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Introduction

Resumen

En un contexto de profundas transformaciones
sociales y demográficas, este trabajo analiza los
cambios que posiblemente se están dando en las
actitudes de los hombres mexicanos respecto a
dos cuestiones de la vida familiar: la
importancia asignada al hecho de tener al
menos un hijo varón y los cambios existentes
en la forma de educar y disciplinar a los hijos.
Para dar respuesta a estas dos interrogantes
utilizamos los datos provenientes de dos
fuentes de información. Por un lado, una
investigación sociodemográfica de corte
cualitativo basada en 16 entrevistas en
profundidad a varones mexicanos, llevada a
cabo a finales de la década pasada, y por otro,
la Encuesta Nacional de Salud Reproductiva
aplicada a población masculina en 2003.
Nuestros resultados resultan interesantes al
tomar en cuenta la distancia generacional y el
estrato socioeconómico de los varones
entrevistados.

Palabras clave: paternidad, preferencia de
género, preferencia de hijo varón,
descendencia, crianza infantil, México.

Abstract

The importance of having a male child and
some changes in the father-child relationship
in Mexico

In a context of significant social and
demographic transformations, this work
analyzes the changes that may exist in
Mexican male attitudes towards two important
family issues: the importance of having at
least one male child; and the changes in the
relationship between parents and their children
regarding education and discipline. To answer
these inquiries we analyze data coming from
two sources: 1) a qualitative study based on 16
male in-depth interviews, made at the end of
the last decade; and 2) a National Reproductive
Survey on male population applied in 2003.
Interesting findings we get when doing such
research considering the social and economical
inequalities of Mexican population as well as
generational distances.

Key words: male child preference, offspring,
infantile upbringing, Mexico.

he interest for knowing the male performance in the domestic life is
relatively recent and a good part of its origin comes from the
preoccupations expressed at the International Conference on PopulationT

and Development of El Cairo in 1994, about the need of promoting the male
involvement in the reproductive decisions as well as in the matters of the
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domestic life (Germain y Kyte, 1995).
One of the most important proposals in such conference was the one related

to the need of making some efforts to propitiate that the men adopt a shared
responsibility with their couples about the domestic chores and to promote their
active involvement in a responsible paternity and in sexual and reproductive
behavior also more responsible (Greene y Biddlecom, 2000).

The emphasis has been set not only on the men's sexual and reproductive
behavior, but also in the commitment and responsibility of the parents towards
their son and daughters once they are born. In this sense stands out the interest
that some international organism, such as the Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean (Cepal), are showing to define research, monitoring
and action strategies about the practices of paternal responsibility in the Latin
American region. From this line of interest it has been proposed to define
paternity as a direct commitment that the progenitors establish with their sons and
daughters, independent from the current kind of family arrangement with the
mother. It is proposed to highlight the insolubility of the paternal link with the
children and to make flexible the role of the father and the mother in the
upbringing, taking into account the welfare of the minors further the economic
maintenance, traditionally considered as the only male responsibility towards
their children.

It has been proposed, from this perspective, that in the Latin American region
the paternity nowadays is experiencing a transformation process that would
imply a relaxation of the obligations of economic protection and safety, and a re-
direction towards an increment of the contributions of paternal time dedicated to
the care of their children, towards a major conscience about the desire of having
children, as well as more expressions of affection and closeness to them. It is
recognized, however, that for the implantation of this new paternity model there
are still some important obstacles, such as the constant lack of equity in the
distribution of the domestic responsibilities between fathers and mothers, and the
violence as a means of solving the conflicts in the interior of the families.

Tracking back these transformations and conflicts that have been exposed
that the accelerated industrialization and urbanization processes registered at the
beginning of the XX century in Latin America propitiated the adjustment of the
family structures to the new circumstances that it would be subject to —
particularly among the migrant families from the countryside—  to contradictory
pressures. On one hand, the inertia of the traditional culture patterns and the
transfer of rural fecundity lines to the cities led to the maintenance of the women
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into the house and the assignation of the purveyor role for the men. However,
on the other hand, the difficulties to satisfy the households' needs —mainly in the
popular sectors— propitiated, to a good extent, the need that the women
complement in a certain way the insufficient incomes of their partners. Added
to these processes are the advances in the educational levels of the population
and the fast reduction of the fecundity, which widened the labour availability of
the marred women (Kaztman, 1991).

All these processes are contributing to questioning the role of the male as only
purveyor of the families and the centrality of the power and the family authority
in the figure of the head of the household, as well as the weakening of the paternal
figure as the model for new generations. The crisis situation, which began in the
80's, in the Latin American societies, has done nothing but deteriorate even more
the capacity of the men of the popular urban stratums to satisfy the basic needs
of their families and to increment considerably the economic participation rate
of the married women (Kaztman, 1991).

To this respect, Beatriz Schmukler (1996) comments that the changes in the
family authority system in different countries of Latin America have been linked
to a flexibilization of the family role system, since the entrance of the women to
the labour sphere contributed to questioning an exercise of the family authority
clearly ranked. However, she mentions that in these change processes is
observed a superposition of traditional ways of symbolizing the authority and the
sexual division of the work, along with the commencement of negotiations for a
higher equality. As a reflect of this is the diversity of forms that the exercise in
some Latin American societies paternity is acquiring, according to Keijzer
(1998).1

The current Mexican context

Mexico experienced, during the last decades of the XX century, significant
changes in demographic and social matters, reflected in a systematic increment
of the life expectancy, a steep descent of fecundity, the decrease of the medium
size of the families, as well as a modification in its internal dynamics.

About the descent of fecundity —that between the decades of 1960 and 1970
was of seven children per women, and now it is just 2.21— it is commented that

1 Some of these variables are: a) the absent father; b) the traditional father or patriarch; c) the "neo-
macho" father"; and d) the father who tries to be equalitarian and sometimes he succeed in doing so.
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it has been such an intense process that it would not be surprising that that country
reaches a replacement level in a short time. It is frequently mentioned that this
significant demographic transformation about fecundity has rested and continuous
doing so on the advancement of the family planning and reproductive health
programs (Conapo, 2004).

The practice of the family planning in Mexico by means of contraceptive
methods (modern and traditional), has been fully incorporated by most of the
couples. Nonetheless, we believe that the reach of the family planning programs
in Mexico has been so important among the feminine and masculine Mexican
population because it has been done at the same time as the application of those
programs a reformulation of the valuations of children, which has been reflected
on the appearance of new reproductive preferences. Currently it is preferred to
have less children but with an education level at least of secondary.

In this matter, it is important to mention that different researches centered on
the male population have found that currently, for the Mexican men, the valuation
of the paternity, as well as the demonstration of virility and the obliged transition
to adulthood, does not pass anymore by the procreation of the largest number of
children possible2 (Gutmann, 1993 y 1996; Lerner y Quesnel, 1994; Lerner,
Quesnel y Yanes, 1994; Vivas, 1993; Nava, 1996, Hernández Rosete, 1996).
However, if the manhood is not demonstrated in Mexico with the procreation of
numerous offspring, there are evidences that it sis proven by fecundating the first
child —preferably male: the primogenital— immediately after the matrimonial
union. This is particularly frequent in rural and indigenous spheres, as well as
among the population from low socioeconomic stratums in urban areas (Rojas
and Figueroa, 2005).

In this matter, stand out the anthropological research findings that mention
that in the indigenous towns of Mexico, the preference of the men for male
children seems to be generalized. The reasons are various, from the economic
help that the male children represent for their parents to the validity inheritance
and ownership of the land rules that excludes women, passing from the
transcendental importance given to the perpetuation of the family "name" (of the
father) in the patrilineal systems and with patri-local residence (Ruz, 1998).

2 Gutmann (1993 and 1996) mentions that the transition of the Mexican fecundity is without a doubt
linked to the meanings and practices of maternity and paternity, as well as with the gender identities.
So that the changes related to the women, and that are explicit in lower natality rates, are necessarily
implying re-evaluations and changes among the men.
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In Mexico, this male desire for finding in the descent a "replacement" has deep
cultural rots. In fact, in cultures such as the Tzotzil of Chamula its has been
observed that the matrimonial relationships improve noticeably when a male is
born, being, on the other hand, common to observe alcoholism and fierce
mistreatment against the mothers when they only give birth to female children,
since the man without an inheritor will be deprived from his "reposition" (keshol)
(Pozas, 1977, cited in Ruz, 1998; Freyermuth, 2003).

In a patrilineal parenthood system, having procreated only female children
culturally means: the disappearance of that branch of lineage of which the man
is socially and ideologically responsible, not only the absence of community
acceptance but the rejection and social stigmatization for men and women, the
loss of the possibility of a tranquil afterlife without the cult to the memory of the
founders of the sun-lineage (Ruz, 1998).3

About the father-son relation, different researches have reported that,
despite the validity of the valuations of the traditional model in the division of the
work in the families —where the man as to assume the responsibility of the
maintenance of his household and the woman has to be in charge of the house
and the children— some modifications in the forms the paternity is assumed can
be distinguished. It is mentioned that it is important to have in mind the diversity
of the paternity exercise according to the belonging to different generations. It
has been verified that the urban younger men, from both popular and medium
sectors, assume a more active, participative and close to their children paternity
than those fathers from previous generations, who were characterized by
focusing their paternal performance in the responsibility of the physical and
material welfare of the family, as well as by the formation of the male children
as future purveyors (Gutmann, 1993 and 1996; Hernández Rosete, 1996).

Among the men from the urban medium sectors it is reported a change in the
representations on themselves, even more if they are compared to the traditional
figure of the strong, only purveyor of the household that held the family authority
and before whom the wife and the children were subordinated (Vivas, 1993).
Among these men, the desire of procreating a small family (two or three children
tops) is being generalized, this in order to ensure them a good educational level,
better life conditions and above all, to dedicate them enough time, attention and
affection (Rojas, 2002).
3 This can contribute to explaining why the among the Chamulas it is considered that the children, to
begin with, are men, but due a disregarding from the pregnant woman can change the gender of the
product, which exposes her to be rejected and superseded since she risks the continuity of the group
(Ruz, 1998).



 164

CIEAP/UAEMPapeles de POBLACIÓN No. 48

It seems that we are before the appearance of a new form of paternal relation
based more on the friendship and companionship with the children, than the
exercise of authority. This readjustment of the paternal functions is accompanied
by other changes in the family organization, such as more respect to the children's
personality and choices. It is confirmed an increment in the participation of the
fathers of younger generations in the attention and care of the children, as well
as in the support in doing the school chores and the physical play with the children,
despite the fact that these fathers acknowledge that they have different kinds of
relations with their sons and their daughters. Nowadays, the younger fathers
consider the paternity as a deed of great responsibility4 (Nava, 1996).

About the paternal figure currently reflected in the advertised images,
television and radio programs, movies, magazines and even in the newspapers,
the pronouncements in favor of a new way to be a father are evident in the
country. In different publications5 that circulate throughout the cities of the
country and that are mainly directed to the public of the medium sectors, for quite
a few years now there has been promoting a more participative attitude of the
fathers in the upbringing of their children. There it is mentioned that the guideline
that the father is the law and the mother the love —that has characterized the
family for centuries— has changed now, since the image of the father is
necessary for the formation of the children.6 In these publications it is affirmed
that until the half of the XX century, and even more until the decade of 1960, the
father was basically a figure of authority and economical support, that was aside
the fundamental events of the children's upbringing, since the social roles had
assigned this function to the woman; however, currently a change is being
experienced since the modern fathers have a deeper interest for involving in the
emotional, educational and of attention sphere of their children.7

It is established that the father also has to change the diapers, to talk with his
child, smile at him and give him/her the bottle, actions that sometimes they forget
or think they are not their responsibility. It is also talked about a diversity of
fathers, since as many are still far from the children's upbringing, others

4 Nowadays in Mexico is considered that from that old "Great Mexican Family", sustained by cohesion
against anything, in the blind obedience to the paternal authority and in the principle of "having the
children God sends us", there is nothing much in the present (Medina, 2005).
5 We refer to magazines such as Padres e hijos, Kena, Men's Health en español, as well as the special
supplements of Día del Padre (Father's day) from the Reforma newspaper.
6 Jaime Torres (1997) "En el nombre del padre" Men's Health en español, año 4, núm. 6, June, México
D. F., pp. 44-45.
7 Claudia Cortázar (1996) "La experiencia de ser padre" Padres e hijos, año XVIII, núm. 06, México,
D. F., pp. 14-20.
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participate actively in it and others personally take care of their children.
According to some of these publications, this has to do with the different
economic and ideological changes that take place in our society, that are
propitiating a new definition of what is to be a father.8

It is also talked about the establishment of a new paternal relation with the
children because it has been tried to be more than just a friend rather than just
a strict and grumpy father.9 Then it is proposed that the ties of the father with the
children should be based more on the communication and friendship that on the
distance and authority. It is affirmed that what the Mexican cinema reflected and
promoted —at Porfirian style— about the paternity has been left behind,
characterized by being inflexible, strong, severe and authoritrarian.10

We consider that this important transformation of the paternal image spread
by the mass communication media is a factor that is surely influencing the
reflections and perceptions of the younger generations of men regarding their
paternity. To this we would have to add, of course, that phenomena such as the
difficulties that more frequently the Mexican men face to perform the role of
unique purveyors of the family sustenance, the consequent re-restructuring of
the labour arrangements in the households, the growing incorporation of women
to the labour market, as well as the increment in the educational opportunities,
among others, are having repercussions in the life of the Mexican families —
when influencing the roles traditionally performed by men and women, and
generating, many times, tensions and conflicts11— but also, very probably, in the
perception of the younger male generations regarding their performance in the
family life.

It is our opinion that the generational changes that are being observed in the
attitude of the men as fathers regarding their children are closely linked to the
desire of procreating few children.12 However, we believe that it is important to
8 Liliana González (1998) "Los hijos no son atadura" in the special supplement Día del Padre from
the Reforma newspaper, Sunday, June 21st, México, D. F., p. 9.
9 Rodrigo Castillo (1998) "Más allá del ser padres...la amistad" in the special supplement Día del Padre
from the Reforma newspaper, Sunday, June 21st, México, D. F., p. 2.
10 David Ramón (1998) "Los padres pasan por el cine mexicano" in the special supplement Día del
Padre from the Reforma newspaper, Saturday June 20th, México, D. F., p. 2.
11 Research findings report indication that among the new generations of Mexican men there is a desire
of having fewer children in order to give them a better quality of life and to establish with them a better
and closer relation (Rojas, 2002).
12 For this study we considered as belonging to medium sectors those men with an education superior
to secondary school, with non-manual occupations (professionals) and who lived in residential
neighbourhoods with all the services. The majority of these interviewees were born in Mexico City,
place where they have always lived, so their socialization has been obviously urban. All of them are
professionals with occupations such as graphic designers, university workers, system analysts,
architects, sale coordinators, etc. Differently from the men from popular sectors, these men were united



 166

CIEAP/UAEMPapeles de POBLACIÓN No. 48

know more deeply the outreach of these transformations in the father-son
relation, as well as to search about the importance the Mexican fathers give to
the fact of having at least one male child.

Characteristics and objective of the study

In this context of deep social, economic and demographic transformations
occurred in the country, we are interested in deepening in the analysis of the
transformation process of the paternal figure through the analysis of two specific
dimensions of the father-son relation, which we believe are close related with the
reproductive preferences of the Mexican men: a) the importance that the
Mexican fathers give to the fact of having at least one male child, and b) the
participation of the fathers in the formation and correction of their children's
behavior. We are particularly interested in accounting of the possible
transformations in these dimensions, considering the generational differences
and the current socioeconomic inequities among the Mexican men.

In order to perform this study we will combine two sources of information,
on one hand, the results from a sociodemographic study of a qualitative nature
performed in Mexico City, and on the other, the results from a survey applied to
Mexican men at a national level.

The sociodemographic study was done in the mid 90's and from it, by means
of deep interviews, were gathered the testimonies of 16 men from Mexico City,
half of them belonged to medium sectors13 and the other half to popular sectors.14

At the same time, these men groups were divide in two generational sub-groups:

at not very early ages, in average at 27 years of age. The size of their families is relatively small since
the young fathers from these sectors have in average two children, whereas the older fathers have three
children in average.
13 Were considered as belonging to popular sectors those men with education lower than high school,
salaried, with manual occupations and who reside in popular neighbourhoods with precarious urban
infrastructure. All these interviewees come from rural areas, where they were born and life a good part
of their childhood and adolescence age when they moved to Mexico City in search of work. All of them
had manual occupations at the moment of the interview, such as bricklayers, janitors, drivers, gardeners
and restaurant aides. The education level of most of them was of incomplete elementary school. Almost
all of them got married, or united, at very early ages, in average 20 years of age, and were parents after
just a year. The average size of the descendants among the younger parents of this sector is of two
children, whereas among the oldest is of almost six children per family.
14 If we locate all our interviewees according to their age in the historical and social time, we can say
that the younger parents —belonging to the generations born between 1954 and 1975— from both
social sectors —differently from the older parents— received a clear influence from different events
and processes that took place in Mexico during the last three decades. One of those was the extensive
spread —which began in 1974- of modern contraceptive methods, boosted by the national programs
of family planning and accompanied by intense advertising campaigns that have promoted the
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young parents15 (of between 20 and 44 years of age) and older parents (between
45 and 65 years of age).

On the other hand, we used the data from the Reproductive Health National
Survey (Ensar) in male population, taken on 2003 and whose sample, spread
nationally, is of 994 Mexican men between 20 and 59 years of age. The sampling
scheme of the Ensar 2003 was probabilistic, poli-stage and stratified.

Each element of the population under study has a known and different
probability of zero of being selected in the sample; this makes feasible the
measurement of the confidence and precision of each of the estimations that can
be considered of interest. However, it is important to mention that the male
sample of this survey was based only on the selection of married or united (at
least once) individuals at the moment of the survey.

For the study we will look at, in this work we have to comment that we only
selected male population, particularly the male population that at the moment of
the survey had had at least one child. In this sub-sample was divided in two
socioeconomic strata: low and medium16; and in two generational sub-groups:
young (from 20 to 44 years of age) and older (from 45 to 59 years of age).

The importance of having a male child

Even when everything seems to indicate that nowadays Mexican men, mainly
the young ones, rather having few children and with good educative levels, or at
least with an education level higher than the one their reached (Table 1 and Rojas,
2005a), we believe that it is necessary to know if the reach of the change in their
reproductive preferences also includes a different attitude towards their children's
gender.

With this preoccupation in mind, we are trying to answer the questions, what
is it so important, today, for the Mexican men that among these reduced sizes of
the descents there is at least one male child? And if this is, which are the reasons
that lead you to give so much value to the procreation of a male child?

Among the testimonies of the interviewees in the qualitative sociodemographic
study, despite having segmented our sample in two social sectors (medium and

convenience for reducing the family size. The most known and remembered campaign for many in
the country is that whose slogan was "La familia pequeña vive mejor" - The small family lives better.
15 These stratums were built from a social inequity index based on three fundamental characteristics
of the households the interviewed men belong to: a) the dwelling's quality; b) the relative mean education
of all the members of the household; and c) the best remunerated occupation of the household's
members.
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popular) and two generational groups (younger and older), we find a generalized
and clear desire of having at least of male child. The mentioned reasons for that
are several, but among them are the desire of perpetuating their last name and
the interest of being their reflection in other person to whom they could transmit
their experiences as men:

 (...) honestly I would have liked that she (the first of his daughters) was a man, you
know, my kind of education and all that, but it was a girl and, hey, that's great!
Q: But, why would you have preferred a man?
A: because in way I would've liked to transmit him, as a man, as a son, as a father, all
my experiences, all my teachings, my activities, and in a way to continue with our
family, with my last name and our customs. It's like all the things my father taught me
and the moments we shared playing baseball and other things, have been for men,
you know. They are strong activities, as designed specially for men, then for that kind
of tradition, of education, well, I'd have liked to teach that to my son, and that he would
continue (…)(but) since she's a girl, my character as a father would cause me some
more complications because I never saw how to raise a girl. It is different to raise a
boy than a girl and, well, I am learning (…) obviously feminine activities and all that
are going to be difficult because I don't know anything about them. My partner will
have to teach them that (…) of the girls' things or education so that she's very feminine
since little, and with the skirts and all that women know about (Industrial Designer,
33, two children).

In fact, some interviewees mentioned expressly that, indeed, for them it was
very important to have had at least one son, for machismo reasons and to satisfy
their ego, when knowing that their last name will continue:

Well, maybe to satisfy my ego, yes, because one says: "who will continue with my
last name? Well, the man. The man keeps maintaining the last name, the women doesn't
because she uses the husband's name. But the man does, because if he had another
so, the name will continue (Restaurant aide, 62, three children).

Another of the mentioned reasons by these men is that they feel proud of
having had a son, and the preferably the primogenital, because if the older child
is a man then he will be more respected than if he was a woman:

Yes, the truth is that I never felt like we were having a girl, something inside me know
it was going to be a boy, and thanks God, it was a boy!
Q: and why would you like him to be boy?
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TABLE 1
AVERAGE OF CHILDREN BORN ALIVE HAD BY THE MALE PARENTS,

BY SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM AND GENERATIONAL GROUP 
 
 

Estratum 
Generational 

group 
More 

daughters More sons 
It does not 

matter Total 
      

Young 12.9 27.0 60.1 100 Low stratum 
Older 9.4 22.0 68.6 100 
Young 14.5 26.4 59.1 100 Medium 

stratum Older 16.5 3.9 59.6 100 
 

Source: National Survey on Reproductive Health with male population, 2003.

A: Well, I don't know, I don't know if it's egoism or vanity, I don't know, but I wanted
a boy, because the first child (…) I thing that a man in the family that is the oldest,
well, (…) is more respected, more respected than a girl or a woman, I think that
(Bricklayer, 22, one child).

The preference for having male children, or at least one, seems to be related
also to the idea that the parents, as men, cannot relate closely to the daughters
because they cannot go with them when they go out, or participate directly in their
formation. They comment, conversely, on the joy they feel when they are
accompanied by their male children when they go to work or to visit their friends:

 (...) well, a man can go out with a man, but a woman can't. A girl with her mom, a boy
with his dad, and that's it. Because then my boys come with me, when I'm going to
a game I take them with me, but there are my pals too, and they are playing with them,
I like to take them (Bricklayer, 28, two children).

On the other hand, it is important to give place to expressions, although they
are just a few, of disagreement with this male norm associated with the desire
of having a male child. To this respect, one of the interviewees commented that
he had abandoned his macho postures because for him it was not really important
to have a male child since the definition of a child's gender is a matter out from
our choice. In fact he mentioned that the last thing he wanted to do was to
preserve the paternal last name:
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TABLE 2
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF MALE PARENTS WHO WOULD HAVE HAD

A LARGER NUMBER OF DAUGHTERS OR SONS, BY
SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM AND GENERATIONAL GROUP 

 
 

Estratum Generational group Average 
   

Young 2.7 Low stratum 
Older 4.0 
Young 2.4 Medium stratum 
Older 3.5 

 Source: National Survey on Reproductive Health with male population, 2003.

No, you'll see. In fact I have always believed in that, and yeas, i thought about it, that
whenever I had some children I wanted them to be of the same sex, no matter the sex,
but the same.
Q: And if you had not had a male child?
A: It would have not been important to me.
Q: Why?
A: Well, a lot of things are said; that the boy will perpetuate the last name, etc. an dif
something I wanted was not to perpetuate the last name, so I don't care about that
(having a boy), and about being macho, I don't worry about that wither, I don't
consider myself very, very macho (Small businessman, 45, two children).

About the results from the National Reproductive Survey in male population,
in Table 2 you can appreciate that from the total of fathers in each socioeconomic
stratum and generational group, about 60 percent (in proportions that go from
59.1 to 68.6) mentioned that from the total of children they have had, they would
not have rather had more male children, or female either.

It can also be seen in the same Table that the rest of the fathers, that did show
preference for certain gender of their born children (see the first two columns
of Table 2), the proportions are always higher from those fathers (no matter the
stratum or generational group) that would have prefer having more male children
than female. These differences go from 7.4 to 14.1 percentage points.

The most interesting thing of this Table is the appreciation that the parents
from the low stratum (both younger and older) always show a higher predisposition
than those from the medium stratum to prefer more boys than girls in their
offspring. It is also worth saying that are the older fathers from the lower stratum
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those who showed the lowest percentage in their preference for having wanted
to have more daughters than sons.

These data confirm that nowadays there is still prevailing among the Mexican
men a high valuation for having male children, at least one —finding of the
qualitative study—, or about having desired had more sons than daughters —
finding of the quantitative study.

Among the mentioned reasons literally by the interviewees in the survey for
preferring male children instead of female, the following are the main ones (Table
3): "Because they suffer less than women", "because women require more
cares", "because I identify more with another man", "because they are an
economic support and help at work", "to preserve the last name", "because it is
what men want", "because they take care of their mother and their sisters",
"because they have more character".

In this sense, we have to highlight that among the low stratum men (in both
the younger and older groups) it is more common to mention that they prefer
having male children for economic reasons since they constitute a family
economic support when they help at work (Table 3). As for the men from the
medium stratum the reasons for this preference are quite different. Among the
young fathers the percentage that mentions as main reason the identification they
feel with another man is important. On the other hand, for the older fathers, it is
more important the perception they have that women suffer more than men to
prefer boys instead of girls (Table 3).

The attitude of the parents regarding the formation and
discipline of their children

In a previous work (Rojas, 2005b) we analyzed the male involvement degree in
the upbringing and cares of the children, as well as the level of physical and
emotional closeness established with them. The findings of that study showed
important differences among the parents of older generations (from medium and
popular sectors) —who were characterized by establishing a relation of very
little physical and emotional with their children— and the younger male parents
(from both social sectors), who have saved significantly the existing distance in
the father-son relation, since they mentioned that they liked a lot having time
playing with their children, as well as showing them love and affection.
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TABLE  3
DISTRIBUTION OF MALE PARENTS BY REASON OF PREFERENCE BY MALE
CHILDREN, BY SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM AND GENERATIONAL GROUP

 Low stratum Medium stratum 
 Young Older Young Older 
     
Women suffer more 15.0 13.3 13.6 27.8 
More require more care 12.1 6.7 9.1 5.6 
Identification woth another male 19.6 20.0 40.9 16.7 
Economic support 31.8 53.3 9.1 22.2 
Preserve the family name 4.7 3.3 9.1 0 
What men want 12.1 3.3 9.1 16.7 
The take care of mother and 
daughters 

1.9 0 4.5 5.6 

Have more carácter 1.9 0 0 5.6 
Other 0.9 0 4.5 0 
Total 100 100 100 100 
 Source: National Survey on Reproductive Health with male population, 2003.

In this work we are trying to analyze in more detail two particular aspects of
the paternal relation with the children: the way the parents assume their
participation in the formation and upbringing to their children, on one hand; and
on the other, the correction and discipline of the infantile behaviors.

About the first aspect of interest, this is, the paternal participation in the
formation and upbringing of their children, the testimonies from the qualitative
study allows us detect heterogeneous attitudes from the fathers who, it seems,
follow a generational differentiation pattern rather than by social sector.

In one end we would find the older male parents, from population as mediums,
who were characterized by having had a relation of much physical and emotional
distance with their children, as well as an involvement level virtually null in
regarding the upbringing and formation of their children. Particularly the older
parents from popular sectors mentioned that they almost did not have time —
except for the Sundays— to take care of their families because their working
conditions did not allow them. However, they also commented that despite the
fact that the relation with their children was not bad and that they get along with
them, they always preferred establishing limits and certain distance by means of
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their respect as parents. All of them considered that they had not been very loving
and caring and quite harsh with their children:

Don't you think I'm loving, I'm a cold guy, I don't like the little details. (…) The father
loves his children less than the mother does, that's how I understand it. He takes less
care of them, less caring, it is a different job I cannot comment too much (Janitor, 53,
four children).

Regarding the older fathers from medium sectors, it was their working
conditions and schedules —which normally ended at eight or nine at night—
which did to let them spend more time with their children. For these parents the
assigned time for being with their family was the one left at night after work,
during the weekends and on holidays. Generally, among them prevails the idea
that is the mother —who generally stayed at home when their children were
young— the one who should be in charge of the upbringing of them and be aware
of their cares and needs:

Well, I inherit all the cultural defects of this society, where I begin to think, and in a
way I will always do, that a great deal of the children are made by the mother. The good
manners, good habits, education, if they are hard-working and bookish, it's because
of their mother. She is the most important figure for them, and the father's figure is more
distant, it is a bit like the photograph we see of the person we admire and obviously
is the economic support (University worker, 57, three children).

In an intermediate point we could place the young parents from popular
sectors, for who the long working days they have to comply with are the ones
that impede them from seeing their children more time. The desire of giving better
life conditions to their children and guarantee them a good educational level —
at least secondary school—, makes them being far from home, and hence, having
a scarce involvement level of upbringing and formation of their children that is
frequently manifested in the supervision of their kids' home works:

Well, my responsibility is bringing Money to the house and be pendant on them (…)
when they were at school, well the few things I knew and could help them with their
tasks and that, mainly, check their homework.
Q: Did ever you look after your children?
A: No, because, well, there has never…eh, look after them, well no, because there has
always been, you see, I've always worked, always, but that, taking care of them, no,
never (Driver, 42, three children).
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Despite this strong limitation, these interviewees try to establish a higher
closeness level with their children than the showed by the older parents from both
social sectors. The moments destined by these parents to be with their children
are normally on Saturday afternoons and Sundays; and when they are with them
they like to play and be loving. In fact, they mentioned that frequently they take
their kids —mainly the male ones, with which once more there is the preference
for the male than for the female kids— to their places of work as well as the
football or basketball matches they play on weekends:

(...) well, a man can go out with a man, but a woman can't. A girl with her mom, a boy
with his dad, and that's it. Because then my boys come with me, when I'm going to
a game I take them with me, but there are my pals too, and they are playing with them,
I like to take them (Bricklayer, 28, spouse does not work, two children).

This preference for establishing a closer tie with their male children rather
than with their daughters, among these young parents from popular sectors, is
more notorious when they mention that they prefer to be aside from participating
in the formation and upbringing of their daughters since, in their opinion, the girls
should be close to the mother, who —as a woman— has a bigger responsibility
in this matter:

In my case, I told my wife that, as they are girls (his daughters); she has a bit more
of responsibility for them. For explaining them what sex is and explaining them how
is the life of a woman. I felt like I could not tell them because I am a man, and probably
they would take it as I wasn't the right person to talk with them about those issues.
(Janitor, 43, two children).

Regarding the young parents from medium sectors, we believe that they are
on the opposite end of the older parents (from both popular and medium sectors),
since not only they manifested that they had a relation of much closer physical
and emotional interaction with their children, but also because they showed to be
very participative and involved in the upbringing, formation and education of their
children, regardless their gender. In fact, they were particularly interested in
teaching their sons and daughters certain moral principles they consider as basic,
and in stimulating their learning by teaching them how to draw, read, do maths,
etc:

Well, currently I am who watches her in the evenings because my wife works in the
evening, the, how do I use my time when I'm watching my daughter? Well, we generally
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(…) split in three parts: the games, when I teach her something and watching TV. So,
in general, games, bounding on my belly, she loves wrestling (playing wrestlers), I
taught her that, also she plays Barbies, with her dolls, and then she takes out her little
kitchen, so, you know she's got her toys, she takes them out and invents some games.
After that, I usually make her work on the board, to do some sums, now she knows
how to sum, and how to read, she writes her name and some words, but in general
everything that has to do with her education: some maths, letters, reading something.
And late in the eve, we watch some television; we have our favorite shows (System
Analyst, 40, one daughter).

Now, about discipline and correction of their children's behavior, we also
found a heterogeneous panorama among our interviewees, although the inequities
we found in this regard seem to follow a more defined pattern by the social sector
rather than by the age of the parents. Indeed, the parents from popular sectors,
both the younger and the older, usually correct and discipline their children's
behavior by a strong reprimand and shouts, apart from slaps on their hands,
pulling their hears and hitting them with a belt. So that their image of fathers is
cause of fear, even among the young parents:

Yes, they are scared of me, because there are times I hit them, yes I hit them, not just
because of anything, (…) but when they misbehave (…) I don't want to hit my children
just because, just a slap in their hands or with the belt in their rear (…) After one's telling
them not to do something, and they don't' listen to you, a pull of hears or a slap, that's
how they calm down (Bricklayer, 28, two children).

It is not surprising then, that in order to stop or correct that their children do
drugs and wander around, some parents gave tremendous beatings as the only
mechanism to persuade them:

Sometimes yes, I hit them, indeed, I hit them with the belt, but as the older people from
my town used to say: "If you are to hit them, hit them hard, and don't be gentle, if not
they will not pay attention to you and they will get used to it, no, just once, but hard
so they understand". (Restaurant aide, 62, three children).

In an intermediate point would be the older parents from medium sectors, who
mentioned that although they tried to give preference to the dialogue and
reflections with their children, in some cases when it was difficult to being obeyed
and seeing their mischief, they had to recur to the reprimands and punishments,
and as the last option, to the hits to correct and reprimand their kids::
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I also beat them up, mainly the oldest, because, you know, he did such things! And
no, he has never reproach it (…) when he bothered his brothers, or for example when
he did something bad (…) he put me on my nerves and well, yeas I hit him once or
twice, I think they were just correcting slaps, I never abused, I don't know what they
say, obviously (University worker, 57, three children).

Once more on the other end, opposed to the correspondent to the parents from
popular sectors —both younger and older—, are the younger parents from
medium sectors who mentioned that they always prefer to talk and convince their
children as the first tactic, and in case that does not work, then they tell them off
and a punishment, which usually implies the kid alone in his or her room. The last
resource is the slaps, although they say they prefer not to use them:

I don't hit my daughter, I talk to her a lot…though there are times when they are so
whimsical, they start to use the tantrum, they cry, and  then, when she's like that, I
raise my voice a bit, so she feels I'm telling her off and that's it. The common
punishment is that she has to go to her room and then she has to stay there alone for
a while, but that does not happen too much, I prefer talking to her.
Q: And, have you ever hit her?
A: Well, yes, once, a slip on her buttocks, those are a good remedy, but just in extreme
cases and that's not very often, because it that becomes common, the relation turns
violent and lead to nothing but distance (System Analyst, 40, one daughter).

The results from the Reproductive Health Survey in male population confirm
what he have mentioned so far, this is, the fathers from the medium stratum -both
younger and older- seem to be more involved with the formation of their sons and
daughters when participating more (see second column of Table 4) than the
parents from low stratums. We have to notice in the same Table that the
participation of the mothers in this regards is always more significant in all the
stratums and in all the generational groups. Another interesting data is that in the
case of the older fathers from the low stratum, is that it is preferred that another
person —not the mother or the father— to help the children with their school
chores.

Regarding the research about the way Mexican parents usually reprimand
their kids (see Table 5) we believe that in this survey there is a sub-declaration
from the interviewed men about the resource of punishment and slaps, and an
over-declaration about the search of the speaking convincement in order to
discipline them.
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 TABLE 4
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF MALE PARENTS BY WHO HELPS CHILDREN

WITH SCHOOL HOMEWORK, BY SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM AND
GENERATIONAL GROUP

Source: National Survey on Reproductive Health with male population, 2003.
Note: These data correspond to those male parents who had a son between 13 and 18 years of age at
the moment of the survey.

TABLE 5
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF MALE PARENTS BY THE WAY OF

CORRENTING CHILDREN, BY SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM AND
GENERATIONAL GROUP

Stratum 
Generational 
group 

Talks to 
him (her) 

Tells 
him/her up 

Punishes 
him/her 

Hits 
him/her Other Total 

        
Young 82.1 12.7 3.7 1.5 0 100 Low stratum 
Older 80.0 13.3 3.8 1.0 1.9 100 

Medium stratum Young  82.9 11.4 5.7 0 0 100 
 Old 84.5 13.8 0 0 1.7 100 
 Source: National Survey on Reproductive Health with male population, 2003.
Note: These data correspond to those male parents who had a son between 13 and 18 years of age at
the moment of the survey.

Stratum 
 G enerational 

group 
T he 

mother 
T he 

father 

T he father 
or the 

mother O ther 
 

T otal 
       

Y oung 27.0 13.0  20.9  39.1  100 Low stratum 
O lder 19.0  10.1  8 .9  62.0  100 

M edium 
stratum  

Y oung 21.2 18.2  48.5  12.1  100 

 O lder 20.0  20.0  27.3  32.7  100 
 

Despite this clear limitation of the survey, the Table shows us, in percentage,
that it is quite more frequent among the parents from the medium stratum to use
this latter for of correction.

On the other hand, the information of the same Table reveals that, despite the
very low levels, the parents from the low stratum declare more frequently than
the ones from the medium stratum, the use of slaps to correct their children.
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Final considerations

In this work we focused on the interest in detecting the existence of significant
changes and differences among the Mexican parents, using their belonging to
different generations and socioeconomic stratums, in two particular dimensions
of the father-son relation: a) the importance the Mexican men give to the fact of
procreating a male child; and b) the character their participation has in the
formation and education of their children, as well as the discipline and correction
of their children's behavior.

About the importance of having a son, our findings, in both the qualitative
study and the survey, provide indication that among the Mexican parents, without
any distinction of social sector or generational group, having a male child is still
very important, preferably is it is the primogenital. Nonetheless, the need of
reproduction through a male child is related to different motivations. It is very
probable that due to the precarious situation of their households, the parents from
low stratums (young and old), value the fact of having a male child because, in
their opinion, they can support them in the acquisition of the family sustenance.
The valuation of the medium stratum fathers is clearly separated from this
preoccupation and they focus, in the case of the older fathers, on the consideration
that the women suffer more than the men; whereas for the young fathers is the
identification they feel with another man what leads them to prefer having a male
child. The qualitative study revealed that among the interviewees (from both
social sectors and age groups) a clear preoccupation for their last name to be
perpetuated through the generations prevails.

About the participation of the interviewees in the formation and education of
their children, we found a clear heterogeneous panorama that goes through the
fathers' generations. The older parents, from both social sectors, prefer being at
the edge. Whereas the young parents from popular sectors make an effort to
participate in the upbringing and education of their children, showing at the end
a clear preference for relating with their male children rather than with their
female children. The younger parents from medium sectors, on the other hand,
more frequently declared that they participate actively in the formation of their
children, no matter their sex, stimulating their scholar learning.

Regarding the correction and discipline of their children's behavior, we found
indications of important differences among our interviewees, depending on their
social stratum. The parents from popular sectors were characterized for the
assumption of severe and violent attitudes on a daily basis, using strong
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