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Introduction 

“For a woman in my [Mexican] culture, there used to be only three directions she could turn: to 

the Church as a nun, to the streets as a prostitute, or to the home as a mother. Today, some of us 

have a fourth choice: entering the world by way of education and career and becoming self-

autonomous persons.”1 

Anzaldua addresses one of the main issues for women in Mexican culture: a male 

dominated culture that does not support women becoming self-autonomous. For women born in 

the 1940’s, like Anzaldua, those three were the only options, especially if one did not have the 

opportunity or access to receive an education. This paper examines how a woman who had an 

oppressive childhood in Mexico where she had no agency to a self-autonomous person in the 

United States. As Anzaldua states, only “some of us” can reach this fourth choice. It is especially 

difficult for one to have this fourth choice if one does not have an education nor career but does 

have four dependent daughters. The woman’s life who fits the previous description will be 

closely examined to understand how she, Maria Beltran, was able to become self-autonomous 

while still keeping her culture. Self-autonomous meaning that she could not dependent on 

anyone as her left her husband, had young daughters and no family support. Though today, in 

2020,  more women have the opportunity to have that fourth choice, there are still many women 

who don’t have that option. As a society, we need to raise awareness of these oppressive 

structures so that everyone can have that fourth option of becoming self-autonomous. By 

examining Beltran’s life, we may be able to find recommendations to give other women in 

similar oppressive environments.  

 

 
1 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands= La Frontera: the New Mestiza (San Francisco, CA: Aunt Lute Books, 2012), 17. 
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Literature Review 

 In order to fully understand Maria Beltran’s story, background information about the time 

period, location and culture need to be explored. First, male dominance and violence within the 

Mexican culture will be discussed. Secondly, a brief overview of the matriculation into the 

workforce for women as a whole, then for specifically Mexican women, in the latter half of the 

20th century in the United States will be examined. Third, the access to an education will be 

uncovered in both Mexico and in the United States. For the section on education in the United 

States, the focus will be on Mexican students gaining access. By investigating these time periods, 

locations and cultures, the struggles of going from having no agency to full agency will be 

revealed.  

 To begin, male dominance is a key part of Mexican culture. The idea of male dominance 

comes from the sixteenth century when the Mexican race was created through the union of 

powerful male Spaniards and conquered female natives.2 The idea that men represent power 

while women represent love still exists today.3 Because of this mindset, when Mexican students 

in 1965 were asked whether the father’s word should ever be questioned, 75% of women said 

that it should not.4 Using the same sample of women students, 94.3% of them agreed that a girl 

should always obey her parents; for a boy, only 87.4% agreed with the statement. Clearly, there 

were gender inequalities in this time period. The entire culture was led to believe that men were 

the superior gender, including educated young women. Girls were taught, by not only their 

 
2 Rogelio Díaz-Guerrero, Psychology of the Mexican: Culture and Personality (Austin, TX: University of Texas, 
1975), xv. 
3 Diaz-Guerrero, xv; Anzaldua 16. 
4 Diaz-Guerrero, 137. 
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parents but also by the church5, to obey their fathers and be understanding that their brothers 

would be treated differently than them purely based on their gender.  

Gloria Anzaldua explains how difficult this mentality is to process as a Mexican women. 

She sheds light to the issue that the Mexican culture is giving mixed messages in that women are 

taught to obey their husband, while being scrutinized when violence occurs in the home.6 In the 

study previously mentioned, researchers found that 83.2% of female students believed that a 

good wife never questions the behavior of her husband. Because the whole culture is taught to 

blindly follow the head of the household, men feel empowered to do as they please which 

includes violence. It is estimated that 33% of women in Mexico have suffered from partner 

abuse.7 Partner abuse includes physical, emotional and sexual violence. Maythee Rojas explains 

that, “the sexual violence done to the bodies of women of color provides a paradigm for 

understanding…how the communities treat themselves8 which is the case in Mexico during this 

time period. Evidently, there is an inequality between men and women in Mexico, especially 

during this time period. Women did not have agency over their life or body.  

 On the other hand, in the United States, women had more autonomy. After World War 2, 

many women entered the workforce and were not limited to being housewives.9 However,  

women were paid significantly lower than men.10 During the sixties and seventies, there were 

 
5 Anzaldua, 17. 
6 Anzaldua, 18. 
7 Yvette G. Flores and Enriqueta Valdez Curiel, “Conflict Resolution and Intimate Partner Violence among 
Mexicans on Both” In Mexicans in California: Transformations and Challenges, eds. Ramon A. Gutierrez and 
Patricia Zavella, (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2009), pp. 183-215, 185. 
8 Maythee Rojas, Women of Color and Feminism (Berkeley, Calif.: Seal Press, 2009), 47. 
9 History, Art & Archives, U.S. House of Representatives, Office of the Historian, Women in Congress, 1917–2006. 
“Postwar Gender Roles and Women in American Politics,” Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 
2007. https://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/WIC/Historical-Essays/Changing-Guard/Identity/  
10 Madeleine Leininger, “Woman's Role in Society in the 1980s,” Issues in Health Care of Women 3, no. 4 (1981): 
pp. 203-215, https://doi.org/10.1080/07399338109515589. 
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many movements to have equal rights.11 These movements had positive effects on the perception 

of women in the workforce. By the 1970s, many husbands and wives worked and shared familial 

duties, so the dynamic of power and love were joined.12 No longer did power and love solely 

represent one gender. In 1972, 67.2% of those surveyed approved of a married woman, with a 

husband able to provide for the family, to enter the workforce. By 1993, it was 81.3%,13 which 

reflects how society’s views changed and gave women more opportunities to advance in their 

own career. The percentage of married women with children under the age of six in the labor 

force increased from 18.6% in 1960 to 61.7% in 1994.14 Undoubtedly, women have fought for 

the right to be in the workplace. Having the opportunity to work, not only contributes to the 

livelihood of children, but also to the agency of a woman.  

Because of the opportunity to join the workforce, many Mexican women immigrated to 

the United States in the latter half of the 20th century. Between the 1970s and the 1990s, the 

average annual inflow of immigrants doubled which made the Latinx population in the United 

States increase from five percent to thirteen percent.15 In 1986, 50.4% of women as a whole were 

in the workforce whereas, 59.5% of them were specifically Mexican women.16 Though Mexican 

women made up the majority of the women workforce, “due to a complex set of factors, 

including the hardships of immigration, low levels of human capital, racial discrimination, and 

 
11 Ryan Bergeron, “'The Seventies': Feminism Makes Waves,” CNN (Cable News Network, August 17, 2015), 
https://www.cnn.com/2015/07/22/living/the-seventies-feminism-womens-lib/index.html. 
12 Diaz-Guerrero, xvii. 
13 Tom W. Smith, “Changes in the Generation Gap, 1972-1998.” GSS Social Change Report No. 43,  National 
Opinion Research Center/ University of Chicago, September 2000. 
14 US Census of 1990, Labor Force, Employment, and Earnings, 1990. 
https://www.census.gov/prod/1/gen/95statab/labor.pdf 
15 Midgley E. Martin, Immigration: Shaping and reshaping America. Population Bulletin. 2003; 58(2):5–42. 
16 US Census of 1990, https://www.census.gov/prod/1/gen/95statab/labor.pdf 
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settlement patterns, Hispanic poverty rates remain high.”17 Regardless, there were still more 

work opportunities for Mexican women in the United States than in Mexico as only 19.9% of 

women worked in Mexico and 55.3% worked in the United States.18 Because women were given 

access to work, it “enhanced women’s self -esteem as wives and mothers, afforded them income 

to actualize these roles more fully and provides them with a heightened leverage to participate 

equally with men in household decision-making.”19 Women felt empowered in the United States, 

not only because they could work and have the ability to become more self-autonomous, but 

because there were laws to protect them against domestic violence.20 The combination of 

opportunities in the United States made it possible to Mexican women to have agency over there 

lives.  

 In addition to the work force, the education system was better in the United States as 

well. In Mexico, though there were laws for compulsory education in the 1950s, they were not 

enforced in rural Mexico.21 Most students (64.5%) only went to school up to the first grade.22 It 

was mostly males who went up to sixth grade but even so, it was only 0.5% who graduated 

elementary school.23 In same time period, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled on the Brown v. Board 

of Education case that schools should be equal for all student regardless of race in 1954.24 

 
17 Landale NS, Oropesa RS, Bradatan C. Hispanic Families in the United States: Family Structure and Process in an 
Era of Family Change. In: National Research Council (US) Panel on Hispanics in the United States; Tienda M, 
Mitchell F, editors. Hispanics and the Future of America. Washington (DC): National Academies Press (US); 2006. 
5. Available from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK19902/ 
18 Mary C. King "Mexican Women and Work on Both Sides of the U.S.-Mexican Border." American Journal of 
Economics and Sociology 70, no. 3 (2011): 615-38. www.jstor.org/stable/41329203. 
19 Patricia R. Pessar, “The Role of Gender in Dominican Settlement in the United States.” In Women and Change in 
Latin America, June Nash and Helen Safa, editors, pp. 273-94. South Hadley, Mass.: Bergin & Garvey, 1986, 281. 
20 Jenna Knapp, Brianna Muller, and Alicia Quiros, “Women, Men, and the Changing Role of Gender in 
Immigration,” Institute for Latino Studies University of Notre Dame: Student Research Series 3, no. 3 (2009). 
21 Nathan L. Whetten, Rural Mexico (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1969). 
22 Whetten, 415. 
23 Whetten, 415. 
24 United States, “Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 347 U.S. 483 (1954),” Justia Law, 1954, 
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/347/483/. 
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Compulsory education was also enforced in this time period. Though there were numerous court 

cases to make education more equal for Mexican students, they always had the opportunity to get 

at least a primary education. The real issue was having access to a secondary education. In 1960, 

only 2.5% of the immigrant population as a whole earned bachelor degrees. Several Latinx 

organizations, including the Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO), the United 

Mexican American Students (UMAS), the Mexican American Student Association (MASA), 

were founded in the fall of 1967 to combat these inequalities.25 By 1980, 16.7% of all Americans 

were receiving a degree and 7.6% of them were received by Latinx students.26 Though Mexican 

students did face discrimination in the United States in the latter half of the 20th century, it was 

still the better option for those who wanted to have a better life. 

Methods 

Because this study is investigating how females navigate their autonomy in the world, an 

oral history methodology was used. The beauty of oral histories is that they come from an 

individual, yet they have the power to create and change the perspective of history. It is 

important to have stories told, especially of those whose voices have been “muffled, muted or 

drowned out” as women’s voices have been.27 This investigation will contribute to having those 

voices heard. The narrator of the oral history is Maria Beltran. Born in 1948, the narrator grew 

up in the small village of Isla de Bosque in Sinaloa, Mexico. As the oldest girl, she was tasked 

with the cooking and cleaning for the whole family. Her parents worked in the fields. The family 

 
25 Victoria Maria MacDonald and Teresa Garcia, “Historical Perspectives on Latino Access to Higher Education 
1848-1990,” in The Majority in the Minority: Expanding the Representation of Latina/o Faculty, Administrators, 
and Students in Higher Education (Sterling, VA: Stylus Pub., 2003), pp. 15-46) 
26 US Census of 1990, We the American...Hispanics, US Department of Commerce, 1993. 
https://www.census.gov/prod/cen1990/wepeople/we-2r.pdf 
27 Sherna Berger Gluck, “Refocusing on Orality/Aurality in the Digital Age” In Oral History and Digital 
Humanities: Voice, Access, and Engagement, eds. Douglas A. Boyd, and Mary A. Larson, (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014), 35. 
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of nine lived in poverty. Her father left for the United States when she was nine years old when 

the opportunity came to work on his own land. He sent money to help the family but it was 

hardly enough. At age 13, she had her papers to enter the United States legally; however, she 

lived in Mexicali, a border city, until she was 23 years old as she needed her mother to care for 

her daughter. At age 23, she remarried and moved to the United States for more opportunities for 

her and her daughters. Shortly after the fourth daughter was born, she divorced her husband and 

raised the four girls as a single mother in San Diego County. She worked two jobs most of her 

life to provide for them while going to school to learn English. She was a seamstress. She retired 

in 2017. She now lives with her youngest daughter, in a house she was able to buy after saving 

for many years. The oldest daughter is now a teacher of 25 years with a master’s degree. The 

second daughter is a nurse and the third daughter is a small business owner. The narrator is a 

hard-working, optimistic, courageous woman who is no longer living in poverty and thriving.  

 The interview took place in San Diego County, California in Beltran’s home on March 7, 

2020 at 4pm. It lasted an hour and 3 minutes. The interview was video recorded on an iPad and 

audio recorded on an iPhone on the voice memo application. The questions were broad and 

open-ended to allow the narrator to be able to tell her story.28 The first question was simply: Can 

you tell me about your family?. Beltran shared personal experiences. There were several pauses 

and she recounted the traumatic events of her life. The silence gave Beltran time to reflect and 

tell her story.29 Moreover, in order to make her feel more comfortable, the interview was in 

Spanish. This allowed Beltran to speak more freely and be more confident about the interview.30 

 
28 Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack. “Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and Analyses.” In The Oral 
History Reader, 3rd ed., (London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 2016), 191. 
29 Alexander Freund. “Toward an Ethics of Silence? Negotiating Off-the-Record Events and Identity in Oral 
History.” In The Oral History Reader, 3rd ed., (London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 2016). 
30 Susan K. Burton. “Issues in Cross-Cultural Interviewing: Japanese Women in England.” In The Oral History 
Reader, 3rd ed., (London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 2016). 
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By using these techniques, Beltran unveiled parts about her life that she had not shared with 

others in the past.  

As Maria Beltran is my grandmother, I already had an established rapport with her. 

Growing up, I would ask her for stories about her life; however, all of the information that was 

given during the interview was all new to me. The reason for this could be that I usually ask 

specific questions and feel uncomfortable during silences so I ask other questions. This interview 

was the first time that she was able to give her story without interruptions. Her native language is 

Spanish and though I am fluent in the language, I am not a native speaker so I sometimes do not 

understand the idioms or parts of speech that she used. During the transcription process, I did 

have to call her to ask what some of these phrases meant. Because of these reasons, I would 

consider myself an insider and an outsider. I am an insider as she is part of my family and so we 

share parts of the same culture. However, I am also an outsider as I have never had to wrestle 

with the same experiences as she did with the Mexican culture. My parents always encouraged 

me to be independent, we never lived in poverty and though I was the oldest daughter, I did not 

have different responsibilities than my sisters. This study has allowed me to gain insights on not 

only my family’s history, but also the Mexican culture as a whole.  

Findings 

 The data was examined by the location of the narrator by country. In Mexico, Beltran had 

no autonomy; while in the United States, she had full autonomy. Within the Mexico section, 

three main findings emerged: responsibilities to the family, differences of education, and 

violence against women. While in the United States section, the three main findings were: 

mistreatment from men, value of education and motherhood. Each are examined to understand 

how Beltran navigated her agency through these two countries. 
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Mistreatment from Men 

 The mistreatment from men that Maria Beltran endured began when she was a young girl 

living in Mexico. Beltran recalls her father as being “muy violento, muy corajudo, pero muy 

violento, muy arrebatado/very violent, very courageous, but very violent, very rash.” He 

mistreated her. When she was to do household chores, he would have violent outbursts when 

things were not done correctly. A memory that Beltran has not been able to forget was when she 

was not able to put the tortillas on the pan over an open fire well, her “papá se enojaba y 

agarraba la tortilla, y me la aventaba en la cara, entonces yo me ponía a llorar… así este, pues 

tenía que hacerlo/ father would get mad and would get the tortilla and would throw it in her face 

so she would cry… but she had to do it.” She explains that this mistreatment would make her 

very scared of her father but she had no agency at the time so she had to comply. She always did 

was she was told for fear of her violent father.  

Though she had no agency over the mistreatment from her father against her, Beltran did 

stand up for her mother. When they would fight, Beltran explains that, “yo me metí entre medio 

de los dos para no dejar que mi papá no le pegaba a mi mamá/I would get in the middle of them 

so that my father would not hit my mother.” This is an indication that when navigating agency in 

Mexico, she felt that she did not have power over others when it came to herself but the love of 

others brought the desire to become more autonomous. Beltran concludes this story with, 

“entonces fue una vida muy difícil, yo quería ser grande, yo no quería ser chiquita yo quería 

crecer porque yo quería salirme de allí, de ese ambiente/so it was a very difficult life, I wanted to 

grow up, I did not want to be little, I wanted to be big so that I could get out of there, out of that 

environment,” meaning that Beltran knew that there was more out there for her. This was the 

beginning of her finding her agency and becoming fully independent.   
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When Maria Beltran got married, she thought that the environment in which she grew up 

in was behind her however, her husband, though not violent, did take advantage of her. She 

describes him as a “borracho, no era responsable, no le gustaba trabajar él le gustaba o sea tener 

las cosas/ drunk, irresponsible who didn’t work but liked having things.” Beltran continues to say 

that she took it upon herself to provide for the family, thus demonstrating her agency, as he did 

not provide for the family, “hasta que un día pues él decidió irse de la casa y yo le dije que si él 

se iba de la casa no iba a volver a la casa/ until one day, he decided to leave (like he often would 

do to go back to Mexico) so I told him that he left this time, he would not be able to come back.” 

Though it was not easy to prohibit her husband from returning home, it was in the best interest 

for the family and she stood by her decision. This instance illustrates how Beltran was able to 

overcome her lack of agency as a child to just accept the mistreatment from men and stand up for 

herself, setting an example for her daughters, and become fully independent.  

Responsibilities to the Family 

As Mexican culture is male dominated, Beltran’s father was the one in charge and the one 

demanded that she was the one who was responsible of taking care of the family. Beltran 

explains, “Siempre me decía mi papá que como… yo era la más grande, a mí me había tocado 

tener que hacer todo…pues que hacía yo, no me quedaba otra, verdad, era una niña, tenía que 

hacer lo que ellos dijeron.” My dad always told me that since…I was the oldest, it was my 

responsibility to do everything… so what could I do? I didn’t have another option, I was just a 

girl, so I had to do what they said. Beltran had no agency at this time. Her father dictated every 

part of her life. Furthermore, she explains her responsibilities of cleaning, cooking, and 

delivering food for her family. Beltran was not only, responsible for cleaning the home when her 

parents were work, but also responsible for cooking and feeding her entire family. She 
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remembers as a seven year old “tenía que andar con los pies descalzos y cruzaron por entre las 

plantaciones de maíz y de frijol… con mi comida en las hojitas en cada mano a llevarles de 

comer/having to go barefoot and crossing through the corn and bean fields…with the food in 

leaves in each hand to bring them food.” She explains how scared she was because there were a 

lot of snakes that would cross on her way there. She did not like having to do this chore but she 

had no choice because she had to listen to her parents. Her parents mistreated her and took 

advantage of her. As a child, she did not have any autonomy over her responsibilities to her 

family.  

Maria Beltran continued to work hard in her adult life. Coming to the United States, 

allowed her to do this work on her own terms. When she first immigrated, she still lived in 

poverty and had to raise her daughters in these conditions. Looking back, Beltran expresses that 

“fue etapa difícil para ellas también y también para mí… lo que hice yo después es agarrar a 

tener dos trabajos… pero nomás saliendo del trabajo me iba para la casa y estar al pendiente, ver 

qué están haciendo ver que cómo les fue en la escuela / it was a very difficult time for them and 

for me as well…what I did next was get and hold down two jobs…but as soon as I got off work I 

would go home to watch over them, see what they had been up to, how their day was at school.” 

Clearly, the hard work that Beltran had to do was for her family, the difference between her 

childhood and adult life is her decision in the matter. She wanted to be there for her daughters. 

She worked two jobs to be able to provide for her daughters. Working hard by force compared to 

working hard by love makes all the difference. This difference is demonstrated as Beltran 

explains that, “Así fue la parte de mi vida y pues claro que ya después de grande, después de 

tener a mis hijas y eso pues ha sido lo mejor que me ha pasado, tener a mis hijas…trate de darles 

a ellas, todo lo más que yo pude, todo lo que yo no tuve, yo traté de dar celos a ellas/that’s how 
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that part of my life (her childhood) went and so when I grew up and after I had my daughters 

that I can say that it was the best thing that ever happened to me, having my daughters…I tried 

to give to them all that I could, everything that I never had, I tried to give them everything.” 

Beltran worked hard in her adult life, not because she had to, but rather because she wanted to 

provide for her daughters. Moreover, as she did not have help from her husband nor parents, she 

had to learn to be independent for her daughters, in order to provide a good home for them. She 

credits motherhood as her inspiration for the desire of true autonomy.  

Education 

 Education is one of Maria Beltran’s key values as she believes that education can be a 

vehicle of transformative change. As a child in Mexico, her father did not allow her to get an 

education like her brothers did. She explains, “No le gustaba que fuéramos a la escuela. Él decía 

que con que uno aprendiera a poner su nombre. Yo nada más fui hasta el segundo año de la 

escuela y a mis hermanos ellos se fueron hasta más verdad estudiaron terminaron el sexto/He did 

not like the idea of us going to school. He would say that all one needed to learn was how to 

write your name. I only went to school until the second grade while my brothers went to sixth 

grade.” Her father’s thinking probably stemmed from the male dominant culture that believed 

that the woman’s place was in the home and not out getting an education. Because her father had 

full agency over Beltran’s life, she was not able to have a full primary education.  

Once Beltran came to the United States, she had more agency over her life and 

specifically education. In her adult life, she became an avid reader to learn more about religion 

and other subjects that interested her. She also enrolled in classes to become a seamstress. 

Though Beltran was able to provide for her family with this profession, she was still not fully 

autonomous as she did not know English. Beltran discusses her desire to be self-autonomous, 
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“yo quise entrar a estudiar inglés, porque tu mamá era la que me ayudaba con todo lo que 

necesitaba de inglés y… entonces en la mañana me iba a la escuela y en la tarde me iba a 

trabajar/ I wanted to learn English because your mom would be the one that would help me with 

everything English-related and… so in the morning I would go to school and in the afternoon I 

would go to work.” It was not fully necessary to go to school, as her daughter had translated for 

Beltran all her life. Likewise, it was a sacrifice to go to English school while raising four 

daughters; however, the desire for independence weighed heavier for Beltran.  

Moreover, Beltran wanted to be a good role model for her daughters. She wanted them to 

be independent as well but she also wanted them to get an education. She recalls a time that her 

daughter came up Beltran while she was working at home and said, “cuando ella fuera grande, 

ella quería ser como yo y trabajar así en una máquina de coser y yo le dije, no hija, cuando tú 

seas grande, le dije, yo quiero que tú estudies /When she grew up, she wanted to be like me and 

be a seamstress and I told her, no darling, when you grow up, I told her, I want you to go to 

college.” Though Beltran was not able to attend college, but she wanted to ensure that her 

daughters had the opportunity for an education. She did not have enough money to pay for her 

daughter’s education but she did not make her pay rent while she was in school. Beltran also 

encouraged her when she felt like quitting once in college. Her daughter now has a master’s 

degree, is a teacher and is also independent. All in all, Beltran has had to fight for an education 

for herself and her daughters but has succeeded in both.  

Discussion 

 Maria Beltran’s journey from no autonomy to full independence is an uncommon one 

within Mexican culture. Just like Anzaldua, Beltran fought to have that fourth option: to enter 
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“the world by way of education and career and becoming self-autonomous persons;”31 however, 

Beltran did it through hard work and determination, all while being a mother. It is important to 

note that though many Mexican women do have the options to be a nun, a prostitute or a mother, 

Beltran recalls only having one: to get married, serve the husband and have children, if she were 

to bring honor to her family. Beltran did want to be mother but not to an unsupportive husband. 

Though her family did not approve of the decision to refuse her husband to come back, she was 

strong enough to not let that situation diminish her autonomy, rather it propelled it. By focusing 

on her daughters, Beltran was motivated to be fully independent and set a good example for her 

daughters. That is not to say that she did not have her share of struggles. From mistreatment by 

men, to responsibilities to the family and to the access of an education, she had to learn how to 

get out of those oppressive environments to be able to finally become independent.  

 In Mexico, when Beltran was growing up it was common for women to be abused by 

men. Many women were not able to stand up for themselves against the men in their life because 

they were unable to work or drive which limited their independence.32 Men had all the power 

and women had to comply. Beltran encountered this as a young girl. She and her mother were 

abused by her father. Also, it was because of her father that she was not allowed to go to school. 

Instead, she, like all Mexican women, at the time, were also responsible for all the chores in the 

house. All of that responsibility fell on Beltran’s shoulders. Because of her oppressive childhood, 

Beltran moved to the United States as soon as she could. She immediately joined the workforce. 

Patricia Pessar explains that, “despite gender inequities in the labor market and workplace, 

immigrant women employed in the United States generally gain greater personal autonomy and 

 
31 Anzaldua, 17. 
32 Knapp et al., 3. 
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independence.”33 Beltran shared that same experience. Through being a working mother, Beltran 

was able to find independence herself. Likewise, Beltran shares the feeling of achieving the 

American Dream, like 51% of her fellow Mexican immigrants due to her now financial 

stability.34 Through her journey, she was not only able to achieve independence, she also raised 

four successful daughters, in that, they all had the opportunity to an education and none of them 

are living in poverty.  

Conclusion 

 Through this oral history, Maria Beltran’s life has offered new insights on the 

immigrant’s story. Literature on Mexican women prior to this study, did not detail the transition 

from oppressive to independent living conditions. We know that women did not have agency in  

Mexico in the 1950s-1970s in the same way that women had agency in the United States from 

1970s to 2000s.  There are three key reasons for this difference. First, the Mexican culture has 

deep roots in support of male dominance and women did not have the opportunity to use their 

voice. Second, the women’s movements in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s created a 

shift in society’s view of women. Third, entering the work force heightens women’s sense of 

agency in their personal life, thus, creating a mindset change that leads to full independence. The 

other research question was: What factors gave women the motivation to gain a sense of agency 

over their lives?. For Maria Beltran, the two main factors were being a mother and having an 

education. In closing, Beltran has gone through many hardships but now as a retired, 

grandmother, no longer living in poverty, she can now say for the first time in her life that, “soy 

 
33 Patricia R. Pessar, "Engendering Migration Studies: The Case of New Immigrants in the United States." Gender 
and U.S. Immigration Contemporary Trends. New York: University of California, 2003. 20-42. 
34 Mark Hugo Lopez, Ana Gonzalez-Barrera and Jens Manuel Krogstad. “Most Latinos believe in the American 
dream, but say it's hard to reach.” Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2018. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2018/09/11/latinos-are-more-likely-to-believe-in-the-american-dream-but-most-say-it-is-hard-to-achieve/ 
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feliz, porque todas mis hijas me quieren, puedo decir que logre lo que yo deseaba cuando yo era 

joven y entonces me siento feliz ahora/ I am happy because all of my daughters love me, I can 

say that I achieved everything that I wished for when I was young and so now I feel happy.” 
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