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Resumen

A partir de una encuesta regional de hogares y
entrevistas a profundidad realizadas entre 1997
y el año 2000 en los estados de Chiapas,
Tabasco, Campeche y Quintana Roo, en este
texto analizamos el tipo de familias que
conforman o en las que se insertan
adolescentes que han vivido la experiencia de
haber o haberse embarazado y que han asumido
su maternidad-paternidad, discutiendo si ésta es
nuclear o extensa y, en este último caso, si se
contribuye a hacer extensa la propia familia de
origen o la del cónyuge. El análisis permite
evaluar los cambios en las trayectorias de vida
que enfrentan las y los jóvenes en esta
situación, así como la mayor o menor
vulnerabilidad genérica en que se colocan unas
y otros a partir de la resolución dada ante un
eventual embarazo.
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Abstract

Adolescent pregnancy in southeastern Mexico

We analyze in this text the kind of families
that form or where adolescents who have lived
the experience of being pregnant, and who
have assumed their paternity-maternity,
discussing if this is nuclear or extended, and in
the latter case, if the extended family is that
of the origin family or that of the spouse, all
this based on a regional households’ survey and
deep interviews performed between 1997 and
2000 in the states of Chiapas, Tabasco,
Campeche and Quintana Roo. The analysis
allows the evaluation of the changes in the life
trajectories that face the young men and
women in this situation, as well as the lower or
higher generic vulnerability they are placed
into from the resolution given by a pregnancy.

Key words: adolescents, adolescent fecundity,
adolescent pregnancy, familiar formation,
gender, Southeastern Mexico.

he presence of pregnancy during the adolescence has become quite
important in the last years mainly due to the demographic preoccupation
derived from its incidence and the failure of the health and population

* I appreciate the help from Úrsula Espinosa and Susana Pineda, scholarship holders from Verano de
la Investigación Científica-Conacyt (2000) (Summer Scientific Research) and Armando Hernández de
la Cruz, technician academia in Gender and Public Policies of Ecosur, for their collaboration in the
elaboration of this text.

political policies designed to attenuate it.
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The demographic preoccupation about the mentions that 20 percent of the
Latin American women start their maternity before they are 18 years and 40
percent before they are 20 (Population Reference Board, 1992); that in our
country, for year 2000, 55 percent of the young population between 15 and 29
years have had sexual relations and 35 percent have been pregnant or have got
somebody pregnant (Instituto Mexicano de la Juventud, 2000); and that,
according to the vital data, 16 percent of the annual birth are from adolescent
mothers, who provide an approximate number of 450 000 annual pregnancies to
the national total (Welti, 1992).

On the other hand, the programs designed to postpone the arrival of the first
child and so delay the early pregnancy that have not had the desired effects due
to, from our point of view, the insufficient and inadequate sexual education in our
country, as it still has a strong biologic-anatomic burden that does not meet the
aspects of main interest of the young men and women about sexuality; the lack
of an integral formation program for the professors on the subject (Tuñón et al.,
2004); to the fact that he family planning campaigns are directed to married or
united, which excludes a large quantity of adolescents who, still being single, lead
an active sexual life, (Tuñón and Nazar, 2004), and principally, to the fact that
a series of hegemonic gender norms are still valid that avoid the empowerment
of women, their access to pleasure and the regulation of their own fecundity.

Following Stern (1995, 1997, 2001), Szasz (1998a and 1998b) and Schmukler
(1998), we consider that it is fundamental not generalizing the problem of
pregnancy in adolescents, but rather understand the particular contexts where
it takes place; to incorporate the gender perspective in the analysis as a condition
to achieve a better comprehension of the juvenile behaviors in order to meet the
dominant generic norms in the society and design assertive public policies and
particular sexual education programs, access to the contraceptive methods and
support fro the assumption of maternity and paternity, according to the reality that
the different adolescent groups live.

Even if the research on adolescent pregnancy have tried to give answers to
important questions, such as its incidence, social, cultural and health repercussions,
as well as the family response to it (Roman, 1999; Atkin et al., 1996), many
subjects related to this event are still scarcely studied. In this text we analyse one
of them, referred to the kind of families that constitute, or where the adolescents
who have lived the experience of being pregnant or making someone pregnant
and that have assumed their paternity-maternity. This subject is crucial in the
perspective of evaluating the changes in the life trajectories of the young men and
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women in this situation, as well as the major or minor generic vulnerability in
which they are set from the resolution given after the pregnancy.

Even when there are several cultural guidelines by which, for example, in the
United States the most common answer to the unwanted pregnancy is its
interruption and the practice of the legal abortion, and in Argentina is more
common that the female adolescents continue living with their nuclear family,
sometimes including their couple, in Mexico it has been reported that the more
accepted resolution is, mainly in women, the compulsory marriage or union
followed by the consent of the grandparents before the birth of the new member
of the family (Guillén and Tuñón, 1999).

We asseverate that the trajectories of the lives of the male and female
adolescents are slit in two once they have started with the sexual life, as for the
women the beginning of the coital sexuality is strongly attached to marriage and
maternity as a project of life and the abandonment of other personal development
options, whereas for the young men the sexual life means a needed recognition
of their masculinity by their peers, and this does not imply the resign of their future
plan of life (Tuñón and Ayús, 2003).

This remits us to the different hegemonic gender norms that rule our society
and culture by which, whereas the masculine guideline is not knowing or not being
responsible for what happens to the woman after having sexual relations, in the
women the active sexual life is fundamentally linked to the procreation and to the
possibility of a long-lasting union. This refers to the generic characteristic of the
lower assumption of paternity from the men than the maternity from the women.

 From here that, whereas at a national level about 90 percent of the men who
have started their active sexual life are still single and live as such with their origin
family (94.1 and 86.9 percent, respectively), almost three quarters of the women
in the same situation declare being married of living with the couple, (73.8
percent) and more than 60 percent live in families of an extended nature (62.4
percent) (Instituto Mexicano de la Juventud, 2000).

We consider that, for the case of the male population, the inflection point of
their personal biographies does not passes by the start of their sexual relations
—as how it happens to the women, for whom they constitute the preface of the
conjugal life and maternity—, but by the recognition of having make a girl
pregnant and the assumption of paternity. These two facts have a great impact
in the education, marital status; the dominant activities the young men and women
do from these actions and also the kind of family they are inscribed into (Tuñón
and Ayús, 2003)
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So, according to data from our own study, approximately three fourths of the
adolescent men and women who have been pregnant or have make someone
pregnant who assume their responsibility of being mothers and fathers received
with great happiness the news that they were pregnant (71 and 78.8 percent,
respectively) but it is very illustrative of the prevailing gender conditions that,
whereas men mention that among the changes detected after being parents are
the quit of school and that they began to work, the women add the consequence
of being bond to the domestic work and having had to move house.

Methodology

This study has an exploratory character based on a household survey (were three
marginality levels and three sizes of localities were taken into account) as well
as the definition of a sample size of 9 265 young men and women between 12
and 19 years of age of the Southern states of Mexico; Chiapas, Campeche,
Quintana Roo and Tabasco, to whom a 130-question questionnaire was applied,
of which 40 percent were open questions.

The study parted with two purposes: on one hand, to generate quantitative and
qualitative information to determine the sociodemographic and reproductive
health characteristics of the pregnant female adolescents and, on the other, to
investigate and understand the symbolic representations of the sexuality, sexual
practices, reproductive guides, answers to pregnancy and assumption of paternity
and maternity of the male and female adolescents of the region.

Our sample considered a total of 97 basic geo-statistic areas (AGEB in
Spanish) and local collection administrations (ALR in Spanish) of the different
municipalities of the States (33 in Chiapas, 12 in Campeche and Quintana Roo,
21 in Tabasco and 19 in Yucatan) with which it was achieved a sampling inferior
to 7.5 percent with a reliability of 95 percent at national level and an error inferior
to 12 percent in the three locality sizes and in the three marginality levels
considered, which makes it highly representative. The sample size was estimated
on the base of five blocks and its rural equivalent and of 26 households per block.
The calculation supposed that 50 percent of the young men and women have had
sexual relationships and that 30 percent have experienced a pregnancy at least
once.1

1 This defined along Dr. Sergio Camposortega† and its Statistics and Demography Research Consultancy.
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Deep interviews were performed to 130 young people in urban, semi-urban
and rural young people, with or without active sexual life; pregnancy experience
and the assumption of paternity/maternity were also performed. Each interview
was of about four hours of duration, we organized the information in nine
thematic codes and we analyzed them from their narratives with the Etnograph
program.

Results

From the total 9 265 adolescent men and women from 12 to 19 years of age of
our sample who live in the four mentioned states, stands out first that, 9.9 percent
of the women and 25 percent of the men declared to have had sexual relations
and that 323 of the young people having had lived the experience of pregnancy
at least once, which corresponds to the 3.5 percent of our sample and to 58
percent of them and 3.9 of those who declare having an active sexual life.

This information is interesting because, even if less than half the women than
men have sexual relations, almost 60 percent of them reports having being
pregnant, in comparison to less than four percent of men who recognize having
made a girl pregnant.

This is explained for the differenced use of contraceptive methods by the two
groups, as well as for their marital status and the age and kind of sexual couple
with which both genders have relations with. So, three fourths of the young
population (77.4 percent of the female and 73.7 percent of the male) declare
knowing about the contraceptive methods, although only 38.7 percent of those
who say so (20 percent of women and 48.3 percent of men) used them in their
first sexual encounter.

Similarly, in the women, the beginning of the active sexual life leads almost
automatically to union and pregnancy (68.8 percent), whereas a large amount of
them remain single (96.6) percent. Likewise, whereas women are related, united
with older men (who were not considered in this study), men, even when
generally they have sex with women younger than the, the occasional character
of their sexual relations makes them not knowing what happens to the women
after they had sex with them and remain single.

From the 323 adolescents of our sturdy who report having had experienced
a pregnancy, it is interesting to see than almost 90 percent of the total are women
(86.7 percent), whereas only something more than 10 percent are male (13.3
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percent). The information provided by our survey does not allow establishing a
causal relationship between the kind of origin family and their sexual behavior of
the young people, but it does allow analysing the relationship between the
different reactions than women and men have before the resolution of a
pregnancy and the kind of family they turn into from that event on.

So, our study reveals that, even if taken as a series2, half the adolescents of
the region who assume the responsibilities of parenthood have constituted a
nuclear family (50.2 percent),3 there is a divergent generic behavior by which,
with close to ten percentage points, more women have formed a nuclear family
and more young male parents live in extended families (Table 1). In this behavior
intervene in a special manner the young mothers from Tabasco and the young
fathers from Chiapas, who show a divergent from their respective peers of the
rest of the states. So, from the 95 adolescent mothers of the entity, only 30.5
percent have formed nuclear families and 69.5 have returned to the extensive
families where they live now. On the other end are the women from Chiapas and
Quintana Roo who, in a proportion seven and six per each 10 women,
respectively, form nuclear families. It is important to say that, in the case of
Campeche, the proportion between the two kinds of families young mother form
is very similar (Table 2). On the other hand, even if the reduced number of young
fathers limits us to have other kinds of interpretations, it is worthy saying that
almost 80 percent of the Chiapas population in this situation form nuclear families
in contradiction to the other states (Table 2).

When analysing the previous information, incorporation the family income
criterion —up to 1 200 pesos a month and more than 1 200 pesos a month4— it
gives as a result, taken all the state cases as a whole, the situation of gravest
poverty takes place in the households where the adolescents form nuclear
families. This, without a doubt, responds to the fact that the extended families,
by definition, can and actually do, group more than one economic purveyor, and
with this the mentioned kind of family can constitute, even, in a peculiar strategy
for the combat of poverty (Table 3).

About the extended family that young men and women (regardless their
marital status) help forming, we can say that this can have three modalities, they

2 the difference in the total n has to do with young women who were pregnant at the moment of the
application of the survey.
3 We understand for nuclear family that formed exclusively by the matrimonial couple and their blood
children, and for extensive family that constituted by someone else.
4 Which is equals to 1.5 minumum monthly salaries in 2005.
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 Chiapas Campeche Quintana Roo Tabasco Total 
      
Women      
Total (n = 85) (n = 53) (n = 40) (n = 95) (n = 273) 
Nuclear 69.4 50.9 62.5 30.5 51.0 
Extensive 30.6 49.1 37.5 69.5 49.0 
Men      
Total (n = 14) (n = 3) (n = 10) (n = 7) (n = 34) 
Nuclear 78.6 33.3 10.0 14.3 42.4 
Extensive 21.4 66.7 90.0 85.7 57.6 
Total 99 56 50 102 309 

 

TABLE 2
KIND OF FAMILY AND ADOLESCENTS WITH PREGNANCY

EXPERIENCE BY STATE (PERCENTAGE)

TABLE 1
KIND OF FAMILY AND THE ADOLESCENTS WITH PREGNANCY

EXPERIENCE (PERCENTAGE)

Kind of family 
Women  

(n = 273) 
Men  

(n = 34) 
Total  

(n = 307) 
    
Nuclear 51.2 41.2 50.2 
Extensive 49.8 58.8 49.8 

 
Source: Own elaboration.

Source: Own elaboration..

live with their children, with or without their couple, with their origin family, with
their couple's family or in nucleus with no relationship or a different one.

 It stands out the fact that more than half the women in this situation (51.5
percent) contribute to form an extension of their own family and that, despite the
disparate behavior of the young mothers form Tabasco above mentioned, they,
as well as their peers from the other states, contribute in a larger proportion to
form an extension of their own family.
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TABLE 3
MODALITY OF FAMILY OF THE MALE AND FEMALE ADOLESCENTS

BY INCOME (PERCENTAGE)
  

Family income 
Nuclear 
N = 135 

Extensive 
N = 126 

   
Up to 1 200 77.0 53.2 
More than 1 200 23.0 46.8 

Source: Own elaboration.

 It is worthy saying that the few the cases of adolescent men who take the
responsibility of parenthood in the conjunction of the region prevent us from doing
further references for their behavior (Table 4).

The latter, from the gender perspective, indicates us the fact that mainly are
the women who form nuclear families or make their own family extensive, means
that are they who surely maintain the quotidian support of their family networks
after the pregnancy and eventual union, differently from men, who once they are
inserted in their couple's families, they surely get hold of other mechanisms
supported by the gender hegemonic norms, such as possibly become one of the
purveyors of their new home, in order to demonstrate their location and social
value.

To this respect, following we transcribe some fragments of the narratives
from the interviews of our study that allows corroborating what has been said
here. Firstly it is interesting to see the change of life trajectory parenthood implies
for the young people:

The only failure I have had until now is that I'm not studying anymore. Now, as I am,
it's hard because those who are not studying or don't have any studies are not worthy,
mainly that….My plans after graduating (high school, medium high education) was
to enter to the aviation school, that's my first frustration, because after I got married,
when I finish the high school, I applied, actually I presented two exams. But after they
saw I was married they rejected my application. After that what I did was to look for
a job, because I said: well, what I like most cannot be done. I went to the Federal
Highway Police, but once I told them I was married and had a son 'no!, and with a baby
-they said- even less, the thing is that you can have an accident and the company
doesn't want to be responsible for your family'. Then I said: well, what the heck, I
started working, I set up this bar and that's how I started (Héctor, Chiapas).
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TABLE 4
MODALITY OF EXTENDED FAMILY OF THE ADOLESCENTS

WITH PREGANCY EXPERIENCE  BY STATE
(IN PERCENTAGE)

 Chiapas Campeche Quintana Roo Tabasco Total 
      
Women      
Total (n = 25) (n = 26) (n = 15) (n = 66) (n = 132) 
Own extensive family  64.0 57.6 40.0 47.0 51.5 
Couple’s extensive 
family 24.0 19.2 33.3 22.7 23.5 

Without one or another 
relation 12.0 23.2 26.7 30.3 25.0 

Total (n = 6) (n = 2) (n = 9) (n = 6) (n = 23) 
 Source: Own elaboration.

Similarly, it is notorious the weight of the support provided by the parents/in-
laws to the new couple, support that becomes a cornerstone to face the new
chapter in their cycle of life of the young parents, which goes from putting them
up until providing the basic things or incorporating the male in different working
activities:

It will be a year that I brought her with me, yes, a year. When I brought Monchi [his
wife] my mother was there in the room. Well, she just invited us to have lunch and
said nothing afterwards. After a while I told my father I was tired of being there, I was
fed up. And as he had given me part of the land here, and ha gave me some wood and
I bought the tiles to build this little house, and my mom gave me the bed, the chair,
the couch…5 (Daniel, Tabasco).

Although as far as I know she was excited about being a mother, she was expecting
eagerly the baby. Contrary, I was not so excited at the beginning, but after my parents
told me they would support me and all that, well I changed. So, they told me nothing
would be missing for my kid or my family and that they will support me, I was feeling
much more relaxed in a way. It was the money I was worried about, but once I knew
about my parents' supporting me, I felt so much relieved. (Héctor, Chiapas).

5 It is interesting to mention that this pattern corresponds to what Robichaux (2003) has denominated
the "Meso-American family system", by which the matrimonial life starts with a period of virilocal
residence: the daughters leave and reside with the parent's of their correspondent spouses (whereas)
the sons, after an initial period of residence in their paternal house, built their own dwelling, generally
in the same land or close to it.
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As the parents of this girl saw she didn't get home to sleep, they went to the school,
and as she didn't go there, they asked their closest friends and one of them told them
that we had gone to sleep somewhere. They went to look for us, they took us out and
to my house, and since that day she's with us at home. That was a January 15th and
since then she's been with me. After that date, as her father owns bars I bought him
one, well my dad did, and I ran it for a while, but there were problems and I had to sell
it, and since there wasn't work anywhere, well, there was, but I felt like not fitting
anywhere, I began to buy and sell cars with my dad. (Héctor, Chiapas).

That, nonetheless, does not eliminates a series of strong tensions between the
couple and the spouse's parents since this relation is particularly conflictive in the
case of the daughter-mother-in-law, where the formers commonly live their
situation as subaltern with many problems:

After we got married we were some time at my mom's, but we didn't get along
much,...after that we went to her parent's house, but we have to be careful so we don't
speak too quickly or loud so we don't disturb her mother's thoughts, and you know
children cannot be still and they grab everything or they cry and that bother' her a
lot….(Andrés, Chiapas).

Sometimes my mom gets angry when she goes to do the ironing…sometimes they see
us getting up late and that makes my mom even angrier. Now she got pissed off
because we went to eat there [Monchi] didn't do the dishes and my mom was pissed
and she came for my wife and took her home and made her do the dishes, and I tell
her, you know what? You'd better do the dishes because this lady gets crossed
because she doesn't have clean plates. If you take something from her she gets
crosses. I tell her not to take her stuff and that's it. Better leave her things alone. You
know what? I can take her things but you can't because she will get crossed at you…
(Daniel, Tabasco).

That was why we got married (I was pregnant) and I got ill and I stayed with my mom.
After my husband told my mom that I was had to be at his house and that's something
my mom didn't like and they got mad at each other. He cannot see my mother and told
me off because I can't fight and he said we better leave because he cannot handle this
anymore…. Because my mother-in-law can't see my mother, they don't get along…and
I came with him. I was already pregnant. We moved then there [with his parents] after
there we had a problem with my mother-in-law and I left, I headed back home, she was
telling him things about me, that sometimes I went out and things like that. Until one
day I left, as I didn't have many clothes, I went with my mom and he went there and
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told me to get back, but I wasn't going back top his parent's house…(Fidelina,
Chiapas).

Last, the desire of the young couples to overcome the time of staying at their
parent's house (from him or her) and to form nuclear families in their own house:

Now we got organized and we bought a piece of land and we decided to be separated
from our parents, and do things as a family, a responsibility between her and me
(Andrés, Chiapas).

In fact, we were already independent from our families; we rented next to her parent's.
Until we said that we would buy a little house from Infonavit (Social interest) and pay
monthly as rent. But we came with that after three years f being married… (Hector,
Chiapas)

I'm seventeen, I'm from Tuxtla Guitiérrez, we live my child, my husband and me with
my parents. I get along with my parents because they help me with my daughter, for
example, if want to go out or to make an important errand, they stay with the kid, as
long as they are here, see? And then I go out. They have always been with me in the
most difficult times, and it has always been like that, they have backed me in
everything, but I'd like to love alone now, I think that if I live that way [in another house]
I don't have to ask for permission to nobody, and well, as long as I stay here with my
parents I have to ask them, no? Now my parents have just built in another place and
they are leaving, so, see, we will be living apart, that's our lives. And well, yes, there
are things he [her couple] didn't do well or I didn't do well, we don't feel comfortable
to claim something or argue about something because they are here, whereas my or
his parents, wherever we'd live, with his or my parents, it would never be the same
if we lived alone and where, I can tell him "you see, this…", but not like this because
I have to tell him quietly, "what did you do?", it is very different… (Mary, Chiapas)

Conclusions

When analyzing our results from a gender point of view, which privileges the
explanation of the inequities lived between men and women, the thing is that there
a clear differentiated behaviors for each one of the genders and that this become
the specific analyses about the beginning of the active sexual life, pregnancy
experience, assumption of paternity-maternity and the formation of nuclear
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