lyz ing men and women in the fa mil ial space
we ob serve that con flict ex ists, but there is also co op er a tion and, most of all,
spaces for women—as well as men—to ex er cise agency (Hondagneu, 1994:3)

A def i ni tion of pa tri ar chy that I find par tic u larly use ful is Stern’s : 
[P]atriarchy re fers to a sys tem of so cial re la tions and cultural val ues whereby (1) 
males ex ert su pe rior power over fe male sexual ity, re pro duc tive roles, and la bor
power; (2) such dom i nance con fers both spe cific ser vices and su pe rior sta tus
upon males in their re la tion ships with fe males; (3) au thor ity in fam ily net works is
com monly vested in el ders and fa thers, thereby im part ing a gen er a tional as well
as a sex-based dy namic to so cial re la tions (Stern,1995: 21) . 

Stern’s def i ni tion is use ful for three rea sons. First, it adds a cul tural
el e ment and there fore opens the door for a more com plex un der -
standing of the en dur ance of be hav ioral and ideo log i cal pat terns, be -
yond mere use ful ness or prac ti cal ity (Hareven, 1991). Sec ond, it is
spe cific in the ar eas de fined pa tri arch ally, avoid ing fruit less gen er al -
iza tions (see di Le o nardo, 1991). And third, it puts part of the bur den of
pa tri ar chy on the pa tri archs them selves, when re fer ring to the “ser -
vices” that males have to pro vide to fe males (Kandiyoti, 1988). That is, 
pa tri ar chy might be op pres sive, but the op pres sor is also obliged to pro -
vide and his sta tus as pa tri arch will be con tin gent to his ful fil ment of
pro vi sion (Stern, 1995).

Based on my em pir i cal find ings, I will adapt and ex tend Stern’s
defi ni tion. Pa tri ar chy ex ists in chang ing so cial en vi ron ments and
shifting eco nomic con texts where peo ple find them selves in ter act ing.
Within those con texts, peo ple make use of re sources and schemes to
de sign strat e gies to achieve their goals for the im prove ment of them -
selves in di vid u ally and the fam ily they be long to (Bozzoli, 1991;
Hareven, 1991; Moen and Wethington, 1992; Sewell, 1992). In this

Con ti nu ities in Gen der Re la tions: a Case of 
 Im mi grant Fam ilies from Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco

5



pro cess, they com ply with, chal lenge, or use in their ben e fit di verse
ele ments of pa tri ar chy (Curtis, 1986; Kandiyoti, 1988; Kaplan, 1982;
Stern, 1995).

I will loosely or ga nize my anal y sis of gen der re la tions among
Huejuquillenses with re spect to three as pects: di vi sion of la bor, au -
thority and kin (Hareven, 1991; Moen and Wethington, 1992). The first 
two as pects ad dress is sues of ac cess to re sources and power, the third
re lates to the im por tance of im mi grants’ so cial net works.

The first ter rain: Huejuquilla

Huejuquilla el Alto is a ru ral municipio lo cated in the north ern re gion
of the state of Jalisco, México. Its pop u la tion of al most nine thou sand is 
roughly the same as in 1960 (INEGI, 1996). Huejuquilla’s sub sis tence
econ omy is based on ag ri cul ture and cat tle rais ing, some com merce,
and on the re mit tances re ceived from the United States. Pov erty, per -
pet u ated by po lit i cal and eco nomic iso la tion, has char ac ter ized the his -
tory of the municipio, trans lated into a per sis tent ne glect by state and
na tional gov ern ments (Bassols, 1988; Gobierno de Jalisco, 1975). Ac -
cord ing to a di ag no sis of de vel op ment of the north ern re gion from
1975, the in dus trial ac tiv ity of the area was very pre car i ous. Some of
the causes were: lack of com mu ni ca tions, lack of mar kets (ac quis i tive
power of pop u la tion was very low), scar city of row ma te ri als, and lack
of eco nomic in vest ment (Gobierno de Jalisco 1975). The sit u a tion of
the municipio has not change much in the last twenty five years and has
be come a mat ter of con cern for the state gov ern ment, ba si cally due to
its neg a tive pop u la tion in crease. Huejuquilla’s in dex of pop u la tion in -
crease from 1990 to 1995 was -1.82%, whereas the state’s in dex was
2.17% (Secretaría de Desarrollo de Jalisco,1998). 

Pro duc tiv ity of the land is very low. Most peo ple’s plots of  land
(with an area of 5 Ha. ap prox i mately) pro duce scarcely enough to sur -
vive. Waged la bor is not avail able in Huejuquilla. In 1993, there were
eigh teen “eco nomic uni ties” in the municipio (car pen try and metal
work shops), em ploy ing fifty per sons, there were also one hun dred and
ten com mer cial es tab lish ments, oc cu py ing one hun dred and ninety
five peo ple (INEGI, 1996). When talk ing with peo ple in towns and
ranchos, the main con cern is “la falta de trabajo” (lack of work).
Govern ment of fi cials at the mu nic i pal and state level rec og nize that
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peo ple are able to sur vive thanks to the re mit tances of mi grants in the
United States.

Early in this cen tury, Huejuquillenses in cor po rated mi gra tion
among the strat e gies they de vel oped to cope with their sit u a tion of
scar city. They es tab lished a re gime of sea sonal mi gra tion to the coastal
state of  Nayarit to work in the pizca (har vest) of cot ton and to bacco.
With the im ple men ta tion of the bra cero pro gram in 19422, the
municipio ex pe ri enced a grad ual shift in the des ti na tion, from Nayarit
to the United States. Guadalajara and Zacatecas have also at tracted
many Huejuquillenses. This out mi gra tion has reached con sid er able
pro por tions in a municipio with less than nine thou sand in hab it ants
(Anuario Estadístico del Estado de Jalisco, 1996:8-921).

This brief de scrip tion of the eco nomic sit u a tion of the municipio is
im por tant to un der stand how eco nomic fac tors have com bined with
cul tural ones to shape the mean ing that mi gra tion has for
Huejuquillenses and the ways in which men and women ne go ti ate gen -
der re la tions in this con text. Cul tural as pects will oc cupy a cen ter place
in our anal y sis.

Huejuquilla is lo cated in a re gion known for its ran chero cul ture,
very in flu enced by their way of life. Two char ac ter is tics of ran chero
cul ture are of im por tance to our ar gu ment. First, peo ple’s set tle ments,
called ranchos, are dis persed, of ten sep a rated by many miles. Un der
these cir cum stances, ran cheros have de vel oped ways to both se cure
their sur vival un der con di tions of iso la tion and ac cess the sup port of
friends and fam ily across space. In re sponse to iso la tion, they have de -
vel oped a high sense of au ton omy and in de pend ence. How ever, the
need for sup port has de vel oped dense —and flex i ble— net works of
reci proc ity, where the op por tu nity to help oth ers trans lates into a le git i -
mate de mand for their help in times of need (Barragán, 1997).

The sec ond char ac ter is tic of ran chero way of life is the pat tern of
sea sonal mo bil ity of fam i lies, from the lo ca tion where they plant the
crops (barbecho) to that where they raise cat tle (rancho de ordena)
(Barragán, 1997; González, 1995). The sep a ra tion of spaces is due
mainly to the con fig u ra tion of the ter rain. The to pog ra phy is very ir reg -
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u lar, char ac ter ized by el e vated serranias (moun tains) (Gobierno del
Estado de Jalisco 1975). Small val leys will con tain the land for plant -
ing and the si erra (moun tain) will pro vide the grass nec es sary for the
cat tle. In short, mo bil ity and  iso la tion, with the de vel op ment of a
strong pa tri ar chal ide ol ogy and the im por tance of au ton omy and in de -
pend ence have shaped gen der re la tions in Huejuquilla (Barragán,
1997; González, 1995).

Teresa Rodríguez re mem bers how life was in her child hood: 
We used to go to the rancho in June (the be gin ning of the rainy sea son), af ter
fin ish ing school. We would go with my mother and my aunt in horses and bur ros.
It would take sev eral days to get there... It was better when we were go ing to the
same place as the year be fore3. That meant that we would not have to build the
house again. . . . My fa ther would be in el Norte (the United States), work ing in the
fields. We would take care of the an i mals, milk the cows, and make cheese. 

As it is shown in Teresa’s ac count, women were sup posed to be
strong and pre pared to sur vive by them selves, take care of the fam ily,
even build a house (Chávez, 1994). Adult males, for their part, were
also sup posed to make a good use of their time and ca pac i ties and look
for ex tra means for the fam ily (Barragán, 1997). Teresa’s fam ily —like 
most other fam i lies in the municipio— would go back to their com mu -
ni ties or town by Sep tem ber, the time for school and the be gin ning of
the pizca (har vest). At this time, they “would eat what was made dur ing 
the time we spent in the rancho (i.e. cheese)” and hope to have a good
har vest of fri joles (beans) and maiz—their main food for the rest of the
cy cle. Their diet would be com ple mented with milk, fruits from their
own trees and those things they could buy with money earned by sell -
ing cheese and veg e ta bles. The money earned by the fa ther would buy
fur ni ture, clothes, books, the raw ma te ri als for the next plant ing sea -
son, and af ter a few mi gra tions, some land and some an i mals (see
Jones, 1992). 

In Huejuquilla, all pro duc tive work can be per formed by women or
men, ac cord ing to the needs of the fam ily. That is, if there are many
male hands, women will be pre ferred to per form an i mal rais ing and

Pa tri cia Zamudio

8

3  Her fa ther rented the land, thus there was al ways the pos si bil ity of a new rancho, usu ally
within the same re gion, though.



house work. How ever, in the case of scar city of males, the tasks of
plant ing and har vest ing will need the par tic i pa tion of all mem bers. In
this case, women’s work will in crease con sid er ably be cause males
would not par tic i pate in house work.

There is only one di men sion of work that shows clear di vi sion
between ran chero men and women: house work is a fe male ac tiv ity.
This is ac knowl edged by ev ery body in Huejuquilla. I have re corded
sev eral cases in which fe male friends and fam ily will take care of males 
left tem po rarily alone by their wives. Even those men who have been
alone in the United States for long pe ri ods will se cure the help of a fe -
male. 

Within the lim its of pa tri ar chal gen der or ga ni za tion, thus, ran chero
women and men are used to high de grees of co op er a tion for the sur -
vival and ad vance ment of the fam ily. Per sonal in ter ests or be hav ior
rarely con flict with their com mit ment to their fam i lies. When they do,
how ever, is sues of au thor ity come un der scru tiny. 

In the ran chero cul ture, males keep a su pe rior sta tus over fe males.
The fa ther is the au thor ity of the fam ily. Mo bil ity—and the re lated
regu la tion of sex u al ity—is one of the main ter rains where pa tri ar chal
au thor ity might cre ate cer tain con flicts (Stern, 1995). Here the is sue of
le git i macy is im por tant. When are women’s and men’s ex cur sions out
of their homes le git i mate? For women, ex cur sions are le git i mate only
when they are work re lated or church re lated. Women go ing out “sin
asunto” (with no busi ness) will be seen with sus pi cion by their rel a tives 
and the com mu nity as a whole. How ever, daily ac tiv i ties de mand from
women to leave home sev eral times a day. This means con stant in ter ac -
tion with other women in the town or the com mu nity. Men are free to
spend their times in the cuadro (cen tral square), cantinas (bars), or with 
friends, as long as they ful fill with their roles as pro vid ers for their
fami lies (Barragán, 1997; Stern, 1995).

Finally, kin—real and fic tive—is also a very im por tant el e ment in
the lives of Huejuquillenses. So cial net works pres ent the am big u ous
char ac ter of strength and flex i bil ity. Fam ilies’ au ton omy and in de -
pend ence are kept, but peo ples’ be hav ior is highly reg u lated by rel a -
tives and the com mu nity as a whole. It is sur pris ing to no tice how news
trav els around the municipio and be tween it and Chi cago. Mo bil ity it -
self helps to dis sem i nate news of events, par tic u larly those that seem to
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vi o late codes of be hav ior. This way, so cial pres sure acts as a fac tor to
main tain cer tain tra di tions across space.

Some words about the im por tance of ran chero cul ture in the pro cess 
of mi gra tion. Hareven (1991) has shown that cul tural pat terns tend to
en dure and that struc tural trans for ma tions have only a rel a tive in -
fluence on changes in fam i lies. I ar gue here that with re spect to gen der
re la tions, Huejuquillenses’ cul ture pre vails over the dra matic struc -
tural change im mi grants ex pe ri ence in Chi cago. Ran chero women are
used to a high level of mo bil ity, which has pro vided them with op por tu -
ni ties to strengthen their so cial net works and ac cess var i ous re sources. 

The stron gest tenet of the pa tri ar chal ar range ments that pre vail in
Huejuquilla have to do with men’s rec og ni tion as heads of the fam i lies
and con trol women’s sex u al ity (Barragán, 1997; González, 1995).
Nev er the less, even these two are not ab so lutely fol lowed. For one
thing. First, men have been re ly ing on their wives strength for gen er a -
tions. Even now, men’s sup posed con trol is ame lio rated through the
man age ment that women do of the re sources, through con vinc ing their
hus bands about the best way of ac tion. As long as there is not a fron tal
con fron ta tion to his ‘au thor ity’, women have an im por tant say in their
hus bands de ci sions.

 Sec ond ter rain: Chi cago

The im mi grants of my study had cer tain in ten tions, goals, when they
moved from Huejuquilla (see Massey, 1999). Some schol ars have
drawn on works that chal lenge the con cept of “fam ily strat egy” ar -
guing that con flicts ex ist in the house hold and power strug gles grow
out of dif fer ences of in ter ests among the mem bers, par tic u larly hus -
band and wife. Im mi grant fam i lies’ ex pe ri ences are seen as fur ther ev i -
dence of con cep tual and em pir i cal dif fi culty of sus tain ing an ap proach
that con sid ers the house hold as a unity (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994;
Grasmuck and Pessar, 1995). For the Huejuquillense fam i lies of my
study, how ever, mi gra tion is seen as a strat egy de vel oped by the fam ily
with the pur pose of fa mil ial and in di vid ual im prove ment.

In this con text, the pa tri ar chal ar range ments of gen der re la tions of
ran chero Huejuquillense fam i lies in Chi cago seem to pre vail re gard -
less of the dif fer ent strat e gies par tic u lar in di vid u als and house holds de -
vel oped to re spond to the chal lenges they had to over come in the new
en vi ron ment. What I want to ar gue here is that the for mer gen der re la -
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tions that im mi grants had ex pe ri enced, ei ther per son ally or in their
fam i lies and com mu ni ties have a very sig nif i cant im pact in the way
new gen der re la tions are shaped. This has been rec og nized in the lit er a -
ture. Nev er the less, there have been very few at tempts to ac tu ally in ves -
ti gate the par tic u lar i ties of gen der re la tions in the places of or i gin of the 
im mi grants 4.

I will fol low an ap proach that fo cuses on four cru cial mo ments in
the ex pe ri ence of one im mi grant cou ple to show how gen der has been
ne go ti ated and why the pa tri ar chal char ac ter of “for mer gen der re la -
tions” has been main tained, even de fended by both, men and women.
Most of the fam i lies I stud ied fol lowed a sim i lar pat tern, dur ing their
lives in Chi cago. I will pres ent four mo ments of ne go ti a tion: the mo -
ment of mi gra tion, de ci sions about hav ing chil dren, en ter ing into the
la bor force, and the main te nance of net works with the home town
(Bozzoli, 1991).

Yolanda and Manuel Casas’s jour ney

Yolanda be longs to a land less fam ily who used to live in a rancho
close to the town. Her fa ther was a bra cero in Texas for many years.
Manuel’s fam ily had some land in a rancho a few miles from the town.
His fa ther was also a bra cero in Texas for many years. Manuel worked
on the land un til the age of six teen, when he mi grated for the first time.
He worked in Texas for a cou ple of years and then went to Chi cago. In
one of his trips to Huejuquilla, Manuel met Yolanda in a dance and
soon started dat ing. Two years later, Manuel went home again and they
got mar ried.

First mo ment of ne go ti a tion: mi gra tion

 Yolanda and Manuel mar ried in 1970. Shortly af ter the mar riage, he
left for Chi cago; a cou ple of months later, she joined him —al ready
seven months preg nant. 

Con trary to what other stud ies have found (Hondagneu-Sotelo,
1994; Grassmuck and Pessar, 1995), for most of my in for mants, the
mo ment of mi gra tion was not a dra matic one. Po lit i cal-economic con -
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di tions of the municipio made mi gra tion the only al ter na tive for most to 
get ahead. Be sides, the ran chero prac tice of mo bil ity of fam i lies and 
in di vid u als had made famly sep a ra tion a pain ful but en dur able ne -
cessity.

Manuel had come to the U.S. at age fif teen, with his fa ther and two
broth ers. Yolanda “never tought of the U.S. [as a place] to live” but her
fa ther had been a bra cero worker for sev eral years and one of her
brothers was al ready liv ing in Chi cago. Mi gra tion was be com ing a
mass move ment in Huejuquilla at the time when Yolanda and Manuel
de cided to move (Massey, 1987).

Their first months in Chi cago were not very prom is ing. Manuel did
not ac tively pur sue a job and spent his time drink ing 5. The family was
helped again by rel a tives and friends (Manuel’s). At this first mo ment,
the cou ple was just start ing to con front the con se quences of their de ci -
sion to mi grate. For Yolanda this was her first en coun ter with a new en -
vi ron ment. Manuel had been there, but as a sin gle man–now his
re spon si bil i ties had changed. There was un cer tainty every where.

At this mo ment, pa tri ar chal ar range ments were clearly in place. In
an ur ban en vi ron ment, the di vi sion of la bor be tween men and women
be comes less per me able than in the rancho, spaces be come less per -
meable as well. Women’s place is at home, re spon si ble for house work
and child care. Men’s place is at work. She was stick ing to the rule, but
he was not re spond ing. Un der stand ably, she was fear ful6.

But she was also hope ful. She knew that Manuel was a
hard-working man. She hoped that he would catch up with his re spon -
si bil i ties and start pro vid ing for the fam ily. Be sides, friends and rel a -

Pa tri cia Zamudio

12

5 For two good ex am ples see Goldring (1996) and Smith (1998).
6 Not all cou ples in Huejuquilla mi grate to gether. There are many women who “stay

be hind” and en dure the bur dens of tak ing care of the fam ily with the re sources they have
avail able (López Cas tro, 1986). How ever, in Chi cago there are only a cou ple of cases of
men who live sep a rated from their wives. So cial net works have helped this pro cess of
“fam ily unit mi gra tion” (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). Carmen Gutiérrez re grets hav ing
stay ing with her chil dren when her hus band mi grated: “I have stopped car ing about him
as I used to do. Be fore, I would not eat un til he ate with me. Now, I just leave the food on
the ta ble and he can come when ever he feels like it”. She has taken the task to ad vise
young women in Huejuquilla about join ing their hus bands in the U.S. 



tives were also ex ert ing some pres sure over Manuel for him to stop
drink ing and start work ing.

Sec ond mo ment of ne go ti a tion: num ber of chil dren

 With the help of friends and rel a tives, Manuel found a job, their child
was born, and they found a place to live. They fol lowed the steps of
many other Huejuquillenses  that had moved to the sub urbs shortly af -
ter ar riv ing in Chi cago. Such a de ci sion was very much shaped by the
avail abil ity of jobs that the Chi cago met ro pol i tan area of fered. 

A year later they had an other child. Af ter the sec ond child, she saw a
way to pre vent more preg nan cies. It was only one year af ter she ar rived
in Chi cago, and she was al ready re al iz ing that hav ing more chil dren
was not go ing to help their sit u a tion and did some thing to pre vent it. In -
ter est ingly enough, and con trary to some ste reo types about Mex i can
ma cho men, she talked Manuel into the idea of hav ing a IUD in serted7.

This is an in ter est ing use of cul tural re sources

 As I ex plained be fore, one of the main el e ments of ran chero cul ture is
the adapt abil ity to new cir cum stances. Chi cago of fered re sources that
were prac ti cally un think able in Huejuquilla: first, avail abil ity of
waged jobs for both men and women; sec ond, the ac cess to birth con -
trol meth ods (and in for ma tion); and third, the pos si bil ity of real ac cu -
mu la tion of wealth. Yolanda and Manuel, like many other
Huejuquillenses, re or ga nized their fam ily—in re la tion to fam i lies in
Huejuquilla—to take ad van tage of the op por tu ni ties that mi gra tion
was of fer ing them.

The fam ily adapted in other do mains of their lives as well. Ran chero
women com monly par tic i pate in the or ga ni za tion of the fam ily bud get,
but it is al ways the man who rep re sents the fam ily in pub lic af fairs. In
Chi cago, Huejuquillense women have be come the agents in charge of
man ag ing the fam ily’s econ omy. Wether wage earn ers or not, they are
the ones who sign checks, pay the bills, ar range the ac qui si tion of a
house. How ever, the de ci sions around spend ing money are usu ally
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agreed upon, with the man giv ing the last word about it. He can
be—and usu ally is—talked into do ing some thing he might not agree at
the be gin ning, but his au thor ity re mains ba si cally in tact. 

In the case of the Casas fam ily, Yolanda  took over bud get man age -
ment al most from the be gin ning. She knew better what was needed at
home, how to dis trib ute the lit tle money Manuel made at the fac tory.
Yet, she al ways al lowed Manuel to have the money he needed to spend
with his friends—most of whom were from Huejuquilla. Both were
using the re sources avail able and their dig ni ties were safe.

Third mo ment of ne go ti a tion: Yolanda en ters the la bor force

Yolanda re al ized soon that one in come was enough to keep them go -
ing, but not to im prove their sit u a tion sig nif i cantly. Since Manuel
agreed to it, it was not a dif fi cult de ci sion. She just  needed  some body
to watch the chil dren. An old fe male nighbor did it for lit tle money.
Yolanda found a job in a ra dio fac tory, “It was my luck which helped
me find a job. No body took  me there.” Yolanda used  to work  over time 
very of ten, and get ex tra money. With this ar range ment, Yolanda and
Manuel were able to save money and soon were  ready to buy a  house8.

Still, she was in charge of the house work and did not even think of
ask ing Manuel for help. He would vol un teer some times to watch the
chil dren (see Hochschild, 1989). Af ter a few months of woriking un der
such ar range ment, she brought her mother from Huejuquilla, “I needed 
her to help me with my kids; she was alone there, any way.” Her mother
would do the house work as well:
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My mother used to do ev ery thing, clean ing, and cook ing. Some -
times I  felt bad about it, be cause it was my re spon si bil ity. I tried to
cook my self, but she would get of fended and ask me if it was be cause I
did not like her food. I would tell her that I was just try ing to make it
eas ier for her, but she never un der stood.

Yolanda was mak ing more money than her hus band, and is she who
mo bi lized her kin to ar range for baby-sitting, or ga nized the fam ily bud -
get, and still was very aware of her re spon si bil i ties as the house wife,
and will ing to per form them.

This mo ment of ne go ti a tion in the Casas fam ily needs ex pla na tion
in two are nas, one struc tural and one sub jec tive. First, it is a very well
stated fact that il le gal im mi grants en ter low-skilled jobs that are also
low-waged (Betancourt, 1993; Morales and Bonilla, 1993; Sassen,
1988). What has taken long hours of sta tis ti cal work to schol ars, is a
very well known re al ity for il le gal im mi grants. Manuel and Yolanda
had a very clear un der stand ing about how the la bor mar ket worked.

Sec ond, the sub jec tive arena of this mo ment of ne go ti a tion is well
ex pressed in Yolanda’s strat e gies. To un der stand her de ter mi na tion to
hold on to her role as mother-wife, we should not over look the fact that
Manuel was com ply ing with his part of the pa tri ar chal ar range ment
(Stern, 1995). He was work ing steadily and bring ing his earn ings
home. He was co op er at ing in the con struc tion of the house hold in the
way he was ex pected to. He was also avail able for re pairs and to make
im prove ments to their home, when they bought it. Finally, he was an
au thor ity fig ure for their chil dren. Given their cir cum stances, the only
other pos si ble source of in come for the fam ily was her work. Her work
in creased and she looked for ways to man age her newly ac quired
respon si bil i ties out side the home.

We might  think of such de ci sions as un just for Yolanda. And  it 
was. But she did not con ceive it as an is sue of fair ness. As Sen  re minds
us: 

In some con texts, the fam ily iden tity may ex ert such a strong in flu ence on our
per cep tions that we may not find it easy to for mu late any clear no tion of our own
in di vid ual wel fare( Sen, 1990:125-6).

 Well, Yolanda ac tu ally did and that is why she asked  her  mother to
come help her.  Be sides, hav ing a paid job had  been  her de ci sion, out of 
her sense of ob li ga tion, but still a prod uct of her own agency (Sen,
1990). 
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Each spouse was do ing her or his part un der the as sump tion that
both had the same goal of build ing and im prov ing their house hold
(Bozzoli, 1991; Hareven, 1991; Stern, 1995). Their ne go ti a tions did
not chal lenge the pa tri ar chal ar range ment, even though might have
mod i fied cer tain spe cific el e ments, like who is in charge of bud get
man age ment. Woman’s mo bil ity was not a big change ei ther. In those
con di tions, pa tri ar chal as sump tions, ar range ments, prac tices, were not
sig nif i cantly chal lenged by Manuel or Yolanda (see Kibria, 1993). Be -
sides, their so cial net works pro vided a sense of con ti nu ity with their
home town’s pa tri ar chal ide ol ogy. At the same time, these net works re -
in forced the le git i macy of ne go ti a tion in the pur suit of a better life
(Rouse, 1989).

Fourth mo ment of ne go ti a tion: The pos si bil ity of go ing back

There is an other mo ment of clear use of re sources and ne go ti a tion of
rules in the Casas’s fam ily. It was when Yolanda was de ported to
México be cause found work ing il le gally by the Im mi gra tion and Nat u -
ral iza tion Ser vice (INS). They had been try ing to le gal ize their mi gra -
tory sta tus, but it was tak ing too long. She went there, tak ing her
chil dren and her mother. It was 1982, her old est child was nine. Since
they had ac cu mu lated some wealth in the form of sav ings and their
home in Chi cago, Yolanda thought that the con di tions were pro pi tious
for start ing a new life in México. She bought a plot of land in
Huejuquilla and started to build a house. In this in stance, it was Manuel
who was not very con vinced. He con sid ered that his job in the fac tory
was good and that maybe they should just be pa tient with the INS. 

Other stud ies sug gest that it is usu ally im mi grant women who want
to re main in the U.S. and it is man who want to go back to México
(Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Goldring, 1996), not so in the case of
Yolanda and Manuel. Manuel’ re luc tance to go back in volved more
than the pres er va tion of a good job. He knew that there was not so much 
to do for him in the municipio, no wage work, no land. And it was not
time to re tire yet.  His self-image as pro vider for his fam ily pre vented
him from go ing back. Af ter all, his pa tri ar chal rights had been main -
tained all along in Chi cago and they would be come un der ques tion if he 
did not con tinue work ing (Stern, 1995). As for the prac ti cal rea sons as
well, their jobs in Chi cago had al ready al lowed them to ac cu mu late
wealth in ways un think able in Huejuquilla.
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Manuel’s con cerns shed light on the im por tance of con sid er ing the
par tic u lar i ties of im mi grant groups’ al ter na tives, ac cord ing to gen der,
when in ter pret ing their wishes. Yolanda was not con cerned about
“losing” the power that her en ter ing the la bor force and man ag ing the
bud get in Chi cago pro vided them. For her, go ing back meant to re -
consti tute her for mer so cial net works, to raise her chil dren in a fa mil iar
en vi ron ment, and to avoid the hec tic pace of her life in Chi cago. At the
mo ment, she might have even for got ten the very rea sons why they mi -
grated to the United States in the first place. Going back was not a good
de ci sion in that re spect. For Manuel those trade offs were not enough to 
com pro mise his own im age as a good pro vider. Again, “gen der re la -
tions” back home strongly in flu enced im mi grants’ de ci sion, this time
about con sid er ing re set tle ment.

Le gal iza tion was an other fac tor in the life of Yolanda and Manuel.
This was the time prior to IRCA9, and the pro cess for ac quir ing le gal
res i dence was long and dif fi cult. Af ter sev eral years of pro ce dures,
they fi nally be came le gal res i dents, she came back with the chil dren
and found a new job. Once le gal, the Casas fam ily started to visit
Huejuquilla once or twice a year. They also main tained strong ties with
other Huejuquillenses in Chi cago and other parts of the United States.

The Casas fam ily is about to cel e brate twenty five years of ex is -
tence. The main cel e bra tion is to be held in Huejuquilla. Their older
chil dren are mar ried and the lit tle one goes to mid dle school. Their pa -
tri ar chal na ture of the fam ily’s gen der re la tions con tin ues.

Con clu sions

This pa per has pre sented tree themes. One em pha sizes the ad van tages
of us ing “trans na tional meth ods” to un der stand “trans na tional pro -
cesses.” I have ex plained the im por tance of hav ing di rect con tact with
the place of or i gin of the im mi grants, ob serv ing the so cial dy nam ics
and talk ing to peo ple in the town. I have also seen the mi grants them -

Con ti nu ities in Gen der Re la tions: a Case of 
 Im mi grant Fam ilies from Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco

17

9 IRCA means Im mi gra tion Re form and Con trol Act. It was a legis la tion pro vi sion that
ba si cally “al lowed un doc u mented im mi grants who had been in the U. S. in il le gal sta tus
since be fore Jan u ary 1, 1982, to ap ply for le gal res i dence” and made it il le gal for an
em ployer to know ingly hire un doc u mented work ers (Calavita, 1998:95-6).



selves in their home town and the way friend’s and fam ily’s ex pec ta -
tions help to reg u late their be hav ior in “el Norte.”

The sec ond theme is the char ac ter of gen der re la tions in Huejuquilla 
and the im por tance of ran chero cul ture in shap ing them. Iso la tion, mo -
bil ity, au ton omy, and so cial net works, in flu ence the way pa tri ar chy is
ex erted in the municipio. Women ex pe ri ence sit u a tions that pro vide
them with skills for man ag ing re sources to ful fill their goals and ex pec -
ta tions. Those goals and ex pec ta tions do not chal lenge pa tri ar chy, but
at tain ing them helps to cre ate con di tions for im prove ment for the en tire 
fam ily. I have shown also the con di tions of Huejuquilla, its his tory of
mi gra tion, and the mean ing that mi gra tion has had and has for
Huejuquillenses, given the pre car i ous eco nomic con di tions of their
home town.

The third  theme re fers to the main te nance of pa tri ar chal gen der re -
la tions af ter mi gra tion. Yolanda and Manuel’ case has shown that pa -
triar chy is used as part of the strat egy to con struct a house hold, to “salir
adelante”. Most of the cases I have ob served in Chi cago fol low this
pat tern. It is usu ally women who as sume the man age ment of the house,
some times at the cost of be ing over worked, but al ways main tain ing
their hus band’s au thor ity in tact. There are some cases that have de vi -
ated from this pat tern, but they tend to take the Casas’s path over time. 

The case I have pre sented and most oth ers I have ob served sug gest
that the ac tors who seem to have a more in flu en tial role in the fate of the 
house holds are the women. Men seem to be only re act ing to women’s
sug ges tions, keep ing for them selves the right to ac cept them or re ject
them. They usu ally see the ad van tages and fol low. A pos si ble ex cep -
tion to this has been Manuel’ re luc tance to go back to Huejuquilla. In
this case, what was in place was also a “pa tri ar chal con cern” that did
not con flict with the im prove ment of the house hold.

The case of Yolanda and Luis shows the mo bi li za tion of re sources
by men and women and the main te nance of cul tural schemes in their fa -
vor, all to wards the con struc tion of a house hold and within the
constraints and pos si bil i ties opened to them by mi gra tion. The ex pe -
rience of mi gra tion has pro vided our pro tag o nists with var i ous de grees
of  em pow er ment in dif fer ent as pects of their lives, par tic u larly those
that tell whether they have “got ten ahead.” The mod i fi ca tion of gen der
re la tions has not ap peared as an im por tant is sue for most of their lives,
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and so, their ero sion has not arisen as a sig nif i cant fac tor to mea sure the
suc cess of their jour ney.

The ne go ti a tions I pre sented did not start with mi gra tion. They
stretched spa tially from Huejuquilla to Chi cago; tem po rally, from the
mo ment the pro tag o nists were born and started to learn about be ing a
woman and be ing a man there. This case will be com pared with oth ers,
look ing at the con ten tions of men and women us ing re sources and
schemes in their fa vor, work ing to wards the con struc tion of a house -
hold, within the lim its that pa tri ar chy im poses upon their gen der re la -
tions.

 patzam@nwu.edu
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