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Drawing on interviews with 31 self-employed women in the state of Zacatecas, Mexico, 

this thesis illustrates the processes by which daughters are transferred skills, resources, and 

economic activities from their mothers. My research shows that daughters enter into self-

employment through a process I refer to as “parallel inheritance” whereby daughters participate 

in their mothers’ businesses from a young age as part of their gendered household 

responsibilities. Given limited formal employment opportunities, daughters take on their 

mothers’ businesses despite their advanced educational credentials. I adopt anthropologist Deniz 

Kandiyoti’s (1988) concept of the “patriarchal bargain” to highlight the reliance of mothers on 

their daughters’ labor in their households and businesses. Mothers encourage their daughters to 

continue and increase their participation in “family businesses” by reminding them of their 

responsibilities as “good daughters” and by invoking the importance of family duty and legacy. 

In turn, daughters express feelings of ambivalence and burden towards the enterprises they have 

inherited. This thesis builds on feminist and economic sociological literatures by shedding light 

on the ways by which women’s self-employed practices shape and are shaped by their 

negotiations with household members. 
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Introduction 

Far from clear-cut, the role of the household in shaping the activities, trajectories, and self-

ascribed meanings of women’s self-employment is complex and contradictory. One on hand, 

women’s self-employed businesses may be spurred in the first place as attempts to ensure the 

collective maintenance or survival of household members. Particularly for poor and working-class 

women who face constrained access to labor market opportunities as well as property, credit, and 

other financial resources, family networks within the household may prove instrumental to the 

establishment of women’s self-employed activities. On the other hand, gendered household 

structures and ideologies, such as differential allocation of resources, reproductive labor regimes, 

and expectations around work and family, heavily shape and constrain the nature of the self-

employed work women are able to do, the pathways by which they come into it, the use of their 

earnings, and ultimately what the work means to them. Households, then, are important institutions 

which hold the potential to both enable and curtail women’s self-employed activities. How do 

women strategize within thoroughly gendered household structures, relationships, and 

expectations in their self-employed activities? And, more generally, how might self-employment 

itself be implicated in women’s negotiations with other household members?  

Drawing on semi-structured interviews with 31 self-employed women in the state of 

Zacatecas, Mexico, this thesis examines women’s experiences of self-employment in relation to 

gendered household structures and ideologies. Accordingly, this thesis builds on feminist and 

economic sociological scholarship to elucidate the ways by which women’s self-employed 

activities, trajectories, and meanings are shaped by gendered mechanisms arising from the inherent 

paradoxes of the household in relation to women’s work. While women’s self-employed activities 
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often mimic the unpaid, reproductive labor they perform in the household, this thesis explores 

another connection between self-employed and household labor: namely, that a woman’s 

participation in the former may be predicated on, and at times seen as an extension of, their 

participation of the latter. The process by which household labor is transformed into self-employed 

labor is guided by underlying gendered household dynamics and patterns of generational business 

inheritance. These findings deepen our understandings of several dynamics: the co-constitutive 

formation of social relations and economic practices (Zelizer 2005; Boris and Parreñas 2010), the 

strategies women pursue to negotiate intra- and extra-household constraints vis-à-vis their 

economic activities, and the ways in which women’s self-employment activities disrupt dualisms 

that have long devalued women’s work (e.g. reproductive/productive labor, paid/unpaid work, 

public/private space). 

The state of Zacatecas, Mexico, serves as an ideal site in which to study these themes. 

Mexico is home to a sizeable share of self-employed women, prompted in part by high 

unemployment in the formal workforce, persistent gender gaps in the labor market, and prevailing 

cultural ideologies which reinforce men’s roles as breadwinners and women’s roles as household 

caretakers and family caregivers. This thesis highlights how these and other socioeconomic and 

demographic factors such as widespread educational advancement, reductions in fertility rates, and 

gendered migration processes hold the potential to shape women’s self-employment in somewhat 

unpredictable ways.  

Appraisal of women’s self-employment in development and entrepreneurship discourse 

has accompanied in recent years an expansion of symbolic, political, and financial interest in 

women’s economic practices, particularly on behalf of international development institutions, 
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scholars, practitioners, corporations, and states. Increasing recognition of women’s productive 

roles, savings practices, and entrepreneurial activities have spurred policies that position women 

as key actors in economic development and aim to expand their access to formal markets and 

financial and technological resources. These trends further emphasize the need for research which 

broadens our understandings of the ways in which women’s self-employed activities are 

imbricated in their negotiations of intra- and extra-household conflicts and constraints.  
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Literature Review 

Overview of women’s self-employment 

Women represent a substantial share of entrepreneurs globally (Global Entrepreneurship 

Monitor 2012). Despite the heterogeneity of women’s self-employed experiences, these activities 

are consistently shaped by gendered ideologies, household reproductive labor structures, and 

women’s labor market opportunities. Prevailing gendered expectations around work and family 

tend to reinforce men’s role as household breadwinners, frame women’s earned income as 

secondary to men’s financial contributions, and regard women’s unpaid reproductive labor as 

voluntary extensions of their “natural” roles as mothers, caregivers, and household caretakers, 

rather than as legitimate work deserving of remuneration. Despite greater female labor force 

participation in Mexico, patriarchal gender norms remain prevalent (Chant 1994). The tenacity of 

these norms in shaping women’s work experiences in Mexico and the U.S. is reflected in the 

devaluation of women’s paid and unpaid labor, and well as in the continued centrality of 

reproductive labor, shaped largely by gender norms, as a concern in women’s employment and 

entrepreneurial decisions.  

Class, occupation, and household structure mediate women’s negotiations of reproductive 

and employed labor in fundamental ways. For women of higher socioeconomic status and 

professional occupations, self-employment has been conceptualized as either a strategy by which 

to overcome gendered employment-related obstacles and advance further in their careers, or reduce 

tensions between their work and reproductive labor (Budig 2006a; McManus 2001). For instance, 

while women and men entering into professional self-employment in the U.S. have been found to 

coincide in their pursuit of career advancement, women’s entrance into non-professional and non-
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managerial self-employment has been explained by the desire for more flexible and family-

friendly work arrangements (Budig 2006b). For poor and working-class women with familial 

responsibilities, diminished access to childcare and employment conditions that may be 

incompatible with household obligations may result in their working a “second shift” at home 

(Hochschild 1989). For these women, self-employment may constitute a strategy by which to 

reconcile employment and reproductive labor, if not a way to generate income in the face of labor 

market constraints.  

The persistence of gender gaps which constrain women’s earnings, positions, and 

participation in the formal labor market are duly mirrored in the predominant features of women’s 

self-employment (Parrado and Zenteno 2001). Women’s self-employed ventures and small 

businesses are often portrayed as demonstrating limited performance and growth, employing fewer 

individuals, and possessing smaller levels of capitalization, sales volume, market share, revenues, 

and other traditional business indicators as compared with men (Marlow and McAdam 2013; 

Mirchandani 1999). Like other forms of labor participation, women’s self-employment and small 

businesses in Mexico are largely concentrated in low-status and low-paid occupations of the 

informal sector (Márquez et al 2007).  

Furthermore, just as women’s self-employed activities and small businesses are 

concentrated to particular sectors of the labor market, their self-employment is often spatially 

confined to the domain of the household and comprised of activities typically performed by women 

in the household without pay. The location of women’s self-employment and small businesses 

within the household shapes the characteristics, constraints, opportunities, outcomes, and social 

valuations of women’s work. For instance, women’s home-based self-employment and small 
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businesses may face additional challenges if customers, family members, financial creditors, and 

government institutions perceive their businesses are illegitimate by virtue of their operation 

within the home (Mirchandani 1999). In addition, when women’s small businesses are based 

within the home, domestic and care duties may demand additional time and energy that the women 

would otherwise devote to their businesses, stunting business development or reducing production 

and earnings.  

Microenterprise and business training programs often encourage women to establish home-

based businesses which enable them to generate earnings by commercializing the unpaid 

household and reproductive labor that they are already doing. In their study of a microenterprise 

training program in the U.S., Ehlers and Main (1998) suggest that these “pink-collar businesses” 

are not likely to be economically profitable, particularly for women with greater household 

responsibilities. Furthermore, the authors argue that the programs encouraging the formation of 

these businesses often elide a recognition of broader sociocultural conditions constraining 

women’s work. 

While cursory, this general overview highlights the centrality of gendered ideologies and 

household labor structures in shaping women’s self-employment practices. The next section will 

shed further light on key dimensions of women’s self-employment, but do so in reference to the 

household in order to disentangle the multiple and often contradictory intersections of women’s 

self-employment and household structures, relationships, and ideologies.  
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Contradictory role of the household in women’s self-employment 

Despite their constraints, women’s self-employment activities have been shown to play a 

crucial role in family maintenance and survival, particularly for poor and working-class families 

and households in the midst of economic crises. Women’s income generation, domestic labor, and 

social networking play important roles in the maintenance of the household (González de la Rocha 

1994). Women have been portrayed increasingly as economic actors who direct their incomes 

towards collective rather than individual aims, such as savings, household consumption, and 

educational investments, at a higher rate than men (Roberts 2014; Elias 2013). NGOs, state, and 

corporate-sponsored microenterprise programs have drawn on these findings and the essentialist 

notions of women they often reproduce in order to gear women towards self-employment practices 

and economic markets (Keating et al. 2010; Rankin 2001). 

Additionally, the household may serve as a pool of resources and multiple incomes that 

may support women’s economic activities. In the context of gendered disadvantages in property 

ownership, labor markets, and access to credit, women may rely on loans, labor, or other assets 

obtained by virtue of their household participation and networks in the establishment and 

maintenance of their activities (Loscocco et al. 2009; López-Rodríguez and de la Torre 2012). One 

such resource relates to property and women’s reliance on household space—either their own place 

of dwelling or a family member’s—to operate their businesses. Furthermore, other household 

members such as children and daughters in particular may be implicated in the self-employment 

activities by participating directly or performing a larger share of household duties to compensate 

for a possible reduction in the amount of reproductive labor performed by a female household 

member in the event of her self-employment. As a potential locus of resources, relationships, 
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opportunities, and incentives to collectivize survival strategies, households may benefit from, spur, 

and/or facilitate women’s self-employment. 

An emphasis on the so-called collectivized dynamics of the household can be said to 

approach a model which casts household as essentially cooperative in nature, with shared interests, 

benefits, resources, and decisions. Households may indeed be a site for cooperative efforts at self-

reproduction and maintenance, particularly among the poor and working-class. Serving as a 

mediator between individuals and larger macroeconomic institutions such as the labor market 

(González de la Rocha 1994), households may support and incentivize collective survival 

strategies which, in the Mexican context, often include women’s self-employed activities. 

Particularly in the context of high unemployment and low wages, the occupational heterogeneity 

and income generation of more than one household member may increase chances of household 

survival overall. Collective strategies may also help mitigate the financial impact of crises such as 

death, illness, or the unemployment of an income-earner (Western et al. 2012). The household is 

a location where decisions are made regarding the consumption, labor, and income generation of 

household members, as well as other issues ranging from reproduction, migration, and education. 

At the same time, the structures and processes by which so-called collective decisions and 

strategies are pursued are not in themselves egalitarian or free of conflict. Control and allocation 

of resources, labor, and power within the household are typically distributed unequally across 

gender and age (Katz 1997; Folbre 1986; González de la Rocha 1994). Consequently, men, 

women, children, and adults may have different experiences in the household with respect to 

autonomy, household labor, and economic dependence. Members of the household with greater 

access and control of resources typically have more authority within household decision-making 
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processes, negotiations, and confrontations. Thus, household structures, relationships, and 

ideologies greatly shape the nature and scope of women’s self-employment by influencing the 

extent to which propertied assets, financial resources, and labor are extended to women’s self-

employed activities or are instead withheld, unavailable, or diverted to other expenditures or 

investments.  

Another obvious example of intra-household imbalances impacting women’s self-

employment has already been discussed at length: household labor regimes. Women’s 

reproductive labor in the home may be experienced as in conflict with their employment 

arrangements and career aspirations, leading many to pursue self-employment. Alternatively, self-

employment may represent an individual survival strategy by which women negotiate their 

disadvantaged position within the household in terms of access to household resources, labor 

distribution, autonomy, domestic violence, and other dimensions (Kabeer 2005; Benería and 

Roldán 1987).   

Earnings acquired through self-employment, for instance, have been found in some cases 

to play a role in mitigating domestic violence or bolstering women’s household decision-making 

power and financial autonomy (Grasmuck and Espinal 2000). On the other hand, men may respond 

to women’s income generation with aggression. Drawing on theories of socially constructed 

gendered identities and ideologies, studies (Anderson 1997; Atkinson, Greenstein, and Lang 2005) 

have suggested that men with relatively low earnings in comparison with their female spouses may 

experience this difference as a loss of masculinity, which may lead to domestic violence. 

Accordingly, women who earn income through self-employed activities or waged labor may 

experience a reinforcement of household hierarchies, increased domestic abuse and violence, and 
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the usurpation of their income by spouses or other males in the family (Oliveira 1990; Isserles 

2003; Goetz and Gupta 1996). Incidents of domestic violence have been found to correlate with 

periods of acute economic insecurity and financial pressure within the household (González de la 

Rocha 1994). Alternatively, the spouses of self-employed women may support them in their 

businesses. Villagómez (2003) found that self-employed husbands who also conduct their work 

within a home-based space or workshop may help their self-employed wives buy and transport 

products, restock materials, and, less frequently, help with accounting or work at the counter or 

cash register. Villagómez (2003) also found that men in the household who were self-employed, 

unemployed, retired, or had intermittent employment participated in women’s self-employed 

activities more than men with full employment. 

Such is the intriguing paradox of households: namely, their location as a nexus of struggle 

for group survival in macroeconomic context, as well as individual struggle over the production, 

control, and distribution of resources trafficked within (Hartmann 1981). As a consequence, 

household dynamics may range from solidarity, gendered and generational disparities, clashes 

between individual and collective interests, and violence (González de la Rocha 2001:79). In the 

context of women’s self-employment, households represent crucial institutions that hold the 

potential to enable, enhance, constrain, or terminate these activities. The contradictions of the 

household may be differently experienced for poor and working-class women faced with greater 

material constraints, an increased reliance on household relationships and assets, and heightened 

incentives to pool resources and collectivize survival strategies.  Given these tensions, how do 

women strategize within thoroughly gendered household structures, relationships, and 
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expectations in their self-employed activities? And, more generally, how might self-employment 

itself be implicated in women’s negotiations with other household members?  

 

Relational work/connected lives and the patriarchal bargain 

This line of questioning is compatible with previous studies which have illuminated the 

ways in which social relations and economic practices are co-constitutive (Zelizer 2010; Boris and 

Parreñas 2010). This flourishing line of research spans a wide spectrum of women’s work, with 

recent scholarship examining occupations, circumstances, and geographies as diverse as 

hostessing and sex work in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (Hoang 2015), to reproductive services 

such as gestational surrogacy in Bangalore, India (Rudrappa 2015). Zelizer’s concept of relational 

work sheds light on the ways in which relationships themselves are comprised of transactions 

which are commonly deemed “economic” in nature: asset transfers, distribution, consumption, and 

production. Simultaneously, everyday economic activities often portrayed as operating within pure 

spheres and markets untouched by human intervention are in fact thoroughly shaped by social 

structures, intimate relationships, and cultural norms. Zelizer emphasizes that approaches adopting 

the lens of relational work “examine economic phenomena as the formation and negotiation of 

relations as well as the construction of meaning and the organization of categories” (2012:149). 

Accordingly, Zelizer invites researchers to go beyond uni-directional analyses by investigating the 

co-constitutive formation of social relations and economic activities, asking, “How can we analyze 

the continuously negotiated and meaningful interpersonal relations that constitute economic 

activity” (2012:149)? Consequently, this thesis contributes to the burgeoning field of “relational” 

inquiry by undertaking an in-depth analysis of the mechanisms by which women’s self-
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employment and household relationships are instrumentally linked. This thesis is attentive to the 

ways in which women’s negotiations of household structures, intimate relationships, and gendered 

roles both shape and are shaped by their participation in self-employed activities. 

A second analytical frame guides the approach of this thesis and contributes several 

important insights. Anthropologist Deniz Kandiyoti’s (1988) concept of the patriarchal bargain 

calls attention to the historically-contingent structures, processes, and ideologies of patriarchy in 

and through which women strategize in order to maximize their life chances and opportunities. 

Women face distinct constraints and opportunities given their positions within their social 

landscapes, and women’s negotiations of these “rules of the game” illuminate the contours of a 

given society’s patriarchal bargains (1988:274). In addition to shaping women’s opportunities for 

structural and social maneuvering, patriarchal bargains also influence gendered ideologies and 

internalized subjectivities (1988:275). 

Aside from serving as a useful analytic tool by which to study women’s strategies within 

intra- and extra-household constraints, Kandiyoti’s patriarchal bargain figures into this thesis in 

two additional and significant ways. First, the approach insists upon a contextualized analysis 

which reveals the ways in which macroeconomic forces, among other factors across social scales, 

structure women’s opportunities and incentives for action within constraints. Accordingly, this 

thesis examines women’s experiences of the roles of political, economic, and demographic factors 

in shaping the nature, trajectories, and meanings of their self-employed economic activities. The 

findings suggest that these factors go a long way in determining the incentive and opportunity 

structures guiding women’s work decisions and, oftentimes, their ambivalence about self-

employment. Secondly, the concept sheds light on the ways in which women themselves may be 
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complicit in the reproduction of patriarchal structures and ideologies, and thus of systemic gender 

inequality, in order to optimize their life options and conditions. This participation in patriarchy 

may take the form of coercing, controlling, or exploiting other women in order to secure material 

resources, autonomy, or power within the household. “In classic patriarchy,” Kandiyoti writes, 

“subordination to men is offset by the control older women attain over younger women” 

(1988:279). At the risk of foreshadowing a central finding, my data highlighted mothers’ 

investments in gendered household labor regimes and ideologies which often led to their own 

participation, and that of their daughters, in self-employed activities and so-called family 

businesses. The reliance of mothers on gendered structures and ideologies is significant, as even 

the most recent of scholarship on gendered household labor regimes suggests husbands, or 

capitalism in general, as the main beneficiaries of women’s reproductive labor in the home (Fraad, 

Resnick, and Wolff 2009; Jefferson and King 2001). 

Adopting an approach influenced by both a relational economic sociological perspective 

and a feminist attentiveness to women’s patriarchal bargains within constraints, this thesis 

concerns itself with a series of questions most succinctly captured in the following articulations: 

How do women strategize within thoroughly gendered household structures, relationships, and 

expectations in their self-employed activities? More generally, how might self-employment itself 

be implicated in women’s negotiations with other household members? Additionally, this thesis 

attempts to address: How is the inheritance of self-employed activities and so-called family 

businesses connected to household labor regimes and negotiated vis-à-vis mother-daughter 

relationships? 
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Data and Methods 

Data collection and analysis 

Drawing on semi-structured interviews with 31 self-employed women in Zacatecas, 

Mexico, this thesis deepens our understandings of the contradictory ways in which gendered 

household structures, relationships, and expectations shape women’s activities, trajectories, and 

meanings of self-employment. I define self-employment broadly as a situation wherein an 

individual generates income through self-directed economic activities rather than through waged 

labor with an employer. This definition does not eliminate individuals with waged work in addition 

to their self-employed economic activities and instead emphasizes the self-employed nature of the 

economic activity rather than the ability of the individual to rely on the earnings generated from 

self-employment. Some women in my study are engaged in multiple self-employment activities 

and/or are additionally occupied in waged work.  

Given my interest in learning about women’s perceptions of their economic activities, I did 

not include self-definition as an entrepreneur as a criterion for participation. Instead, I included 

women who self-identified—or were identified through key informants and snowball sampling—

as the legal owners, co-owners, and or de facto owners of a business or economic activity. The 

inclusion of this latter group of de facto owners allows me to better analyze women’s perceptions 

of the value of their work. Had I only included women who self-identified as entrepreneurs or 

business owners, I would not have been able to analyze the experiences of women who do not 

claim those titles despite having de facto ownership of a business or economic activity. 

Additionally, while some of the women self-employed in artisanal handiwork sold their products 

through formal business entities, many others sold informally. I categorized all the women I 
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encountered in this latter group as self-employed given the self-directed nature of their production 

and sales. In addition, I include two women who were not operating a self-employed activity at 

the time of the interview: one had had such an activity in the past and was actively contemplating 

commencing it again, the other was preparing the storefront and merchandise for the business 

which was planned to open a few months after the interview. 

I located respondents through a combination of techniques: snowball sampling and 

references from key informants (61 percent), through references working at two government 

agencies, one which supports traditional artisans (23 percent) and another which supports women 

entrepreneurs (1 participant), through a website of an non-governmental organization supporting 

women entrepreneurs in Zacatecas (10 percent), and by casual encounter at a crafts fair (1 

participant). Not including the latter participant, I was introduced to 39 percent of the participants 

by key informants in person, met another 39 percent of the participants first via phone call and 

later in person, and met another 19 percent in person by myself, but with a personal reference. All 

of the interviews were conducted in person. While interviews took place in 4 different sites, the 

women lived in a total of 5 localities ranging in size from a semi-rural town to a large metropolitan 

zone.  

Interviews were semi-structured and lasted on average about an hour, with few lasting less 

than an hour and several lasting two or more hours. While a few interviews took place in a public 

park or café, most interviews took place in the women’s storefronts or homes. Oftentimes these 

spaces physically overlapped, as women would operate their businesses or produce their wares in 

bedrooms, kitchens, and others spaces in their homes. There were two sets of mother-daughter 

pairs interviewed: one pair worked together and were interviewed at the same time, while the other 
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operated different businesses and were interviewed separately. Topics discussed in the interviews 

included: the formation and operation of the activity or small business, the behavior, involvement, 

approval of family members and others in relation to the business, perceptions of the availability 

of support and resources, the usage of business revenues, challenges and benefits associated with 

the self-employed activities, and thoughts on the future of the business. Interviews were conducted, 

digitally recorded, and manually transcribed in Spanish by the author. Quotations were translated 

into English when included here. Informed by grounded theory techniques (Charmaz 2006), the 

inductive coding process entailed reading the transcripts carefully several times with attention to 

emergent themes, which then became the basis of subsequent analysis. 

Certainly, many significant differences existed between me and the participants in the 

study, socioeconomic background and U.S. citizenship being the most significant among them. 

Nevertheless, my presentation as a young Argentine-American student affiliated with the local 

university aided me in attempting to maintain a sense of ease, calmness, and informality. 

Interviews were conducted in Spanish and everyone I contacted, save one, agreed to participate.  

The women I interviewed were between the ages of 19 and 80, with both the mean and 

median age at 46 years old. Such a wide range in working age is not uncommon in Zacatecas, a 

state in which about 27.6 percent of inhabitants aged 65 and over and about 4.7 percent of youth 

aged 12-14 are employed. Many women I interviewed were born before a massive demographic 

shift in Mexico reduced fertility rates considerably within the last several decades. A few women 

in this cohort had around 15 or 16 siblings, yet between only 1 and 3 children themselves (see 

Appendix A for sociodemographic information). Approximately three-fourths of the women I 

interviewed had children, and the average number of children was 2.65. This rate is consistent with 
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the average for the state of Zacatecas and slightly higher than that for Mexico as a whole. Lower 

birth rates have coincided with higher rates of marital separation and divorce, as well as higher 

rates of female-headed households. About half of the women I interviewed were married, a third 

were single, and the rest were divorced or widowed. Approximately 39 percent of the participants 

in the study were the heads of their households, whereas the proportion of female headed 

households in Zacatecas and Mexico are about 21 percent and 25 percent, respectively. The women 

I interviewed had received relatively less formal education than the average resident for the state, 

a finding that might be due to the older age of some of my participants. 

International migration was a ubiquitous theme in my field sites, expressed in a multitude 

of scenes from everyday life: from a corner store called “The Migrant,” to stories of local 

infrastructure projects financed by U.S. remittances, to the substantial amount of empty homes in 

one town where I conducted interviews. These homes purportedly belonged to migrants living in 

the U.S. who’d return for visits once or twice a year, or less frequently, or never. Many women I 

interviewed had spouses, parents, or children in the U.S. and thus received remittances actively, 

or had in the past. Women who did not fit this category often benefitted indirectly from remittances 

if they lived with and cared for their parents who did receive remittances from other offspring in 

the United States. Many women reported that remittances had been invested in their self-employed 

and family businesses at one time or another. Additionally, some women’s products have been 

sold in the U.S. and various women said they were actively attempting to export their goods, 

despite encountering challenges establishing networks. Two young women with whom I spoke 

maintained economic activities or businesses that relied on merchandise being sent abroad from 

their parents who lived in the U.S. 
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Many women had multiple self-employed activities that spanned more than one economic 

sector. Over half of the participants who were engaged chiefly as small-scale handicraft artisans 

also gave government-paid instructional workshops occasionally or semi-regularly. While about 

three-fourths of the women did not employ workers in their self-employed activities, well over 

half of participants cited the active participation of family members in their businesses. Family 

members were employed for pay in two of the businesses and spouses were co-owners in two of 

the businesses at the time of the interview. None of the businesses had more than 5 employees. 

Pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of the participants. 

 

Context 

Women’s self-employment in Mexico 

Mexico is estimated to have the fourth highest self-employment rate among all OECD 

countries. Whereas 6.6 percent of U.S. workers was self-employed in 2013, approximately one-

third of the Mexican workforce was estimated to be self-employed that same year (OECD 2015). 

In addition, a larger share of women in the workforce are self-employed (33.8 percent) than men 

(32.5 percent). This is largely consistent with estimates claiming that self-employed women 

comprise between 25 and 35 percent of entrepreneurs in Latin America, a rate that represents a 

significant increase since 1990 (Navarro and Gómez 2006). Despite this significant rate of self-

employed women, 2004 estimates from the Encuesta Nacional de Empleo (National Employment 

Survey) suggest that a wide gender gap persists among entrepreneurs and business owners, with 

84.2 percent of men comprising this group and 15.8 of women (cited in Hernández 2010). A 2008 

statistic reported by Inmujeres (National Institute for Women), a government agency, estimated 
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that 81.1 percent of employers were men, compared to 18.9 percent for women (Hernández 2010). 

These discrepancies suggest great gendered differences in the terms of the size, scope, and sectors 

(including formal or informal sector distinctions) of businesses and self-employed activities 

established and operated by men and women.  

A 2008 survey of 178 women conducted by Inmujeres estimates that the majority of 

women-owned businesses are located in the service sector (48 percent), followed by the commerce 

(21 percent) and industry (15 percent) sectors (Hernández 2010). Despite the small sample size of 

the Inmujeres survey, Hernández (2010) highlights that these findings are consistent with 

observations by other sources. Although these sectors largely consist of activities traditionally 

performed by women as part of the household duties, Zabludovsky (2004) has pointed to a 

diversification and expansion of women-owned businesses into other sectors, such as 

manufacturing. Women’s self-employed activities in Mexico often operate within the space of the 

home. In a qualitative study of women-owned businesses in Mérida, Yucatán, over 60 percent of 

the 106 women interviewed operated their businesses within their homes, and almost half of those 

who didn’t have home-operated businesses had initiated their businesses within the household and 

eventually moved out in order to expand the business or for need of more ample space (Villagómez 

2003). In addition to reducing the amount of start-up capital needed for a business and being more 

conducive to the completion of domestic responsibilities, operating self-employed activities at 

home is also seen as more respectable for women (Villagómez 2003). 

The self-employed activities and small businesses owned by women have been portrayed 

as having short lifespans and as facing large constraints. The Inmujeres survey referred to above 

found that 30 percent of the businesses were between 5 - 10 years-old, 80 percent of the businesses 
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were formed by the women themselves, and around 14 percent had been passed on to the women 

by their fathers (Hernández 2010). The survey also claimed that the women interviewed only had 

“entrepreneurial dispositions” when they inherited their businesses. Obstacles faced by self-

employed women and women entrepreneurs have been found to include lack of training and 

advancement opportunities, lack of access to loans, distrust of financial institutions, and 

unwillingness of men to work under women (Zabludovsky 2001; Serna 2003; and Navarro y 

Gómez 2006; cited by Hernández 2010).  

In Latin America, programs such as ACCIÓN and FINCA, as well as initiatives supported 

by financial institutions like the Inter-American Development Bank and the World Bank, have 

emerged to extend financial credit to self-employed women and women entrepreneurs. Federal-

level programs in Mexico such as Empresas Integradores, el Fondo Nacional para Empresas en 

Solidaridad (FONAES), and el Programa Nacional de Financiamiento a Microempresario focus 

on supporting small-scale producers and women entrepreneurs (Hernández 2010). In Zacatecas, 

state government agencies such as IDEAZ (Instituto Desarrollo Artesanal de Zacatecas, Zacatecan 

Institute for Artisanal Development) and INMUZA (Instituto para la Mujer Zacatecana, Institute 

for the Zacatecan Woman) purported to support women entrepreneurs by working with artisans to 

sell their work through different avenues (IDEAZ) and managing a program giving microloans to 

women entrepreneurs (INMUZA). An NGO established in 2009 called Crea Comunidades de 

Emprendedores Sociales (Create Communities of Social Entrepreneurs, or Crea for short) operated 

locally, providing support and web advertisement to a group of women entrepreneurs in a few sites 

in Zacatecas. According to one estimate (Guerrero 2012), 14 percent of women entrepreneurs in 

Zacatecas received some form of financial credit or loans for their businesses. 
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The circulation of resources within families and social networks also comprise important 

sources of assets for self-employed women. In a qualitative study by Villagómez (2003), 67.9 

percent of the 106 women-owned businesses she surveyed counted on family savings to establish 

their businesses. Within the category of “family savings” exist many forms of loans, debts, and 

investments. Villagómez (2003) found that basic needs were covered by a combination of the 

woman’s earnings in addition to the wages, savings, retirement funds, government assistance, and 

other financial resources of their spouses and other household members. In Mexico, financial 

circulation of assets may extend through multiple generations of the family. Additionally, popular 

forms of financial loans and rotating credit associations such as cajas populares, mutualistas, and 

tandas can be used to raise funds (Villagómez 2003). 

For many women, self-employment is a strategy to integrate themselves into the labor force 

while overcoming labor market constraints including low formal educational achievement and 

work experience (Villagómez 2003). Additionally, women face gender gaps in the participation 

and remuneration of waged employment. According to 2014 OECD data, 74.3 percent of men 15 

years-old and above were employed compared to 40.7 percent of women (OECD 2014a). In the 

U.S., by contrast, 65 percent of men 15 years-old and above were employed, as were 53.4 percent 

of women. The average gender wage gap in Mexico is estimated to be 15.34 percent, compared 

with 17.91 percent in the United States (OECD 2014b).  

Women’s labor force participation is also shaped by household structure, gendered 

ideologies, and macroeconomic processes including industrialization, economic crises and growth, 

and labor market opportunities and wages. As previously mentioned, the impact of gendered 

divisions of household labor on women’s work is mediated by socioeconomic status, occupation, 
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and prevailing gender ideologies. Despite ongoing cultural change, Mexico has been generally 

characterized as a country of patriarchal gender norms, a high level of household subordination of 

women, and low levels of family instability and marriage dissolution (Goldring 1996; Hondagneu-

Sotelo 1992). Once rare, the frequency of cohabitation, separation, and divorce have increased in 

recent decades (Fernández, Avil, and Garcia 1999). The ratio of divorces per every 100 marriages 

has risen from 4.4 in 1980 to 18.6 in 2013 (INEGI 2015a).  

Women with greater material resources may overcome household responsibilities and thus 

avail themselves to outside employment by hiring often lower-class and racialized domestic and 

childcare workers. Female labor participation in the public sphere is generally more common in 

urban areas, where traditional patriarchal gendered norms tend to be weaker, than in rural areas 

(Aysa and Massey 2004). Furthermore, women in rural areas may face fewer opportunities to 

generate income, as women in Latin America are employed less frequently in capital-intensive and 

peasant agriculture (Ward 1985). In contrast, large, urban areas tend to offer greater employment 

opportunities for women in manufacturing and service sectors (Aysa and Massey 2004). Compared 

with the national average of 23.2 percent, 40.5 percent of the population of the state of Zacatecas 

resides in small towns (of 2,500 inhabitants or less). Relatedly, women’s labor force participation 

rate in Zacatecas, 24.44 percent, is dramatically lower than the rate for men in the state (77.64) as 

well as the percent for women in Mexico generally (32.32) (INEGI 2015b). 

In Mexico, among labor force participants, single women without children are more likely 

to be engaged in formal sector work as opposed to other sectors (Cunningham 2001). Although a 

household’s need for additional income often prompts women’s entry into the labor force, mothers 

with young children are less likely than single women or men in the household to enter the labor 
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force (Cunningham 2001; Benería 1991). Generally, married women and women with children are 

less likely to be engaged in formal sector work, more likely to shoulder inflexible household 

responsibilities, and more likely to enter informal self-employment as a supplementary form of 

household income when necessary (Cunningham 2001). As alluded to above, the impact of these 

activities on household gender relations are not unambiguous. Informal economic activities 

performed in the home, for instance, have been found to even strengthen hierarchical household 

gender relations (de Oliveira 1990).  

Significant economic and demographic trends such as urbanization have shaped women’s 

work incentives and opportunities over recent decades. Economic restructuring, a tertialization of 

the economy signifying a growth of the service sector, as well as fertility rate decline, increased 

female educational attainment and reduced average household sizes have been said to account in 

part for the doubling of the Mexican female labor force participation rate between 1970 and 1995 

(Oliveira and Ariza 2001). Periods of economic growth have been understood as spurring women 

to participate in more formal and professional types of employment (Parrado and Zenteno 2001). 

Economic crises, on the other hand, have triggered the incorporation of women, and married 

women in particular, into largely domestic, self-employed, and small business labor markets. 

Roughly from the 1940s to the 1970s, Mexico’s program of import-substitution 

industrialization geared towards commodities production for domestic markets led to economic 

growth. Employment increased and was generally considered inclusive of a wide spectrum of the 

population, despite its rigid ascription to gender normative specialization. The Mexican middle 

class saw a growth in their purchasing power, as did the working class though to a lesser extent. 

Pursued generally throughout Latin America, import-substitution industrialization led to the 
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substantial reduction of poverty in the region (González de la Rocha 2001). During this time, the 

wages of informal work were largely commensurate with formal employment, leading many to 

pursue the former option (see Escobar 1986). In her ethnographic study of Guadalajara during this 

time, González de la Rocha (1994) found that almost all of the women in her study generated 

income by commercializing traditionally female activities. Households with several adult women 

and more extensive networks tended to be more conducive to the women’s labor market 

participation (Chant 1991). 

Structural adjustment policies of the 1980s and a series of economic crises (during 1982, 

1986, and 1994) led to the drastic reduction of traditionally male occupations and employment 

sectors (Chant 1994; de Barbieri and de Oliveira 1989), the incorporation of women and additional 

household members into the formal labor force (García and de Oliveira 1990), and the expansion 

of low-skills service jobs, home production, self-employment, and domestic-sector work (Chant 

1994). Collective survival strategies of the household, particularly among the urban poor and 

working class, were crucial (Roberts 1995). Whereas previously informal employment was 

pursued alongside formal employment, informal work and self-employment grew more prevalent 

to compensate with the decline of formal labor market opportunities. Yet, the loss of incomes from 

formal employment generally weakened the ability for households to pursue self-provisioning and 

–employed activities, as these economic practices depended on material resources generated by 

formal work (González de la Rocha 2001). Furthermore, the greater social exclusion experienced 

by the poor and working-classes diminished their ability to rely on social networks. Not merely 

experienced by the poor and working-classes, heightened economic instability also impacted the 

middle class, signaled by the increasing incorporation of married women into professional 
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employment (Parrado and Zenteno 2001). These shifts did not bring about commensurate changes 

in the household division of labor, and women became increasingly overburdened with the growth 

of reproductive tasks due in part to more extensive household units. Women, in effect, were 

charged with the multiple burdens of waged work, care provision and household labor, and 

participation in neighborhood-level collective organizing around services (González de la Rocha 

2001). These tasks drew on and reinforced prevalent gendered expectations in Mexico which 

uphold the notion that women, and mothers in particular, should be selfless, generous and 

affective, willing to sacrifice their time and effort for the good of the family and community.  

 

Zacatecas 

 Considered during the colonial era to be a locus of economic development, with a capital 

city second only to Mexico City in terms of wealth and population, the north central state of 

Zacatecas has since become one of the poorest and least-developed in Mexico (see Appendix B 

for maps). During the twentieth century, mining and agriculture, two of the primary industries in 

the state alongside cattle ranching, experienced declines. Impacted by fluctuations in the 

international market after the Mexican Revolution, production in mining was further reduced after 

the industry was nationalized in 1961 (Pasztor 2004). Despite state efforts to enhance productivity, 

agriculture in the state has consistently faced challenges due to the water scarcity, arid climate, 

mountainous landscape, and marginal land that characterizes much of the region (Pasztor 2004). 

Additional governmental efforts to spur the creation of industrial employment in the state have not 

had substantial effects (Pasztor 2004). According to recent data, unemployment in the state of 
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Zacatecas recently experienced a sharp spike in 2011 (7.4 percent) but decreased to 3.5 by October 

2013 (INEGI 2015c). 

Stagnating economic conditions have exacerbated gendered migration patterns in the state. 

By the end of the twentieth century, Zacatecas claimed the highest per capita number of internal 

(Mexico) and international (U.S.) emigrants (Pasztor 2004). Prompted initially by intense worker 

recruitment by U.S. firms at the beginning of the twentieth century, emigration dipped in the 1930s 

as a wave of U.S. deportations returned Mexican immigrants to their communities of origin. Soon 

after, the Bracero Program (1942-1964) once again drove significant emigration from Mexico and 

this region in particular, which has been said to account for 62.21 percent of Bracero workers in 

1962 (Durand 2007). Zacatecan migration patterns have shifted from circular transnational 

movements to more permanent settlement in the U.S. due to the 1986 passage of the Immigration 

Reform and Control Act and the surge in restrictions and costs implicated in the migration process 

among other factors (Cornelius 2001). While international immigration was predominantly 

undertaken by men, recent decades have seen the increased emigration of single and newly-

married women as well as that of entire families, as well as the decreased in the average age at 

emigration (Guerrero 2008, Márquez 2010).  

Women in migrant communities of origin often pursue waged or self-employed work in 

order to supplement the remittances they receive and ensure household maintenance given the 

possibility of delays or breaks in their remittance reception (see Arias 2013). These strategies often 

consist of self-employment in the informal sector that enable the women to simultaneously 

complete domestic duties and care work. Furthermore, patriarchal gender norms which tend to be 
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stronger in rural areas discourage women from working in the public sphere (Aysa and Massey 

2004).  

Remittances from the U.S. and elsewhere in Mexico comprise a sizeable source of income 

for households in Zacatecas. In 2000, among an estimated 13 percent of households in Zacatecas 

receiving them, remittances were estimated to constitute an average of 61.9 percent of total 

household income, were a principal source of income for 61.5 percent of households (constituting 

more than half of household income), and were the only source of income for 34.8 percent of these 

households (Delgado, Márquez-Covarrubias, and Rodríguez 2004). While remittances to Mexico 

were once directed more towards investments, they have been channeled increasingly towards 

everyday consumption and basic needs (Arias 2013). Although the small businesses and self-

employed activities of women with whom I spoke often benefited from remittances, the share of 

remittances directed into small businesses in Mexico has been estimated at a meager two percent 

(Ramírez, Pérez and Hernández 2011). 

In summary, Mexico and the state of Zacatecas in particular serve as ideal cases in which 

to study the relationships between gendered ideologies, household structures, and self-employment 

experiences among women. Mexico has a high share of self-employment among women as well 

as a high degree of female subordination within the household. Among the poorest and least-

developed states in Mexico, Zacatecas exhibits a wide labor force gender gap and has an economy 

which is to a large degree reliant on U.S. and internal remittances. Nevertheless, tourism to its 

larger cities, including the capital, may offer women informal and self-employed job opportunities 

in the form of artisanal and service sector work. 
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Findings 

Women’s self-employed activities 

The women I interviewed participated in a range of wide range of economic practices 

though were centrally involved in three common activities of self-employment: production of 

handicrafts, preparation of food, and operation of corner stores. As previously mentioned, due to 

the meager earnings of women’s self-employment activities and waged work, many women 

needed to perform multiple economic activities. While these additional income-earning activities 

were only sometimes related to the self-employed activity, such work generally conformed to 

gendered norms and expectations by comprising of tasks typically performed by women and 

associated with the domestic sphere, such as cooking, embroidery, and childcare.  

For instance, Fatima was one such woman with whom I spoke who managed several 

economic activities typically performed by women. At 53 years old, Fatima uses textiles and 

recycled materials such as soda can lids to make blouses, bags, and jewelry. Fatima recounted 

learning textile handicrafts as a young girl and helping her mother, along with brothers and sisters-

in-law, to sell handicrafts and other products as a way to generate much-needed household income. 

“Even if it was to eat poorly,” Fatima recalled, “we had because we always sold.” Describing her 

mother, Fatima assured me that “if she hadn’t put something in her business, it’s because the Lord 

simply didn’t light the bulb in her head to do so.” Fatima had practiced this resourcefulness in her 

own life, provisionally turning to a wide range of handicrafts as well as types of food preparation 

when in need for additional sources of income.  

The earnings generated by Fatima’s wide-ranging activities were used directly for the 

consumption of household needs and her daughters’ education. Other women, however, often 
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undertook additional economic activities to support their primary businesses. The earnings 

generated from these supplementary ventures contributed towards the purchase of physical 

investments, the coverage of operation costs, or the general maintenance of the business 

particularly when revenues were variable, as they often were. Another important source of money 

and resources for women were derived through their family networks. As this section will 

demonstrate, women’s self-employment activities were actively shaped by gender roles, access to 

financial resources and property, and family networks. This section draws on women’s narratives 

of self-employment to highlight relevant political, economic, and family-related factors which 

shape the nature of women’s work.  

 

Handicrafts 

As I listened to Sandra, I was entranced by the speed, skill, and precision with which she 

shapes formless mounds of moldable paste into animated figurines. A startling departure from her 

usual production of bright-eyed winged angels and pious, candle-toting girls was her new product 

line: a motley assembly of caricatured fruits and vegetables, including a muscular mango, a 

mushroom with dreadlocks, and a boot-wearing, cowboy chile pepper. Sandra was one among well 

over a third of participants whose self-employment activity fell into the general category of 

handicrafts. These activities ranged from more traditional products made from clay, textile, leather, 

and paper, to more contemporary ones using recycled material and, in Sandra’s case, a plastic-like 

clay.  

Sandra’s case was unique in more ways than just the novelty of her creations. Rather than 

learn her craft through female family and social networks, spouses, or private or government-run 
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workshops, as did many other women who learned their skills as adults, Sandra got her inspiration 

from a television program. Trained as a personal accountant, she never practiced her intended 

career, a decision she attributed to her husband’s “jealousy” and his desire for her to “not work” 

and stay at home. Other women who produced embroidery, sewing, and other textile-based 

handicrafts tended to learn these crafts from their mothers, sisters, or other female networks. For 

Sandra, on the other hand, her activity: 

 

started as a “hobby,” a way to entertain myself because my husband had gone to work in 

the United States and I stayed all alone with my three children…They were young and it 

was really stressful…I didn’t sleep. I was always anxious, I didn’t know what to do. So, 

one day I sat down to watch T.V. and saw these women working with pasta frances (French 

paste). I thought, “if they can do it, why not me?” 

 

Much experimentation ensued, leaving behind a trail of burnt pots which, Sandra joked, 

her husband fortunately did not see. At the time, he was looking for work as a day laborer in the 

United States. Finally, and in time for her husband’s return, Sandra mastered the process of making 

the special paste. As opposed to traditional clays, the paste was able to harden without the need of 

an oven.  

Local debates around the set of practices, raw materials, and products that constituted 

“artisanal” work are contentious and economically significant. On one level, the ability to claim 

that one’s work is “artisanal” allows producers a price premium for their work among national and 

international tourists who flock to the city of Zacatecas, a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 
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1993, to visit its museums, learn about its pivotal role in the Revolutionary War, attend its premier 

cultural festivals, and admire the cobblestoned streets, colonial architecture, and luminous cantera 

stone of its downtown center. Regardless of whether a woman identifies as an artisan or not, the 

state has its own guidelines defining artisanal work. These criteria determine one’s ability to 

receive support from a local government agency in the form of holiday-season contracts, paid 

opportunities to teach workshops to the public, and invitations to sell products at an internally-

operated storefront, as well as local, regional, and international markets or “expos.” Consignment 

and vending outlets such as these were central to the businesses and activities of many women 

with whom I spoke.  

Lety and her daughter Araceli, for instance, sold jars and jugs of vanilla essence at a kiosk 

for women artisans supported by a government agency in a central plaza in Zacatecas. Although 

Lety and her daughter Araceli didn’t grow the vanilla or extract the essence themselves, they 

emphasized that their production of vanilla essence via “chemical combinations” constituted 

artisanal activity, since they made it by hand and “absolutely” without the use of machinery. In 

addition, Lety and her daughter “continue[d] making it like [her] father made it” thirty years ago, 

a lineage which they emphasized as if to bolster their claim to artisan status. 

Lucero, on the other hand, expressed disappointment that the new director of the artisan-

supporting government agency included people who do “crafts,” while the previous director 

“fought for what was artisanal.” For Lucero, a producer of pottery who gets her clay from 

landowners in a neighboring region, the input materials themselves defined an activity as artisanal 

or not. It’s a matter of “collecting from the fields. Before, wood was required as well but not 

anymore, because now gas ovens are used for pottery production.” In advocating for her own 
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product to be recognized as artisanal, Lucero emphasized that her pottery “doesn’t contain any 

chemicals, nothing, nothing, nothing.”  

Sandra’s product line apparently did not meet the government’s rubric defining artisanal 

work. When we spoke, she was not affiliated with the agency, though it was not for lack of trying. 

She described how she had been turned away numerous times and told that her pieces “aren’t 

artisanal, they’re manualidades (crafts).” In Sandra’s vehement words, although the agency 

stressed the hand-made element of artisanal pieces, they accepted producers who used molds. “Of 

course I make my work with my hands,” Sandra exclaimed, “Or, what, do I make them with my 

feet? Imagine that! Or maybe I make them with the power of my mind!?”  

Affiliation with the artisanal government agency did not, however, seem to result in 

unambiguous and unreliable support. Many handicraft producers with whom I spoke noted being 

owed wages for past consignment work and complained of what they described as misdirection, 

ineptitude, and unethical behavior on the part of the agency’s new administrative staff. Although 

frustrated that her pieces were not considered artisanal by this particular government agency, 

Sandra had been able to receive a loan, teach paid workshops to the public, and access vending 

expos and handicraft competitions through other governmental agencies. One such expo led her to 

her largest client, a businesswoman in San Antonio, Texas, who sells accessories for baptisms, 

quinceñeras, and other Catholic coming-of-age ceremonies and purchases Sandra’s work 

wholesale.  
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Food preparation and sales 

Above the crackle of sizzling oil in the pan, recent widow Ana Laura described her 

desperation after her husband passed away less than a year earlier. Although she and her husband 

had preferred doing leatherwork, declining and slow-coming sales led him to travel periodically 

to the United States to play with a mariachi group for six-month intervals. They were trying to 

save up money to complete their house. “He left to the U.S. because of we were desperate here, as 

I’ve told you, sometimes it got tough,” Ana Laura recounted. The purpose of his last trip was to 

earn enough money to finally “finish the house and, yes, thank God he finished it. But he never 

knew it, because he got into an accident there and died.” In order to generate earnings to support 

herself and her three children, Ana Laura soon started making and selling gorditas on the ground 

floor of her newly-completed home, which was located near the center of town, roadside to a 

regional highway. In Mexico, it is common for women to establish small businesses in food 

preparation, as this industry focus reflects women’s traditional responsibility for preparing food 

within the home. Roughly a third of the women I interviewed were involved in food preparation. 

Within this group, about one-third of the women had restaurants or food stands, and about two-

thirds produced items ranging from baked goods, fresh dairy products, chocolate, vanilla extract, 

and gourmet olive oil. 

The distinctions between business and home, particularly for poor and working class 

women in Mexico, are often blurred. Women’s household and child-rearing responsibilities 

sometimes confined them largely to the home and constrained the amount of free time they had. 

Oftentimes, women simply commercialized activities that they were already doing in the home. 

As women’s self-employed activities were often themselves extensions of household work, it was 
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common for women to use spaces within their homes to produce, showcase, and/or sell their 

products. 

The mapping of economic activities onto the spaces of the home is a physical expression 

of the minglings between paid and unpaid work, reproductive and productive labor, and public and 

private spheres. Indeed, the nature of the activities described here contests the construction of these 

dualisms, which have historically been employed to devalue women’s work. The overwhelming 

majority of women with whom I spoke operated their corner stores, gordita stands, hair salons, 

and other activities in the entrance or main rooms of a household. It is more common to own a 

home in Mexico, where the home ownership rate is 80 percent, compared to the U.S. rate of 64.5 

percent. Many women with whom I spoke were living in and/or using space that belongs or had 

belonged to their spouses, parents, or aunts and uncles.  

Those with young children and household responsibilities might benefit additionally from 

the spatial juxtaposition of work and home by being able to simultaneously manage both sets of 

responsibilities. Furthermore, they often enlisted the help of children or other relatives living in 

the home to support them with their self-employed ventures. Therefore, operating their self-

employed activity was for many the only option to do so as well as an arrangement of convenience 

and support. Asked whether she was glad to have her store attached to her house, Ana Laura 

exclaimed “Oh yes! I save all the time in the world, because before I’d have to run to get [to this 

side of town] early… and now…I just shower and come downstairs.” Although Ana Laura no 

longer had the financial support of her husband, the household they financed with his earnings 

from working in the U.S. served to sustain Ana Laura’s income generation. 
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Depending on the economic activity, the location of the home business may prove crucial 

to its success. As Ana Laura explained, the relative urban centrality of her gordita business was 

instrumental in attracting customers, and she was able to hire a part-time employee to help her 

with peak hours and expand her business to sell additional products. Another important feature of 

Ana Laura’s business was the ample size of the space. In addition to selling gorditas, she was able 

to sell homeopathic medicines as well as showcase her leatherwork, which had seen increased 

sales since the inception of the gordita business.  

 

Corner stores 

 Esmeralda, a charismatic, single woman in her mid-thirties, described how she loves 

money and loves to make it multiply. From the meager abarrotes store she inherited as the 

youngest daughter in the family after all but one of her 12 siblings migrated to the United States, 

Esmeralda had built a mini-supermarket stocked from floor to ceiling with merchandise like a life-

sized Tetris game. After artisanal craft-making and food production, the third most frequent 

economic activity was the operation of a tienda de abarrotes, a corner storefront selling produce 

or non-perishable food items, and/or a papelería, a small office or school supply store.  

 Esmeralda’s parents started the store decades ago by borrowing supplies from Esmeralda’s 

grandfather as well as seed money from a local ranch owner, who was an informal lender in the 

community. Although the business suffered considerably through the years, especially when larger 

supermarkets began to move into the area and during economic crisis, Esmeralda recalled that the 

business was relatively stable when she started working there as a young girl, like her siblings 

before her. Given her love for “numbers and money,” Esmeralda chose to study accounting in 
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college but dropped out due to chronic stomach pain and the need to generate income in order to 

pay for her medicine. Nevertheless, the rudimentary business tips she learned in school, combined 

with her entrepreneurial enthusiasm, enabled her to considerably transform the financial practices 

of the family corner store.  

As Esmeralda described it to me, her parents had always worked within the existing budget 

and were unwilling to borrow money. Once she took charge of the store, however, Esmeralda went 

against the wishes of her parents and decided to take out loans, money that was “foreign” to the 

business. But, she did not go to a bank, a government agency, or an NGO for these funds. 

Esmeralda’s reluctance to take out formal loans from these sources is widespread in Mexico, an 

attitude that is depicted vividly by the colloquial term for this activity, “endrogarse,” which is 

literally evocative of drug addiction. These loan pathways ultimately disqualify many individuals 

due to classed and gendered factors such as socioeconomic status, educational attainment, or the 

nature, variability, or level of establishment of the activity. Formal financial sources such as banks, 

government agencies, and NGOs often required a level of paperwork that discouraged or 

prohibited women from access to credit. For women with lower levels of formal education, the 

paperwork in itself was an obstacle. Many others described the difficulty in approximating 

required fields of entry, such as household income figures and self-employment earnings and 

expenses.  When women I interviewed did apply for these loans, it was typically with support from 

local government workers with whom they had cultivated personal relationships or, in the case of 

those with registered businesses, prior experience.  

Instead, Esmeralda told me that she worked with product distributors. She explained that 

the large distributors who had in the past only stocked the aisles of more established businesses 
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began to work with smaller stores when the economy took a turn for the worse. Esmeralda was not 

the only woman with whom I spoke who emphasized the crucial role of distributor credit in the 

establishment and maintenance of their office supply or corner store. Not only did distributors 

deliver the merchandise directly to their businesses, they did so on credit. This credit line was 

viewed as less financially risky than formal loan applications as they were shorter term and based 

on the women’s sales. As she worked with multiple distributors, Esmeralda was able to pool credit 

among them and thereby surpass the credit limitations of each. Within three years or so of 

purchasing solely on credit, Esmeralda was able to “double everything—triple everything!” 

The purpose of this section was to provide vignettes into a selection of women’s self-

employed businesses as well as illustrate some of the varieties and consistencies characterizing the 

factors shaping their work. Despite the unique experiences of women and the occupational and 

circumstantial particularities of their businesses, several general assertions can be made. First, 

although processes of self-employment may certainly hold potential for women to challenge 

gender norms and expectations, by and large the activities performed by the women I interviewed 

conformed to gender norms by constituting forms of work traditionally performed by women in 

the home. In addition to the activities themselves, the location of these activities oftentimes within 

the home can be thought of as reinforcing gendered expectations of work and family. At the same 

time, that women were generating earnings from activities they typically performed without pay 

and doing so within the home must be recognized as challenging the construction of dualisms 

which continually serve to undervalue women’s work: reproductive/productive, unpaid/paid, and 

public/private. Women’s household labor is typically seen as reproductive in nature, as being 

unpaid as a function of the value of the labor (as opposed to men’s historically paid work), and as 
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being confined to the “private” space of the home. The nature of the activities described here 

disrupts each of these binaries.  

A second generality culled from the women’s narratives is an intuitive one: that their self-

employment is shaped by their access to property and financial resources. Historically, women’s 

access to these resources have been restricted by gender wage gaps and ideologies which 

undervalued and stratified women’s remunerated labor as well as household labor regimes that 

restricted many women to unpaid work in the home. Faced with material constraints, it was 

common for women to obtain money and resources such as property within which to operate their 

businesses through their family networks. Sometimes, when confronted with limitations in the 

ways of financial resources, women with whom I spoke were able to find innovative ways to 

sidestep formal financial pathways that were inaccessible or seen as prohibitively risky. For 

instance, many corner store owners drew on credit offered by distributors in order to sustain and 

grow their businesses.  

Lastly, the narratives above illustrate the importance of the family as a network of 

relationships within which survival strategies are centralized and mobilized in the context of 

material constraints. As we saw in Ana Laura’s gordita stand, women’s self-employed activities 

are often motivated by the need for income, particularly in the event of losing a household income 

earner. For Fatima, the single mother described at the beginning of the section as having multiple 

self-employed activities, the earnings she generated, though meager, made important contributions 

to household maintenance. While Sandra said she initially began her activity as a “hobby,” her 

business eventually provided crucial earnings for the family when her husband encountered 

difficulties finding work in the United States and back in Zacatecas upon his return. Women often 
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communicated that the low wages and scant work opportunities of their husbands served as an 

impetus to begin or maintain their economic activities.  

These narratives highlight the capacity of family networks to both ensure household 

survival and serve as an important resource for women to overcome material constraints in the 

establishment of their self-employed activities. As described below, it was common for women to 

obtain loans and other resources, such as property within which to operate their businesses, through 

their family relationships. In many cases, as with Esmeralda, women did not merely inherit 

resources from those in their family networks, but the businesses themselves. Moreover, 

Esmeralda’s early participation in her parents’ corner store represented an extension of her 

gendered household responsibilities as a daughter—another instance of the blurred distinctions 

between business and home. This self-employment trajectory points to a more complex and 

conflictual understanding of the household. The next section illustrates further how the resources 

women derive from family and household members, including the businesses themselves, are not 

free of gendered and generational expectations. The ways in which women come to inherit these 

businesses and resources in turn shape the meanings they ascribe to their self-employed activities.  

 

Women’s self-employment, generational inheritance, and gendered work 

On the steps of her brightly-painted house, Gisela described the division of labor in the 

business she and her husband operated: her husband would bake the conchas, while she focused 

on the donas and rancheras. Rancheras? Just as I begin to rack my brain to recall the type of 

Mexican pastry in question, Gisela read my look of confusion and explained that rancheras are 

“just bread, with nothing on top. It’s just a pure wheel, and some of them have sesame seeds on 
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top. And the donas (doughnuts), well, you know those, right?” Every Saturday in the backyard of 

their house, Gisela and her husband baked bread, a trade they learned from her husband’s father. 

The two began baking and delivering bread since Gisela’s husband, a construction worker, began 

to encounter difficulties finding employment in their small town.  

 

One earns in order to live. Because right now the situation is very difficult and if one didn’t 

know something, well, how would they survive?  Because my husband works some days, 

doesn’t work others. And so this is a way of life. The little we make is a way to help 

ourselves. 

 

For Gisela, her husband, and her children, who occasionally made bike deliveries, the 

family business was a “way of life” in more than one sense of the word: a reliable source of 

household income in the face of economic precariousness as well as a tradition passed down 

through the generations. Many women with whom I spoke inherited resources, skills, real estate, 

and recipes through family members, which they used in turn to form self-employment activities. 

While this narrative typically invoked a certain respect for the business’s ability to maintain the 

family during hardship, women’s relationships to these businesses were complicated and dynamic, 

owing to the ways in which they oftentimes came into these activities as extensions of gendered 

household labor. 
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Gendered household labor and business inheritance  

When I finally met Regina, having been told by others in the town of her mini-mart-turned-

office supply store with adjacent hair salon, she was finishing her second bachelor’s degree. 

Thanks to the business, which her mother had started with remittances that Regina’s siblings had 

sent from the United States, Regina’s mother had cobbled enough money together to pay for 

Regina’s and her sisters’ education. Yet, an anecdote Regina provided gave a glimpse of another 

challenge Regina faced in her education, in addition to her family’s material constraints: 

 

I was studying and my teacher said ‘Regina, you look a little tired. Have you been 

working?’ I told her, ‘I work every day. There’s not a day that I say ‘I’m going to rest.’ I 

can’t dedicate a day to myself. She said, ‘it’s because you scored a little low on this exam.’ 

I told her, ‘yes, I knew it and I was expecting it.’ She asked me if I had studied for the test, 

and I responded, ‘I never study. I study at school because, outside of this classroom, I have 

many other responsibilities. And what I understand in the classroom, if I get it or if I have 

a doubt I’ll ask that moment.’ There are people who can set aside hours to study their notes, 

but I can’t. We were raised that way. We’re not lazy, we just can’t study outside of the 

classroom because we have to responsibilities at home. 

 

 In her exchange with her teacher, Regina emphasized that her household responsibilities 

prevented her from studying outside of class. She compared herself to her peers in describing the 

considerable limitations on her time due to her household work, which included participating in 

her mother’s business. Regina’s narrative intimates that she resented her responsibilities in the 
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household and business, even though it was the family business which in part enabled her and her 

sisters to receive an education. Throughout our several-hour long discussion, Regina frequently 

alluded to her feelings of exhaustion and resentment, reflecting that she had “zero time for me.”  

Despite obtaining college degrees in administration and tourism and opening a salon 

adjacent to the family store, Regina, at age 35, continued to work in her mother’s business. As 

Regina explained, “from a young age [us daughters] have been working here so that it would 

continue. Now that we have become professionals with our own careers, we still know that one 

has to keep contributing to the home that’s why we’re here.” Regina worked in the business full-

time despite her advanced education and the upward class mobility such an achievement is often 

expected to result in. Regina had a college degree in a field that is, at least in theory, relevant to 

the family business: administration. Yet when asked if she chose to study business administration 

due to a general interest or in order to manage her mother’s business, Regina affirmed that she had 

a “general” interest in business administration that was unrelated to her mother’s business. “I 

dreamed of having a big store, but the possibilities have been limited. So, that’s as far as I got.” 

Regina’s answer suggests that her participation in her mother’s business was in part due to 

constraints to formal, stable employment, and was not simply a deliberate choice to apply the skills 

she learned in college to the family business.  

Regina described her employment experiences as being shaped by local political and 

economic conditions including the existence of few employment opportunities and the impact of 

partisan politics on job prospects. While studying administration, she began working in the 

government as part of her practicum, or internship. She ended up working there for four years, but  
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then there was a change of government and they laid me off, even though I hadn’t gotten 

in through political channels to begin with, I had started as an intern. After the change of 

government they told me, “do you know what? We don’t have money to pay you anymore.” 

… After that, they didn’t call me or anything—because, I think, they had promised the 

position to someone else, you know?  

  

Without work, Regina decided to use her U.S. visa to visit her sister and her new baby for 

six months. Upon her return to Mexico, she still found it difficult to find work. Despite applying 

to many jobs, she didn’t get any call backs. She decided to go back to school to study tourism, 

since it was the only track that was still accepting students that year. She explained with incredulity 

that two years had passed until she began to hear back from the jobs she had applied for. By that 

point, Regina was well into her coursework. Regina explained how her degree in tourism, as her 

degree in business administration, did not translate into formal employment.  

 

There are few employment opportunities in tourism. I began by doing a practicum at an 

archeological zone close to here. I choose that site because I wanted to learn skills, but they 

just had me working at the cash register. I didn’t like it, but it was my job. I actually think 

they didn’t train me for political reasons—because if I teach you what I know, then you 

can take my job, right? So, they don’t let you learn or grow... 

 

Ultimately, Regina decided to open a salon adjacent to her family’s business. Although she 

described the salon as breaking even financially, Regina enjoyed styling hair, a profession which, 
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she boasted, ran in the family. Regina’s self-employment experiences were shaped by local 

economic and political factors, in addition to gendered roles, expectations, and family structures. 

Regina’s difficulty in finding formal employment, a by-product of living in an area with few job 

opportunities in her field, was exacerbated by partisan hiring practices of local government 

agencies. Under such conditions, class mobility in the form of college degrees did not necessarily 

result in stable employment.  

 Regina’s narrative also provides an entry into examining the theme of ownership in family 

businesses. Regina saw her involvement in the business as the fulfillment of her dutiful 

contribution towards the home. Occupying the front room of the household, the business formed 

part of the domestic sphere within which Regina, along with her sister and mother, worked. Regina 

and the sister that also worked in their mother’s business were both single and living at home with 

their parents. Despite the participation of her sister and mother in the business, others in the small 

town referred to the store as belonging to Regina. When I tried to clarify with Regina who the store 

belonged to, she explained that “we say that the business is still my mom’s, but since she can’t 

work anymore, I logically do it.” In the same sentence, Regina refuted her nominal ownership of 

the business while alluding to her primary participation in it. The recurrent resistance to claiming 

business ownership among the women is suggestive of the devaluation of women’s work and the 

common perception of their household “work” as household “help.” Regina thus viewed her 

business involvement as an extension of household help and not as constituting ownership.  

  In the same small town just a few blocks down the road lived Fernanda, a 36-year old 

single mother of two. Just as Regina joined her mother in her business so, too, did Fernanda adopt 

the primary economic activity of her mother and grandmother: small-scale production of dairy 
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products including milk, cheese, and jocoque. Fernanda recalled that, while growing up, her 

father’s ongoing attempts to provide for the family by acquiring chickens, pigs, cows, donkeys, 

horses, dogs, and, briefly, bees. Among all the animals, it was the cows that continued to prove a 

reliable, yet meager, source of income over the years that allowed Fernanda and her 16 siblings to 

attend school. Fernanda expressed her appreciation for the family’s various livelihood activities. 

Asked whether she helped care for the animals when she was growing up, Fernanda explained that 

it was her mother, Doña Penelope, who primarily milked the cows but that her siblings began 

taking turns helping once Doña Penelope became ill: “You reached the age—if someone 

migrated…or got married…or moved to live elsewhere, the one who stayed had to help.” Among 

the women with whom I spoke, gendered and generational migration processes meant that men 

and older siblings often became migrants. The one who stays to take care of the household, the 

parents, and the land was often a young daughter, like Fernanda.  

As the youngest daughter, Fernanda was the only one to remain to care for her parents and 

maintain the animals once all but one of her siblings migrated to the United States. “I stayed here—

I decided to stay here…There was no one else to stay, [but when] the rest had gone, there had 

always been someone left.” As her siblings gradually migrated, Fernanda got pregnant with her 

first child, left high school, and learned to milk cows and prepare products like cheese and jocoque, 

a fermented dairy product, from Doña Penelope, who had learned from her mother upon getting 

married to Fernanda’s father. Rather than migrate with her siblings, Fernanda stayed with her 

parents and the family business. Given the circumstances and the waver in her voice, it was 

difficult to know the extent to which Fernanda felt like the choice to stay was hers. Although she 

had one brother who hadn’t migrated, she nonchalantly presumed that I knew, as if 
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commonsensical, that “that the relationship between parents with their sons, or the daughter-in-

law, is very different from the one with their daughter”—meaning that it is the daughter who is 

responsible for, and expected to, care for the parents. Fernanda’s narrative highlights the ways in 

which women’s inheritance of the family business may be embedded in gendered labor structures 

and migration patterns which bestow care work and household labor onto daughters. Self-

employed women with siblings in the U.S. were often among the youngest daughters of their 

families. 

Although she admitted to not liking to manage the land, the animals, and the dairy business 

“100 percent,” particularly because of the weight of responsibility and decision-making, Fernanda 

explained that she would rather be doing the work herself than someone else because of the doubt 

she sensed people harbored towards the ability of the animals and land to produce. “Look,” she 

reiterated, “my siblings were able to study from this business... and it maintained 19 people, 

counting my parents. So I don’t say that all is lost. You can still produce.” Fernanda didn’t identify 

the “doubters” of whom she refers, but I wondered if she was alluding to her 16 siblings who left 

her family’s land and life ways, and, who in her words, had adopted new forms of living and 

“forgotten” about their roots. Fernanda responded to the devaluation of the family plot by 

unidentified “doubters” by valorizing the land and animals as having been key to the reproduction, 

survival, and social mobility of her family.  

Just as Fernanda and her siblings helped her parents when she was growing up, so too were 

her two children involved in the business. Fernanda explained that activities on the farm occupied 

the children’s free time and taught them the value of productivity and work ethic, whereas an 

upbringing in the city might spell uncertainty, or delinquency. Fernanda emphasized that self-
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employed activities on the farm allowed her to spend time with her children and manage the 

additional responsibilities she faced as a single mother. Additionally, Fernanda justified her 

children’s labor by reflecting on the lessons that she had learned through her family’s business. 

Similarly, she hoped to transmit that knowledge, work ethic, and life perspective to her two 

children who help around the property before and after school. “Here [my children] received the 

education of my parents, which has in a certain way served us.”  

The narratives of Regina and Fernanda above underlined the ways in which meanings of 

self-employment are shaped by the processes by which women come to these activities, which 

may involve household and care labor. Additionally, their stories also depict how local economic, 

political, and demographic factors shape these processes by structuring the incentives women face 

and the nature of their work. Regina attributed the difficulties she encountered in finding formal, 

stable employment to a paucity of job opportunities exacerbated by partisan political hiring in 

government agencies. Despite earning two college degrees, she continued to work in a salon she 

established and the business she inherited from her mother, which she said “breaks even.” The 

analytic emphasis here on educational attainment and the “reversion” back to working in family 

businesses is not to denigrate the businesses themselves but rather to challenge the dominant 

expectation that educational advancement will inevitably result in class mobility independent of 

local political and economic conditions and to point out that the women may actually prefer to not 

work in the family businesses, given formal work opportunities.  

Furthermore, both narratives highlight the massive impact of migration on local conditions 

and family histories in the sites in which I conducted interviews. While I limit my discussion of 

migration in the narratives I examine in the remainder of the thesis, it is important to highlight that 
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migration was a ubiquitous phenomenon, almost always acting to some extent in the lives of the 

women with whom I spoke. The migration of Regina’s and Fernanda’s siblings contributed to 

family maintenance through remittances when they were younger, and possibly exacerbated their 

“parallel inheritance” of their mothers’ businesses and gendered household and care labor through 

the gradually increasing absence of other household members. The following section will continue 

to examine the “parallel inheritance” of co-constituted forms of household labor and economic 

activities and the mechanisms by which they operate in the family. Although patriarchal in nature, 

the gendered household labor structures which may give rise to business inheritance for daughters 

may themselves be perpetuated by or relied upon by mothers. 

 

“Good daughters,” family legacy, and the double face of duty 

 Through a beaming smile, Lucero traced the history of artisanal clay pottery work in her 

family from her grandmother, to Lucero’s father, mother, and siblings, and, lastly, to Lucero and 

her daughters. Lucero then counted her fingers and looked up with bright eyes: “we’re in our fourth 

generation.” Like many of her 11 siblings, Lucero began to learn how to make the large, utilitarian 

pottery of her family business when she was 12 years old. Now, at 52, Lucero recounted how the 

family tradition was taken up again after halting to a standstill when her father died 15 years ago. 

A few years later, her mother, who was operating a corner store at the time, approached Lucero 

and told her that she didn’t want the tradition to fade away. Lucero realized that the practices of 

her family were at stake, asking herself “how could we let this vanish?” Like other women with 

whom I spoke, Lucero was compelled to continue the family business and pass on the legacies, 

recipes, and traditions of relatives and ancestors to her progeny. 
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 Lucero, her daughter Arabella, and I were sitting at a park in the heart of the colonial 

downtown of Zacatecas, just half a block away from the storefront that Arabella had opened a year 

and a half earlier. Replacing the large pots of her parents, Lucero started producing miniature clay 

figures instead. Since 1986, she has sold her wares at artisanal vending expos, events that continued 

to bring in the majority of sales, but Lucero expressed optimism of her new daughter’s storefront, 

which sold her work and that of other small-scale artisanal producers from the surrounding areas. 

Like her sister, Arabella learned how to make the pottery around age 6 from Lucero and her 

mother. Lucero chuckled as she recounted that her daughters would remind her that “ay, mom, you 

didn’t even let us play!”—a exclamation that suggests a hint of mixed feelings about this 

experience. After graduating, Arabella couldn’t find employment in the city, and the work she 

might have been able to find, Lucero remarked, would have such low wages that they wouldn’t 

have even covered food and transportation. Increasingly desperate, Arabella came up with the 

storefront idea: “After the vending expos, how will people find us? We have to open a store.” Both 

Lucero and her daughter, Arabella, invoked the significance of the family traditions as crucial in 

motivating them to continue to operate and grow the family business.  

Their stories stand as an entry point from which to explore themes of obligation and duty 

with respect to businesses or economic activities passed down through the generations. Despite 

structural constraints to employment looming in the background as she decided to participate to a 

greater degree in the family business, both Arabella and her mother framed their narratives as 

though their choices to participate in the business were deliberate. Their utterances expressed a 

sense of duty, as seen in the rhetorical question asking “how could [they] let this vanish?” or the 

urgent invocation that they “must open a store.” For Lucero and Arabella, duty was articulated as 
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a noble cause one takes up for a project larger than themselves: the perseverance of family 

tradition. Defining duty as a moral obligation highlights its two components: 1) duty as obligation 

and 2) duty as a moral choice. The moralizing of the obligation is precisely what makes the work 

done in the name of “duty” redemptive and justified. Embedded in social and institutional 

structures, “duty” is relational and gendered. While elusive at times, the distinction between duty 

and obligation, particularly for women who inherit their family businesses, often lies at the center 

of the meanings they ascribe to these activities.  

 Lety and Araceli were another mother-daughter pair whose experiences of self-

employment were shaped by gendered household labor structures, generational business 

inheritance, and themes of duty and obligation. When we met, Lety was a divorced 56-year old 

woman who was teaching and working towards a doctorate. The youngest in her family, Lety 

described how she was appreciative, and perhaps even a little incredulous, that her father’s very 

modest vanilla business had supported her family growing up. A hairstylist by trade, her father had 

developed a process of producing vanilla essence. Eventually, Lety’s father’s dedicated himself 

solely to the vanilla, forming a small, “personal” enterprise that Lety described with fondness. “As 

I grew older, I saw my dad, how he worked and everything, and he maintained our family with the 

vanilla!” In describing how she got involved in the business, Lety stated that she had “volunteered” 

to help her father. Asked whether her other siblings had helped, Lety quickly responded that she 

had been alone among them: “Just me. Absolutely no one else was interested in getting involved 

with what my dad was doing.” Although Lety claimed to have “volunteered” to participate, her 

emotional response regarding her siblings’ lack of participation suggests some resentment that the 

obligation to the family business she felt was not shared by others. Lety’s is another narrative 
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depicting the expectation of daughters—and particularly those who are among the youngest in 

their family—to care for their parents and, by extension, inherit the family business.  

 Years later, Lety found herself caring for both her aging parents while simultaneously 

studying, teaching, and raising a daughter of her own. Her involvement in the family business 

decreased as she limited her participation to the weekends and occasional moments of spare time. 

The transmission of the business down from Lety’s father to her thus coincided perfectly with her 

increasing care for her parents as they aged: the inheritance of family business and care work.  

 Decades later, as her daughter was graduating from college with a degree in marketing, 

however, Lety was struck by an idea. To invigorate the family business, Lety propositioned her 

daughter to take over the business. Lety described how her daughter Araceli consequently 

 

becomes in charge—in reality I make her take charge. I say ‘daughter, what do you think? 

Now that you’ve gone to school, maybe you can intervene.’ In reality I pass her the 

business. And since she’s a good daughter with a good heart, even though she doesn’t like 

it or it wasn’t in her plans, she accepts the challenge. 

 

 Family duty, obligation, and what it means to be a “good daughter” played out in the 

participation and transmission of the family business. This expectation was explicit, as I had been 

interviewing Lety and Araceli together. Asked if this proposition was appealing at the time, 

Araceli—in the company of her mother—admitted that, 
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to tell you the truth, it’s not really something—or I don’t know, since I’ve been around the 

business my whole life, since I was born, I have a special attachment. But at the same time 

I also saw myself doing other things, working in another…In other things, in another sector 

or another business. But, with time, one realizes that one knows how to do this. So why 

start other things and start from zero if here you’re already involved in this. On that level I 

can apply the lessons, what I’ve studied, and ultimately I’m doing what I like. 

 

 Araceli’s initial response to the question suggests a degree of complacence, resignation, or 

disappointment at having been tasked to carry on the family business. In retrospect, Araceli 

constructed positive meanings of the work, but even in doing so she emphasized the benefits and 

comfort of familiarity rather than an explicit reclamation of family traditions, as her mother had. 

When asked what she would do if she wasn’t in charge of the business, Araceli imagined that she 

might look for a teaching job at one of the local universities—a substantially different activity than 

business administration. Altogether, these responses reveal Araceli’s ambivalence about her 

participation in the family business.   

 The narratives of the two mother-daughter pairs above illustrate the complexity which 

characterizes the relationships between mothers and daughters, duty and obligation, work and 

family, satisfaction and fulfillment. Although Lety said that she had “volunteered” to help her 

father, her tone in describing her participation in her father’s business instead expressed resentment 

in having to help, as no one else had stepped up. Tasked with the responsibilities of household and 

care labor, Lucero seemed to feel obligated to participate. Like her mother before her, it was 

Araceli’s turn to take on the labor of the family business. Lety passed the labor onto her daughter 
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and though both mother and daughter expressed ambivalence, both continue to work in the 

business.  

 Additional dimensions of note in this dynamic are those of class mobility and the 

development and professionalization of the business. Lety’s doctoral studies and her daughter’s 

college degree suggest a startling signal of class mobility, given Lety’s father’s profession as a 

hairstylist and modest business owner. Lety constantly emphasized the “very small scale” of the 

business when in the hands of her father, alluding for instance to the hassle of delivering several 

boxes of product by regional bus or taxi, as they didn’t have a car. When she was younger, Lety 

repeatedly attempted to professionalize her father’s business through strategies including the 

introduction of branding, like tags/stickers on the products. Lety’s attempts were limited by the 

business of her schedule, but once her daughter graduated with a degree in marketing, she was 

enlisted by Lety in the professionalization and formalization of the business. When I spoke with 

them, Lety’s daughter was obtaining barcodes for their products, implementing a new graphic 

design, and attempting to get into larger supermarkets in Mexico. While Araceli expressed that she 

was able to apply the skills she obtained in college to the business she ran with her mother, other 

college-educated daughters who inherited their mothers’ businesses did not feel as confident that 

they were able to do so.  

 Furthermore, it is important to note that the narratives above do not depict male household 

members as individuals who were actively coercing the women to perform household labor or care 

work, or take over the business. Instead, the narratives highlight how mothers may benefit from 

their daughters’ parallel inheritance of their businesses in addition to household work, in the larger 

context of sociohistorical gendered expectations and family structures. For both Lety and Araceli, 
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to be a good daughter meant to take on the labor of the family, be it in the form of a business or 

household. Their ambivalence highlights the divergent interests of daughters and parents, and the 

hard work and responsibility that accompanies business maintenance—self-employment and 

entrepreneurship is not necessarily an unambiguously positive or liberatory experience for women. 

It also signals that the inheritance of a family business can be a burden for the recipient, an 

overwhelming or unwanted “gift” that must be received outwardly with gratitude, pride, or 

acquiescence to the commitments entailed in that “gift” as a “good daughter.”  

The women’s narratives above highlight the ways in which self-employment activities are 

developed and passed down within gendered roles and expectations of family structures, household 

labor regimes, and migration processes. Rather than serve as an “empowering” resource as often 

proclaimed, the inheritance of family businesses may represent a burdensome extension of 

household labor. Although Araceli had obtained a college degree and expressed a desire to be 

doing other types of work, she took up the family business after her mother pressured her by 

invoking the ideal behavior of a “good daughter” in relation to the continuation of family legacies 

and livelihoods. These stories highlight the ways in which “duty” is a deployed in a multiplicity 

of ways, including both an affirmation of family legacy or values, such as work ethic, as well as a 

strategy by which to pressure daughters into taking on the business. Concepts such as choice and 

agency are further rendered ambiguous and uncertain in the context of hard-to-come-by formal 

employment opportunities and deeply entrenched migration patterns.  

In addition to the recurring pattern of mothers passing on their businesses to their 

daughters, another notable observation is the relative absence of male spouses or household 

members in women’s narratives. The next section will take up this theme by illustrating and 
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analyzing the meanings that women have articulated in relation to their self-employment activities, 

family income contributions, and household positions as married or divorced women. 

  

Additional meanings of self-employment 

 Juana’s gordita shop was prominently located at the corner of the plaza, yet the handful of 

nearby loncherías created unwanted competition. Juana had only begun to rent the locale recently 

and was still contemplating moving back to her original location, her mother’s garage, where she 

could operate rent-free and receive regular business from relatives living in the area. Her teenage 

daughter worked in the shop on school vacations and Juana hired an employee for additional 

assistance. Nevertheless, while “little remains” after paying for expenses, the earnings Juana’s 

business generated played an important role in supporting her spouse and four children. A jack of 

all trades skilled in construction, carpentry, electricity, air conditioning installation, refrigeration, 

and more, Juana’s husband had had difficulty finding steady work, an experience Juana attributed 

to local economic conditions. Juana noted that “when there’s no work, he can be unemployed for 

a month without anything.” 

 Before she started selling food out at her mother’s house, Juana had dedicated herself to 

maintaining the household and raising her children. Now, the earnings that she generated from her 

business help to sustain her family especially during months when her husband does not contribute 

income to the household. Asked about what her husband thought of her business, Juana replied 

that he supports her in “whatever she wants” and “helps” the enterprise financially in several ways, 

including the purchase of capital investments such as a refrigerator. Thus, Juana’s narrative 

appears to reinforce a collective model of the household whereas the preceding section examined 
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how conflicting interests and subtle tactics of coercion were woven into household structures and 

processes of business maintenance and inheritance. While the preceding section focused on 

generational relationships represented by mother-daughter pairs, this section further explores these 

tensions as expressed vis-à-vis spousal relationships, single motherhood, household financial 

contributions, and gendered norms around work and family. 

 

Collective effort 

The occasions that I met with Sandra, the unconventional, self-taught handicraft producer 

introduced earlier in this thesis, were always a family affair. Her “workshop” was comprised of a 

hanging shelf and a long, window-side table that took up a third of the room her two daughters 

shared. Everyone in the family participated in the business. Her outgoing daughter of elementary 

school age brought her customers. Her an adolescent daughter helped Sandra sell at expos and 

recently began making her own crafts to sell alongside her mother’s. She also stepped up to 

complete her mother’s orders when Sandra suffered from high blood pressure, which she attributed 

to the exhaustion and stress her business had caused her. Sandra’s son had recently begun going 

to college for business administration. He also helped by selling Sandra’s work at expos and 

occasionally gave her well-intentioned business advice. Sandra’s husband integrated his carpentry 

into the bases and frames for her work, for which she’d give him instructions. “Now we’re like a 

little company: him, me and my children, they help a lot, too.” 

Sandra frequently referred to the collective efforts of her family in the business and 

emphasized the importance of their participation, though the venture had not always been as 

seemingly cooperative. The beginnings of her handicraft emerged, instead, from experiments with 
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burnt pots of clay which she described like pieces of incriminating evidence which she was glad 

her husband had not discovered. She had portrayed her husband as “jealous,” not wanting her to 

work and instead stay at home. Not only did she work when we met, both at home making her 

figurines as well as at various sites throughout the region giving government-paid workshops on 

her craft, she also earned income that was important for family sustenance. 

When Sandra’s husband returned from his multiple-year stay in the United States, 

employment in Zacatecas was still difficult to find and he had lost all of his previous clients. Sandra 

explained that as time passed with no sign of work, her husband began to bring up the possibility 

of returning to the United States. Sandra told me she tried to convince him to stay— “it’s better to 

be together, even if that means living on beans and soup.” It didn’t make sense, she argued, for 

him to be “suffering there, us suffering here… Better to suffer together. Either we all go or we all 

stay.” Despite her urgings, he continued to keep migration as an option to pursue. She was afraid 

that he would not return if he left and she “was not going to accept” living alone. Just then, she 

was invited to a vending expo.  

Though she still saw her activity as little more than a “hobby” at the time, it had already 

shown a glimpse of financial profitability. Her husband had not found much work in the United 

States, and at one time had not been able to send any remittances in over a month. Around that 

time, Sandra was asked by a neighborhood acquaintance to make centerpieces for an event. Sandra 

described how, overcome with a sense of financial desperation, she accepted the opportunity—a 

step she said she might not have otherwise, due to her lack of self-confidence at the time. The 

money she generated from the production for the event provided funds for the household at a time 

in need and thus assuaged her financial anxieties.  
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When it was time to attend the expo, Sandra involved her husband and children to 

accompany her. At the event, the governor greeted each vender personally, and Sandra’s products 

ended up selling well. Her husband “saw that she was making things happen.” Around the same 

time, Sandra encouraged her husband to work with her on incorporating wooden bases and 

materials into her work. Shortly after the expo, Sandra’s husband agreed to stay in Zacatecas rather 

than migrate.  

Was the decision to stay shaped by some promise of earnings from Sandra’s business? Or 

did the initial success of Sandra’s business bolster her bargaining power in her spouse’s decision? 

The extent to which household decision-making processes had been altered as a result of Sandra’s 

business showing signs of initial success is unclear. An alternative explanation is that Sandra’s 

enlistment of her husband’s help engendered a reassurance that his physical presence alongside 

his family and his participation in the business were needed and essential. By emphasizing the 

collective efforts of the family and framing the business as a family collaboration rather than a 

self-directed endeavor, Sandra might be interpreted as wanting to minimize her primary role in the 

business as a way to make the enterprise more palatable to her husband, who didn’t want her to 

work in the first place.  

Speaking to Sandra and her husband together provided me an additional glimpse into their 

dynamic. Her husband, who had been working downstairs in his carpentry workshop, joined us 

one sunny afternoon. Sitting across from them both, I asked him what he thought of his wife and 

the business. Her husband called her “machulada,” a derogatory term meaning “masculinized 

woman.” Sandra prompted to elaborate: 
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Say it, say it. I bring him money! [She laughs.] I think that husbands think differently of 

their wives when they make money. Before, the wife was the chacha de la casa (domestic 

worker): the one who watched the children, prepared the food, cleaned the house. And now, 

no. I don’t know about you [looking at her husband], but now she is a compañera 

(companion), an associate, she is the one who… 

 

Her husband interjected, “who needs to go and put food on the table.” Sandra went on to 

emphasize that once women generated their own earnings, they are seen in a different light. To 

this statement, Sandra’s husband added that, “it’s good that women don’t just stay at home doing 

nothing (que no se hagan inùtiles), and that they have something to do.” “Exactly,” Sandra agreed, 

“like, the day he left to the U.S. I didn’t even know where to go to pay the water bill. Or where to 

pay anything, the telephone, nothing. I lived here, here in my four walls and nothing else.”  

Sandra and her husband’s exchange appears to both reproduce and challenge gendered 

norms and expectations around work and family. Now that Sandra was an income earner, her 

husband called her a “masculinized woman.” This language suggests that income generation is an 

inherently masculine activity. Sandra’s husband further described the normative role for women 

as being akin to the unpaid “domestic worker,” or chacha, of the house. His comment that women’s 

work in the home is essentially “nothing,” which Sandra expressed agreement with, is consistent 

with the notion that women’s work is only valued once and whether it is paid, and consequently 

that household labor is not valuable or worth pay. Speaking in generalities, Sandra suggested that 

she herself went from being the lowly domestic worker of the house to an associate of equal status 

in the business and the household once she earned her own money.  
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From the conversational exchanges and life history events gleaned here, Sandra’s emphasis 

on her business as a collective effort opens itself to alternative interpretations. First, although 

Sandra’s activities conformed to gendered norms by taking place mostly in the household and 

providing her with teaching jobs—a traditionally female profession—when she did leave the 

house, her business simultaneously signified a transgression of these norms. By enabling her to 

provide what she considered to be crucial income for the family, Sandra’s growing business 

challenged dominant gendered expectations which reinforce the role of men as breadwinners and 

which were seemingly shared by Sandra’s husband, at least initially. When described as a family 

business, Sandra’s economic activities were less threatening to her husband’s masculinity, which 

had been compromised due to his difficulty in finding work and fulfilling gendered expectations 

around work and family. Further, her solicitation of her husband’s participation in the business 

might be read as a gesture of reassurance that his physical presence and involvement in the business 

were important.  

In addition to the dimensions described above, Sandra highlighted other gendered 

meanings that she ascribed to her self-employment venture. Over the course of our conversations, 

Sandra suggested that the process of establishing and growing her business had bolstered her self-

esteem and self-confidence, her sense of productivity and self-actualization, and her acquisition of 

skills and knowledge. Through the workshops she taught, which she restricted to older individuals 

and youth with developmental disabilities, she additionally saw herself as having a positive impact 

in supporting the self-esteem and self-sufficiency of individuals typically treated as weak, 

unproductive, and deserving of pity. 
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Self-defense 

At a very young age, Valentina began to sew and make clothing by secretly using her 

mother’s sewing machine with scraps she’d find in her mother’s workshop. At 69 years old, she 

continued to create, though her more recent activities centered around the production of elaborate, 

handmade dolls using corn husk and other organic materials. In a digression from our initial 

conversation, I learned about the central meaning that motherhood had in Valentina’s life, as she 

talked about her 8 children, her suffering in losing one of them to breast cancer, and the great love 

that passes between mother and child. Then, as I prepared to wrap up the conversation, I asked 

Valentina what her business meant to her. Nothing in the interview up to that point had prepared 

me for her response: 

 

I care a lot about my dolls because… perhaps it’s bad to tell you this…no, I don’t think it’s 

bad, it’s good. Because I can say it, now I can talk about it. I’ve endured a lot of violence. 

In my house. From my husband. Every type of violence: physical, economic, moral, 

psychological, everything, everything. So when I began to make my dolls and earn my own 

money, it’s very important that one has something with which to defend 

themselves…Because when they give money to you, they ask, ‘Have you spent it already? 

Is the money gone already? Well, what do you buy?’ It’s like that, mi hija. Always. It’s not 

just me, unfortunately it’s in every house, no matter how well off the family. It’s always 

the woman who has more to lose than the man. The man doesn’t lose, the woman does. So 

if you don’t have something with which you can defend yourself, you always have to 

extend your hand. Forget about it! Understand that this was me, and this was his foot 
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(gesturing that his foot was pressing down on her). I was tirada en el piso (thrown down, 

lying on the floor), but I got up thanks to my dolls, that’s why I care about them so much. 

That’s why I tell you I will die making them. 

 

Valentina’s narrative is visceral and evocative, referring to violence, death, her body strewn 

on the floor as if disposable. By serving as her protection from her abusive husband, Valentina’s 

handicraft meant her survival to her, her life over death. Valentina forcefully highlights how 

women’s businesses may serve as a form of defense or insurance from abuse, divorce, or 

abandonment. Valentina was among many women I interviewed who alluded to having 

experienced a sense of economic dependence on their spouses. Although Valentina had earned a 

technical degree and had generated earnings through self-employed economic activities before, 

she suggested that her prior position, possibly with respect to her level of income generation from 

her self-employed activities, had still left her vulnerable.  

Valentina and other women described the many feelings they had associated with the 

unequal distribution of wealth and resources within their households. Far from merely contributing 

to a sense of economic vulnerability, the differential access to household resources often impacted 

the women on a deeply personal level. In discussing these matters Valentina and others alluded to 

feelings of humiliation accompanied by the image of hands extending, highlighting that their 

access to material resources was dependent on the mercy of their spouses. When Valentina and 

others generated their own earnings, they gained an economic as well as a personal sense of self-

sufficiency. No longer up to her spouse to decide, Valentina earned her own money and managed 

it as she wished, either diverting it into her business, the household, or personal expenses. She 
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didn’t need to justify her purchases to anyone. The earnings Valentina generated from her business 

served as a type of insurance enabling her to “defend” herself against her husband. Once Valentina 

experienced this sense of economic empowerment, she vowed never to give it up. Although 

Valentina pointed to the earnings she generated as key in bolstering her sense of self-defense and 

sufficiency, other women gained a sense of self-sufficiency by virtue of other elements of the 

work: the relatively autonomous nature of self-employment, the sense of productivity engendered 

through the work, or the skills acquired through the process. 

 

Self-sufficiency 

Women I interviewed also referred to their self-employed activity as enabling them to 

provide for their families as single mothers. Women who were divorced, widowed, or never 

married seemed to emphasize their sense of self-sufficiency and success. Twice divorced, 42-year 

old Belèn had been supporting her mother and four children by working at a country club 

restaurant. She described those days to me: “We lived with my mom. All of my things were at my 

mom’s. I was like the man of the house, ‘I’m home, now I’m leaving, here’s the money, what’s 

missing?’” Her employment outside of the home, income generation, and administration of 

household finances in the absence of another man of the house made Belèn the figurative “man of 

the house.” 

Nevertheless, when she worked at the restaurant she “was very distanced from her children. 

I saw that my children were growing and their mom wasn’t there. I saw that there were celebrations 

for Mother’s Day at school, celebrations for Children’s Day, and they’d ask, ‘where’s my mom?’” 

While Belèn was fulfilling the traditional role of the husband or “man of the house” by providing 
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financially for her family, she was reminded that she was not satisfying traditional gendered 

expectations of motherhood. Belèn’s mother often stayed with the children when she went to work.  

Leaving the restaurant and establishing her own business ultimately enabled Belèn to spend 

more time with her children while continuing to earn income for the family. As Belèn recounted 

it, she had the idea one day to sell hamburgers and tacos using a grill at her mother’s house. She 

began to prepare food and sales grew gradually. Around the same time, Belèn acquired a several-

story house through her ex-husband, who obtained gotten rights to the property through a 

government social program. From a hamburger and taco stand, Belèn converted the main floor of 

the house to a restaurant. Belèn herself lived in another section of the house, let her daughter use 

the ground floor rent-free for her business, and rented out the top floor to a tenant, an arrangement 

which illustrates the multiple uses of housing and its importance as an asset for income-generation. 

Belèn’s reception of the house from her ex-husband highlights the fact that women often rely on 

family networks and relationships through which to access property and other physical assets.  

Looking back and reflecting on her business, Belèn explains that she feels “very proud,” 

 

especially since I’m a person who started by herself, without anyone’s help and without 

money. And we’re growing…Women are very, very strong, more than men. It gives me a 

lot of pride that with four small children I got ahead and that my children have careers and 

professions. So that gives me a lot of pride, as a woman, as a business owner, it gives me 

a lot of pride. 
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In this passage, Belèn emphasized her self-sufficiency in establishing her business “without 

anyone’s help,” “without money,” and importantly, as a woman and mother. In doing so, she 

forged a gender identity which emphasized the definitions of successful motherhood in relation to 

economic family contribution. She invoked women’s strength and expressed pride in her ability to 

provide education for her children.  

As a divorcee who provided for her mother and children, Belèn was able to claim self-

sufficiency. Just as she could assert to be the “man of the house” in the absence of another man in 

the house, so, too, did she claim self-sufficiency. In doing so, however, Belèn minimized the 

resources she had obtained through her networks. The narrative of self-sufficiency renders 

invisible the labor of childcare and domestic work done by Belèn’s mother and the acquisition of 

her house through her ex-husband.  

Like Belèn, Lara was a self-employed single mother. I met Lara in her office- and school-

supply corner store, which was full from floor to ceiling with a kaleidoscope of backpacks, 

presentation boards, notebooks, and pens. Although she originally wanted to establish a store 

focusing on health food, Lara instead decided to open a papelería, like her father had done decades 

ago. Although she never thought it would work, the 16-year old papelería had supported her and 

her son, who shared the same age of the business. Lara and her ex-husband divorced after they had 

moved to Los Angeles together. Lara wanted to return to Mexico due to her anxiety of driving and 

her dissatisfaction with her employment in L.A. which consisted of piecework at a garment factory. 

Her husband at the time, who had found work at a junk yard owned by a migrant from Veracruz, 

wanted instead to stay. Describing her ex-husband’s lack of support for her and their son, Lara 

commented that “since the moment we separated, he was completely unavailable. Everything has 
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extinguished. But thank God we have not lacked anything.” Lara claimed that she was fortunate 

in only having one child since his costs related to school, food, and clothes were manageable. Lara 

shared a house with her siblings, who helped raise her son and initially maintain the business. 

While Belèn found that she was able to spend more time with her children by operating a 

restaurant, Lara expressed disappointment at not having been able to spend much time with her 

son due to her constant involvement in the business despite its location on the bottom floor of the 

house and his occasional help.  

Constant work had cost Lara. The worsening of health problems and exhaustion had 

recently led her to establish boundaries between her and her work. One health problem, Lara 

explained, required surgery which she couldn’t afford. “Whether I earn a lot or a little here in the 

store,” Lara laments, “I can’t take back my health.” A doctor recommended that she rest and reduce 

her working schedule of 14-hour days and 7-day weeks by closing on Sundays. Although she was 

hesitant, as Sundays were her busiest day, she took his advice and fortunately, she added, it hasn’t 

severely impacted her business. Lara’s narrative further emphasizes that the hard work of business 

establishment and maintenance may take a toll on the body through exhaustion, stress, and 

occupational injuries. 

Although Lara’s brothers and sisters helped her raise her son and maintain her business for 

many years, Lara emphasized her self-sufficiency in establishing her business, connecting with 

distibutors, attaining credit, and raising her son. “I alone have been able to do all this.” Like Belèn, 

Lara highlighted women’s strength while reinforcing her role as a mother as a motivation for her 

business:  
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Us women can get ahead. We just need to find the way. We are strong and we need to 

succeed for our children, for those of us with children. We need to work hard for them, we 

need to demonstrate that we can. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

In this thesis, I drew on semi-structured interviews with 31 self-employed women in 

Zacatecas, Mexico, to examine women’s narratives of their self-employed activities as they 

experienced them in relation to gendered roles and expectations, household structures, and larger 

sociodemographic forces. The findings illustrate and confirm the ways in which self-employment 

is a thoroughly gendered processes: from the nature and activities of the work in relation to formal 

employment structures and opportunities which marginalize poor and working-class women, to 

the channels and resources women employ to establish and maintain their businesses, and to the 

meanings they ascribe to their self-employed activities and the consequences the businesses have 

in their lives. This section reviews and elaborates on key findings of the analysis and a broader 

discussion on its contributions. 

The women with whom I spoke were largely concentrated in three different types of self-

employed activities consisting of tasks traditionally performed by women in spaces within or 

adjacent to the household which enabled them to complete their domestic responsibilities 

(Villagómez 2003). These forms of work include artisanal and crafts work, food preparation and 

sales, and operation of corner stores selling snacks, grocery items, and/or office or school supplies. 

As income generated from their businesses and activities were often variable and/or meager, many 

women combined several economic activities. Several women who did artisanal work, for 

instance, also gave government-paid workshops on their crafts. The traditionally-female nature of 

the economic activities and the entrepreneurial resourcefulness exhibited by the women, and in 

particular those of the poor and working-classes, in provisionally creating and combining income-
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generating is consistent with previous scholarship on women in Mexico focusing on urban areas 

such as Mexico City and Guadalajara (Arizpe 1977; González de la Rocha 1994). 

The resources upon which women’s self-employment relied highlights some of the 

constraints women face in their self-employment and the ways in which they overcame these 

limitations. Women inherited recipes, livelihoods, and skills alongside resources such as property 

in which to operate their businesses. Married and older single women with whom I spoke had at 

one point or were actively operating their business out of the front room, bottom floor, or garage 

of their households of origin. This occurrence highlights the importance of family networks as 

resources women relied on to conduct their self-employed activities (Villagómez 2003; Arteaga 

2003) and intersects with scholarship suggesting that women in urban Mexico have secondary 

relationships to property, mediated by their status as “wives” and “mothers” (Varley 2010).  

Women’s reliance on their families for resources (López-Rodríguez and de la Torre 2012; 

Villagómez 2003; Arteaga 2003), including those used for self-employed activities, underlined the 

pressures women faced in conforming to gendered expectations and structures within the 

household and with family members, and exposed the distinct and sometimes conflictual interests 

of household members (González de la Rocha 2001). As will be discussed below, the tensions and 

contradictory interests of family and household members were negotiated through, and expressed 

and embedded within, women’s self-employment activities, care provisioning, and household 

labor. At the same time, women’s reliance on these networks for support pointed also to the 

collective dimensions of households as sites which centralize and mobilize survival strategies 

(Chant 1994). Therefore, women’s self-employment trajectories were not only shaped by local 

economic, political, and demographic factors, but also mediated by the family. Together, these 
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factors structured women’s work opportunities and incentives while also determining in part the 

resources that were accessible to them in their self-employed activities (Villagómez 2003).  

One significant economic factor shaping women’s self-employment was a lack of 

employment opportunities for themselves and other household members. Married women with 

whom I spoke cited few work opportunities for their spouses as a reason which motivated their 

self-employed activities. This group communicated that their income-generating activities 

importantly supplemented their husbands’ incomes or made key contributions to household 

survival especially when their husbands could not find any work. Amidst economic restructuring 

which presented fewer work options for men, self-employed married women thus defied dominant 

gendered expectations which render women’s income-generating activities as secondary to the 

more substantial contributions purported to come from their spouses. Additionally, male spouses 

sometimes participated in these businesses or supported them financially (Villagómez 2003). In 

many cases, dismal job opportunities led the women to migrate with their husbands to the United 

States, often immediately after marriage. Other times, women’s husbands migrated by themselves 

to the U.S. either provisionally, occasionally, or permanently. Sometimes, as in the story of the 

widow Ana Laura or the divorcee Lara, husbands never came back. Subsequently, women’s self-

employment activities provided needed income for themselves and their children. 

As previously mentioned, the theme of international migration was a ubiquitous one in my 

field sites and interviews. Many women I interviewed had spouses, parents, or children in the U.S. 

and thus received remittances actively, or had in the past. Furthermore, women who did not fit this 

category possibly benefitted indirectly from remittances if they lived with and cared for their 

parents who did receive remittances from other offspring in the United States. Many women 
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reported that remittances had been invested in their self-employed and family businesses at one 

time or another. Although my sample of interviewees was in no way representative, the frequency 

of this occurrence in my fieldwork raises the possibility that the figure of two percent describing 

the proportion of remittances being directed towards Mexican-based businesses (Ramírez, Pérez, 

and Hernánez 2011) may be underestimated and/or that it doesn’t account for the ways in which 

remittances of different forms, including physical capital such as trucks and equipment as well as 

money, are in fact channeled into women’s self-employed activities through more indirect 

pathways. Additionally, some older women relied on resources from their adult children or other 

relatives who lived in the U.S., perhaps lessening the pressure for these women to generate 

earnings from their self-employed activities and shaping the consideration of their activities more 

as “hobbies” or strategies by which to generate some spending cash for themselves. 

Another significant impact of gendered and generational migration patterns on women’s 

self-employment activities operated in conjunction with household labor distribution. Although 

older cohorts of international migrants from Zacatecas had been predominantly male, shifts taking 

place over recent decades have seen the increased emigration of single and newly-married women 

(Guerrero 2008, Márquez 2010). As alluded to before, some women with whom I spoke had 

migrated to the U.S. upon getting married and had returned to Mexico, either with or without their 

husbands. In the families of the women with whom I spoke, international migration patterns were 

not merely gendered but also generational among siblings. Early in my fieldwork, I was initially 

surprised to find that many self-employed women with whom I spoke were among the youngest 

daughters in their households—and among the only ones of their siblings to not have migrated. 

What accounted for this trend?  
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Gendered household structures and ideologies resulted in young, single women being 

tasked with helping their mothers in their economic activities in addition to household maintenance 

and caring for younger siblings, the latter task being potentially substantial as many of the women 

I interviewed reported having anywhere between 4 and 16 siblings. As older siblings—male and 

female—would gradually migrate to the U.S. and settle there permanently, younger daughters in 

the family were left to maintain the household, care for their aging parents, and steadily participate 

more and more in their mothers’ self-employed activities and small  businesses. Remittances sent 

by siblings to support the household of origin often dwindled or were directed towards parents’ 

expenses rather than the household as a whole, once the siblings began to form their own families 

in the U.S. Fernanda’s story represents an example of this trend. Fernanda’s siblings helped her 

mother, Doña Penelope, with her small-scale production of dairy products until they began to 

migrate gradually. Fernanda recalled that, “You reached the age—if someone migrated…or got 

married…or moved to live elsewhere, the one who stayed had to help.” Therefore, it is not only 

the migration of the household head that impacts the responsibilities and dynamics of the 

remaining household members (Vargas and Camargo 2007), but also the migration of older 

siblings. Deeply entrenched gendered and generational migration patterns and household 

structures meant that men and older siblings were most likely to leave. The one who stayed, on the 

other hand, to take care of the household, the parents, the self-employed business of the mother, 

and the land was often a young daughter, like Fernanda: “I stayed here—I decided to stay 

here…There was no one else to stay, [but when] the rest had gone, there had always been someone 

left.” Even if the daughter was not the only sibling to stay in the community of origin, she was 
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likely the one to take care of her aging parents. As Fernanda explained, this labor was the 

responsibility and expectation of the daughter.  

The simultaneous inheritance of household maintenance, care labor, and self-employed 

economic activities or so-called family businesses described above was not only found in 

households with migrants, though migration processes seemed to exacerbate this pattern by leaving 

younger daughters with few options in negotiating gendered labor and expectations, as articulated 

clearly in Fernanda’s narrative above. In this thesis, I have used the term “parallel inheritance” to 

denote the simultaneous passing on of household and care labor and self-employed activities or 

“family” businesses to daughters. 

While much research centered on Mexico and Latin America has drawn connections 

between women’s self-employed and reproductive activities done in the home, particularly among 

the poor, working-, and middle-classes (Chant 1994; González de la Rocha 2001, 1994; Benería 

and Roldán 1987), this thesis sheds light on the ways in which daughters inherit their self-

employed and livelihood activities vis-à-vis their reproductive and care labor in the household 

(Villagómez 2003; Arteaga 2003; Arizpe 1997).  

The concept of “parallel inheritance” is useful for a number of reasons. First, it broadens 

popular and academic understandings of inheritance, which is typically associated with resources, 

assets, and property commonly tied to legally-enforced claims of ownership. A more expansive 

conceptualization of inheritance has the potential to render visible and acknowledge the recipes, 

resources, skills, knowledges, economic practices, and enterprises passed down between women 

generationally. Women’s self-employment activities in Mexico and elsewhere are typically 

characterized as ephemeral and low-performing. Research on women entrepreneurs in Mexico 
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sometimes acknowledges the inheritance of these businesses from the women’s fathers (Hernández 

2010), but, to my knowledge, not their mothers. By highlighting the crucial resources, skills, and 

self-employed activities passed down to daughters from both their mothers and fathers, my 

findings challenge the common portrayal of women’s self-employed activities as being short-lived 

and exclusively passed down through patrilineal lines. 

Secondly, the notion of “parallel inheritance” calls attention to the underlying conflictual 

interests and power dynamics embedded in household relations and so-called family businesses. 

A woman’s reliance on resources attained through family household members guides her relational 

interactions, degree of conformism and fulfilment of household and care duties, and participation 

in her own self-employed activities and/or those of her mother or father. Along these lines, the 

notion of “parallel inheritance” reveals the ways in which the seemingly opposing labels of “family 

business” on the one hand and “self-employment” or narratives of “self-sufficiency” on the other, 

masks intra-familial exchanges of labor and resources and the unequal participation of household 

members in household, care, and income-generating labor. 

Third, attention to the “parallel inheritance” of these various forms of work—household, 

care, and income-generating labor—succinctly captures the ways in which the intimate social 

relations and economic practices of many women with whom I spoke were in fact co-constituted. 

This study thus contributes to the burgeoning field of research on the crossings of money and 

intimacy (Zelizer 2005; Boris and Parreñas 2010) by demonstrating that the nature, trajectories, 

and meanings of women’s self-employment practices shaped and were shaped by their 

negotiations of household and familial relationships, responsibilities, and expectations. For many, 

helping their mothers, and less frequently, fathers, with their economic activities in the home as 
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young daughters set them up to inherit these economic activities and livelihoods. As they grew 

older and took more responsibility over the care of their parents, they would take over the 

economic activities of their mothers or fathers. Therefore, women’s negotiations of social relations 

were intricately tied to the functioning of economic operations. At the same time, the nature, 

maintenance, and transmission of these businesses were negotiated through social relations.  

Daughters strategized, balancing the responsibilities and possibilities entailed in “parallel 

inheritance” with their own access to resources and work incentive structures which were shaped 

by local economic factors. Despite widespread educational advancement among women and the 

greater population, a paucity of formal employment opportunities has meant that this educational 

attainment need not necessarily result in stable, formal employment or upward class mobility. This 

trend is documented in Parrado and Zenteno’s 2001 study which claims that female educational 

attainment for younger cohorts has outpaced the expansion of opportunities among higher status 

employment and has led to increased competition and educational requirements for professional 

work. Parrado and Zenteno (2001) also found that younger cohorts are more likely to begin their 

work trajectories with more flexible and lower-skilled employment. Daughters cited lack of formal 

employment opportunities as partially motivating their continued participation in their mothers’ 

(or fathers’) self-employed businesses, despite having attained higher education than their parents. 

These daughters may (and are sometimes encouraged or discouraged by their mothers to) apply 

their formal advanced education to the businesses in order to professionalize or otherwise improve 

them. Interestingly, this move towards professionalization coincides with a 2013 governmental 

fiscal reform aimed at formalizing small businesses in Mexico (AS/COA 2013). These new 

reforms were often portrayed by the women with whom I spoke as exacting heavy costs on small 
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businesses by increasing tax rates and instituting cumbersome and costly requirements such as 

mandatory, professional bookkeeping.  

A focus on this study represents a second contribution in the form of applying Kandiyoti’s 

concept of the patriarchal bargain to shed light on the mechanisms by which mothers pass on their 

self-employed businesses to their daughters. This parallel inheritance signifies a contradiction of 

motives and effects in relation to systemic gender inequality. While passing on the self-employed 

activities—strategies by which to ostensibly challenge gendered norms and expectations through 

income-generation—mothers relied on patriarchal household labor structures and gendered 

expectations around what it means to be a dutiful and “good daughter.” In other words, daughters’ 

participation in and inheritance of their parents’ self-employed activities are often prompted and 

ensured through the deployment of moralizing discourses and expectations of “good 

daughterhood,” family legacy, and family “duty.” Mothers enlisted the participation of their 

daughters in their own economic activities and household responsibilities. In return, mothers were 

able to negotiate their own structural limitations and tasks. Mothers also described their involving 

their daughters in order to continue family legacies and traditions. Consequently, although 

patriarchal in nature, gendered household labor structures and ideologies which many give rise to 

business inheritance are often themselves perpetuated by mothers onto daughters for multiple 

implicit or explicit reasons. The concept of the “patriarchal bargain” accounts for actions 

committed by women that conform to or reproduce systemic gender inequality in order to bring 

about their own advancement or survival. Among the women with whom I spoke, female 

subordination to men was sometimes offset by generational hierarchies among women and the 

control over resources and decision-making that such a structure entailed.  
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Gendered migration patterns and the increased prevalence of divorce, single motherhood, 

and female-headed households coincided with the relative absence of men in the narratives of the 

women with whom I spoke. This relative absence possibly served to exacerbate older women’s 

control over their daughters. Therefore, while much research has centered on the relationships 

between the self-employed women and their male spouses (Grasmuck and Espinal 2000 as an 

example), this thesis examines instead the ways in which mothers with self-employed activities 

pass the activities to their daughters in part through reliance on existing unequal household labor 

regimes and tropes of good daughterhood and family duty.  

The meanings women ascribed to their self-employed activities were shaped by the ways 

in which they came into them. Women who inherited their self-employed activities as extensions 

of their household and care labor expressed ambivalence around the activities. Sometimes this 

ambivalence was passed on generationally, as mothers themselves pressured their daughters to 

take up the family businesses, even when they themselves felt like they’d been compelled to 

participate in them to help their mothers, for lack of support from siblings, or other reasons. Some 

women expressed exhaustion, experiencing the inheritance of the self-employed activity, for all 

its potential income-generating capacity, as an additional burden. That women communicated 

ambivalence, exhaustion, and a degree of resentment in operating their self-employed businesses 

challenges essentializing claims that women’s entrepreneurship is invariably positive, 

empowering, and a step in the direction of liberation from systemic gendered inequality 

(Mirchandani 1999; Roberts 2014). The operation, establishment, and maintenance of businesses 

entailed for many women hard work and unwanted responsibility, particularly as women were 

simultaneously responsible for household labor and care work. Nevertheless, a paucity of formal 
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employment opportunities drew younger women to continue their participation in the family 

business despite advanced educational attainment. The analytic emphasis here on educational 

attainment and the “reversion” back to working in family businesses is not made to denigrate the 

businesses themselves or reproduce portrayals of women’s self-employed activities as low-

performing, low-skilled, or unattractive work ventures but rather to challenge the dominant 

expectation that educational advancement will inevitably result in class mobility independent of 

local political and economic conditions and to point out that the women may actually prefer to not 

work in the family businesses, given formal work opportunities. 

 Three additional meanings that were expressed with frequency similarly revealed a 

heterogeneity of experiences with regards to the cooperative and conflictual models of the 

household. For instance, some women emphasized that their self-employed activities were in fact 

collective and relied upon the active participation of many family members. Perhaps because they 

needed the extra help or in order to minimize the risk of household destabilization or separation, 

self-employed women may decide to involve their spouses in their businesses and/or frame their 

businesses as family endeavors and their relationship with their spouses as “business associates.” 

Regardless of the support a self-employed woman might receive through the participation of 

spouses and other household members in the business, an inclusive and collective framing of her 

business may minimize antagonism in the household or protect her husband’s sense of influence. 

The result of this collective framing minimizes the woman’s role in the business and her resulting 

income generation.  

In contrast, other women’s narratives supported a conflict-model of the household and 

emphasized the self-protective capacity of the business against domestic abuse, or emphasized the 
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degree of economic autonomy that the business provided the women, allowing them to generate 

their own income without having to be at the mercy of their spouse in order to access money. A 

third meaning, expressed predominantly among divorced or widowed single mothers, was that 

their self-employed activities had enabled them to be “self-sufficient” and provide financially for 

their children. Belèn, for instance, associated the achievement of provisioning financially for her 

children and mother with being the “man of the house.” In the absence of other “men of the house,” 

this group of women were able to claim “self-sufficiency” although this label in turn rendered 

invisible the resources and labor that were involved in directly or indirectly sustaining their 

income-generating activities.  

 In summary, this thesis attempted to highlight the ways in which households and intimate 

familial relations have complex and oftentimes contradictory impacts on the activities, trajectories, 

and self-ascribed meanings of women’s self-employment, sometimes reinforcing and sometimes 

challenging patriarchal household labor structures and ideologies regarding work and family. 

Economic and demographic factors shaped women's work incentive structures and motivations for 

starting self-employed activities or taking up the businesses of their mothers or fathers. 

Furthermore, this thesis builds on feminist scholarship and economic sociology by illustrating the 

ways by which women’s self-employed activities, trajectories, and meanings are shaped by 

gendered mechanisms arising from the inherent paradoxes of the household in relation to women’s 

work. While women’s self-employed activities often mimicked the unpaid, reproductive labor they 

performed in the household, this thesis explored another connection between self-employed and 

household labor: that a woman’s participation in the former may be predicated on, and at times 

seen as an extension of, their participation of the latter. The process by which household labor was 
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transformed into self-employed labor was guided by underlying gendered household dynamics and 

patterns of generational business inheritance. These findings thus deepen our understandings of 

the co-constitutive formation of social relations and economic practices (Zelizer 2005; Boris and 

Parreñas 2010) and the strategies women pursue to negotiate intra- and extra-household constraints 

vis-à-vis their economic activities. 
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Appendix A: Sociodemographic information 

 

Name Age 

Marital 

Status Highest education level 

# of 

Child. Self-employed activities 

Ana Marìa 19 Single Completed high school 0 Retail: formal dresses 

Silvia 21 Single Completed high school 1 Retail: baby clothes 

Araceli 27 Single Completed college or more 0 Artesanal vanilla extract 

Adriana 27 Married Completed high school 1 Haircutter and stylist 

Victoria 31 Single Completed college or more 0 Artesanal bookbinding 

Esmeralda 34 Single Completed high school 0 Retail: corner-store grocery 

Regina 35 Single Completed college or more 0 Haircutter, supply store, corner-store grocery 

Fernanda 36 Single Completed middle school 2 Small dairy producer 

Gisela 38 Married Completed middle school 3 Baker 

Sandra 40 Married Completed a technical degree 3 Makes plastic figurines 

Nanci 41 Married Completed middle school 2 Artesanal handwork: various techniques 

Marìa del Carmen 42 Married Did not complete elementary 3 Artesanal handwork: embroidery 

Lara 42 Divorced Completed a technical degree 1 Supply store 

Carmen 43 Married Completed college or more 2 Artesanal pottery 

Estrella 45 Divorced Completed college or more 3 Artesanal puppets and masks 

Juana 46 Married Completed middle school 4 Food preparation 

Karla 47 Married Completed a technical degree 3 Artesanal cheese 

Ana Laura 48 Widow Completed elementary school 3 Food preparation, artesanal leatherwork 

Lucero 52 Married Completed a technical degree 2 Artesanal pottery 

Rosaura 52 Married Completed elementary school 3 Artesanal chocolate 

Fatima 53 Single Completed elementary school 5 Artesanal handwork: knitting 

Cristina 53 Married Completed high school 4 Jewelry using organic materials 

Belèn 53 Divorced Completed middle school 2 Food preparation 

Yolanda 53 Single Completed middle school 0 Food preparation 

Josefina 54 Married Completed elementary school 2 Retail: corner-store grocery 

Isabel 55 Single Completed elementary school 0 Artesanal handwork: various techniques 

Leticia 56 Divorced Completed college or more 1 Artesanal vanilla extract 

Valentina 69 Married Completed a technical degree 8 Artesanal corn-husk dolls 

Monserrat 70 Married Completed college or more 2 Artesanal olive oil  

Doña Sara 74 Married Completed elementary school 15 Artesanal handwork: sewing 

Doña Magdalena 80 Widow Did not complete elementary  7 Agriculture/husbandry 
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Appendix B: Maps of the state of Zacatecas 

(Source: Google Maps) 
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