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“Whether they stay, or are in transit, or have 
managed to reach their destination, women pay 
the price for holding a certain place in society. 
But they are always active political actors and 
agents of change.”
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When we talk about migrant women, the first challenge is to render them visible, 
understand their motives, the risks they face, and their circumstances. If we wish 
to fully understand the situation that migrant women from Mexico, Guatemala and 
Honduras confront, the first obstacle we need to face is the lack of gender-disag-
gregated data. However, through a systematic analysis of the factors which have 
led to a rise in migration in the region, we can identify several causes that go from 
socio-economic situations, and threats to security and physical integrity, to adverse 
climate conditions. All of these cases have something in common: the persons who 
decide to migrate endure living conditions in their place of origin that are too harsh 
for them to have sustainable access to adequate food.1

This article sets out to address the challenges faced by both migrant women, and 
women who choose to stay, and to show that these women are beacons of daily re-
sistance, and in many cases, of organized resistance. The first objective is to discuss 
the structural causes that affect migrants overall, and in particular, those that neg-
atively impact women. Second, the article analyzes the challenges faced by women 
who decide to stay, and how they cope in their lives when the family head migrates. 
Third, specific risks of transit and migration abroad are highlighted, including 
when the migrants finally settle down in their country of arrival. Lastly, the article 
demonstrates how migration has a harmful impact on women’s food and nutrition 
in each stage and place, which limits their possibilities to enjoy diverse, healthy and 
sustainable diets.
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THE FEMINIZATION OF MIGRATION 

Mass media stigmatizes migrants, and yet silences the reasons why they have to 
migrate. The reality is that free trade agreements have destroyed local economies, 
and the structural adjustment programs and loans that were launched by the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank (WB) in the 80s and 90s, negatively 
impacted state programs, especially those targeting women and children, and the 
political economy overall.2 Added to this, extractive policies, expansion of mono-
cultures that leads to the loss of crops that feed families, dispossession of land by 
multinationals and capital, and corporate concentration of land ownership, have 
all been harmful.3 For example, in Guatemala, 92% of small-scale producers utilize 
22% of land, whilst 2% of commercial producers use 57%.4

The causes of migration are closely linked to the prevailing socio-economic model, 
and to different forms of violence. In Guatemala, according to the Migrant Commis-
sion, 97.4% of migrants leave for the USA. They leave because there is neither state 
investment nor public policies in their home region that generate decent work. Ad-
ditionally, the minimum wage does not cover the cost of a basic food basket.5 In 
Honduras, land dispossession from peasant, indigenous and Garifuna communi-
ties results from of a food and agricultural legal and policy framework that facili-
tates the privatization of the commons for the extractive industry (mining, energy, 
and monocultures). This destroys agrifood systems such as small-scale family farm-
ing, forcing women and girls to live in poverty and exclusion.6

In this context, the region is currently witnessing the feminization of both poverty 
and migration. Women in Mexico, Honduras and Guatemala find themselves hav-
ing to leave alone, or with their children. According to the 2017 Mexican Yearbook 
of Migration and Remittances, most foreigners at migrant detention centers are 
from Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador. Although the data are not gender-dis-
aggregated, given the feminization of migration, it is inferred that it includes wom-
en from Central America. Indeed, the yearbook confirms that there has been an 
increase in migrant Mexican women over the last ten years.7

In most statistics on migration, the specific motives and features of the female mi-
grant population remain invisible. And yet there is no doubt that women see gen-
der-based violence as one of the main reasons for migrating, along with the disen-
abling socio-economic model. In Mexico, the National Survey on the Dynamics of 
Domestic Relations (Endireh) demonstrated that 43.9% of teenagers over 15 years 
of age and women have been victims of violence by their partners at some point of 
their current or past relationships.8 In cases like these, fleeing is often the only op-
tion they have to protect their lives.9 

In all three countries, daily cases of femicide, reports of gender-based violence, and 
intrafamily violence reflect patriarchal societies that women find themselves having 
to escape. As Marcela Lagarde says, patriarchy is historically a space of masculine 
power that becomes embedded in the most diverse of social formations,10 where 
gender-based violence and corporate- and state-led structural violence clearly in-
teract. Women therefore are constrained when it comes to producing, accessing 
means of production, and controlling food production.11

In reality, the situation described above is mirrored in the legal frameworks of some 
countries: Under criminal law, women are punished and denied their autonomy to 
control and decide over their bodies. This negatively affects women’s sexual and re-
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productive health, as well as their nutritional wellbeing. Worth noting are the high 
levels of teenage pregnancies, bans on the contraceptive pill, and the criminaliza-
tion of abortion. Often, girls and teenagers suffer from stunted growth as a result of 
undernutrition, and in turn, their babies also suffer the same effect.12 And yet, ideas 
and practices that subjugate women usually place them in positions of responsi-
bility for the social reproduction of work, which includes taking care of household 
chores, caring for and feeding their families and dependents.13

THE FACE OF RURAL AND URBAN MIGRATION

When the subject of migration comes up, the role of women who are left behind – 
and usually bear the responsibility of providing and caring for their families – is ha-
bitually forgotten.14 It is worth highlighting that for every man that migrates, there 
is at least one woman who assumes the work and social role of the migrant.15 The 
women who stay behind have to guarantee their own food, as well as that of their 
daughters and sons. The migrant, it should be recalled, is in transit, and whilst the 
woman waits for the first remittance, she must maintain the family. Should the re-
mittance not arrive and/or the migrant not contact them, the situation is even more 
precarious. According to the Mexican Yearbook of Migration and Remittances,16 
only about 5% of migrants send remittances to their families. What’s more, many 
families take the risk of selling their land and become indebted in order to obtain 
the money that will enable them to migrate.17 This is why those who stay behind 
are not able to continue growing their own food. The burden they carry is not only 
social and economic in nature; the women who are left behind also suffer from the 
emotional and psychological consequences from separation, and the uncertainty of 
knowing whether the departing relative will achieve his objectives.

On many occasions, the women who stay behind take up the struggle, and create 
movements to counteract the structural causes of migration.18 They become agents 
of change and political actors vigorously defending food sovereignty, the human 
right to adequate food and nutrition, and other human rights. Though this aspect 
is positive, and their struggles are crucial, these women human rights defenders – 
from Mexico,19 Honduras, and Guatemala20 – face the difficulty of combining their 
struggles with traditional gender roles, as well as threats, attacks and other menac-
es for raising their voices. Women are also targets for gender-specific attacks, such 
as sexual violence and harassment. According to the United Nations Special Rap-
porteur on the situation of human rights defenders, in Honduras a total of 2,137 
assaults against women defenders were reported between 2016 and 2017, including 
serious attacks against life and physical integrity, a large amount of smear cam-
paigns, discrediting, and criminalization, as well as numerous threats and intimi-
dating acts. The most attacked are women who defend land and the rights of indig-
enous peoples. Furthermore, women’s rights defenders who accompany victims of 
domestic violence in complaints procedures and judicial processes in Honduras are 
regularly threatened with death and sexual violence.21

Statistical data is scarce, and they are not disaggregated, but it can be affirmed that 
internal migrants in Mexico,22 Guatemala and Honduras mostly come from rural 
areas and live under the poverty line or in extreme poverty. They migrate with the 
hope of improving their living conditions, and they move to the cities with the most 
rapid economic growth.23 Both men and women become maquila workers, farm 
workers, and service workers. If they don’t get a job, the only other option for them 
to get by is to become underemployed in the informal economy.24 In the case of ru-
ral, indigenous and peasant women, the large majority moves to the cities to take 



56 – RIGHT TO FOOD AND NUTRITION WATCH 

on badly paid or non-remunerated jobs in care, thus maintaining the gender roles 
assigned to them.25 Women migrating internally play an essential role in enabling 
urban women to access the labor market jointly with men, as they carry out the do-
mestic work and care that would otherwise limit their employer’s access to work.

BODIES IN MOVEMENT

In this context, we are assisting not only a surge in migration and its feminization, 
but also emerging new forms of migrating from Mexico, Guatemala and Honduras. 
One of the most striking – and a turning point – is the migrant caravans from Cen-
tral America to the USA. They started leaving Honduras in October 2018, and are an 
ongoing reality in 2019. One of the reasons why migrants decide to travel in groups 
is to potentially lower the dangers of organized crime, which beleaguered migrants 
travelling alone or in small groups.

Nevertheless, over the last few months there have been reports of missing migrants 
who were travelling in a caravan to the USA. In one case, according to the media, 22 
persons travelling by bus disappeared.26 In another similar case, 25 persons disap-
peared. There are no specific data on how many women disappeared. Nonetheless, 
Central American women who migrate face enormous risks on the road. They are 
frequently victims of theft, extortion, and because of their gender, sexual abuse. Six 
out of every ten women are raped, which is why some women take contraceptives 
weeks before they leave in order to avoid getting pregnant.27

On the journey north, women tend to assume the classic roles of care. They contin-
ue being mothers, they cook and look for food, as well as a place to sleep for them 
and their children.28 Access to food and drinks is generally limited, and women usu-
ally eat less in order to put their children first. It is not only those who stay or are 
in transit that face insurmountable hurdles to guarantee their right to food and nu-
trition, and their other human rights. When they reach their destiny, some women 
take on the ‘appropriate’ gender roles and care jobs, whilst others find employment 
in agriculture or factories. Support networks for migrants, networks of relatives 
or ‘fellow countrywomen’ are just as important as getting a job. For instance, in-
digenous communities from Guatemala tend to move to ‘neighborhoods’ or cities 
where they know for sure that they will find members from their communities back 
home.29 This is how different ethnic groups can come together in their new homes. 
This can be observed all the more so amongst indigenous communities than in 
non-indigenous ethnic groups, because when they arrive they often face the barrier 
of not speaking Spanish or English.

These networks are the first in helping women and men migrants to access food 
whilst they seek employment. The realization of the human rights, including the 
right to food and nutrition, of those who migrate without any support networks is 
much harder.

‘ TELL ME WHERE YOU MIGRATE TO, AND I ’LL TELL YOU WHAT YOU EAT ’

The migration phenomenon has numerous impacts on diets. When people migrate 
from rural to urban areas, the rapid pace of life and the cost of living in the city 
forces them to spend their income on ultra-processed, instant soups, canned food, 
fried food, ready-made meals, and soda. On their regular visits to their communi-
ties, they take with them these new consumption patterns, which are perceived to 
be a sign of success, leading thereby to a devaluing of local and traditional foods.

20	 For more information, please 
see: “Tendencia devastadora 
de crímenes contra defensores 
de derechos humanos en Gua-
temala: 18 este año, indica or-
ganización WOLA”. Available in 
Spanish at: elperiodico.com.gt/
nacion/2018/08/01/tendencia-dev-
astadora-de-crimenes-contra-defen-
sores-de-derechos-humanos-en-gua-
temala-18-este-ano-indica-organi-
zacion-wola/.

21	 UN Special rapporteur on the sit-
uation of human rights defend-
ers. Visita a Honduras. January 11, 
2019. pp. 10-13. Available in Span-
ish at: www.refworld.org.es/pd-
fid/5c63170d4.pdf.

22	 According to the Yearbook of Mi-
gration and Remittances of Mexi-
co: 5.2% of Mexicans who migrate 
to the USA – of which 3.2% are 
women – work in the primary sec-
tor (agriculture). 33.2% – 15,1% 
are women – work in the second-
ary sector (industry and manufac-
turing). The majority, 61.5% – of 
which 81,7% are women – work in 
the tertiary sector.See BBVA Ban-
comer Foundation, A.C. and Na-
tional Population Secretariat. Su-
pra Note 16. 

23	 In Honduras 48.7% are men and 
51.3% are women, according to 
municipal and departmental pop-
ulation projections by the National 
Institute of Statistics (2014), and a 
study on internal displacement by 
the Interinstitutional Comission 
for the protection of persons dis-
placed by violence. 

24	 Information from Sayda Tabora.* 
Supra note 6.

25	 Information from Anna Isern 
Sabrià.* February 18 and March 
7, 2019. 

26	 Urrutia, Alonso and Néstor Jimén-
ez. “Ya van dos autobuses secues-
trados como el de Tamaulipas: 
AMLO”. La Jornada, May 13, 2019. 
Available in Spanish at: www.jor-
nada.com.mx/ultimas/2019/03/12/
se-indaga-caso-de-autobus-de-tam-
aulipas-con-eu-y-centroamerica-am-
lo-5261.html.

27	 Information from Anna Isern 
Sabrià.* Supra note 25.

28	 Information from Marcos Arana 
Cedeño.* Supra note 15.

29	 Information from Anna Isern 
Sabrià.* Supra note 25.

30	 Information from Anna Isern 
Sabrià.* Supra note 25..

31	 Mexican women who live in the 
United States of America are prone 
to developing cardiovascular dis-
ease, linked to several risk factors, 
such as: a high intake of saturated 



  – 57

fats, hypertension and diabetes, 
amongst others. This is due to the 
intake of energy-dense foods (con-
centrated sugars and fat). See Are-
nas-Monreal, Luz et al.  “Cambios 
alimenticios en mujeres morelens-
es migrantes a Estados Unidos”. 
Salud Pública de México v. 55 n. 1 
(2013): 35-42. Available in Spanish 
at: www.saludpublica.mx/index.
php/spm/article/view/7186/9341.

32	 Migrants need medical atten-
tion mainly for physical pain and 
queasiness, headaches, recurring 
migraine, stomach ache, intes-
tinal discomfort, hypertension, 
vomiting, muscular pain, amenor-
rhea, ulcers, dermatitis, hair loss, 
chronic fatigue. Other food-relat-
ed health problems are diabetes 
and obesity. See Ceja Fernández, 
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Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, ASIES, 
Iniciativa Think Thank, Guatemala 
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es.
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119 countries. Available at: www.
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35	 See Global Hunger Index. The in-
equalities of hunger. International 
Food Policy Research Institute, 
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gerhilfe. Washington, DC / Dub-
lin / Bonn, 2017. Available at: 
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36	 See Reyes Pedraza, María Eugenia, 
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Téllez Castilla. “Impacto de la 
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Those who migrate to large highly populated cities in North America become fully 
immersed in a new food context, where it is more common to frequent fast food es-
tablishments,30 to eat only one meal a day, and to buy low-cost food items in order 
to be able to send monthly remittances back home. Several studies affirm that mi-
grants’ health deteriorates due to ultra-processed foods that are high in sugar and 
chemical additives. The most common health problems amongst migrants who 
have settled in the USA are cardiovascular disease,31 diabetes, and obesity.32

The impact of migration on dietary patterns can be felt at the individual and fami-
ly level. Some studies point out that remittances improve the standard of living of 
some families back in the home country,33 but many other families stop working the 
land and growing their own food once they have enough purchasing power to buy 
foods considered a sign of ‘prestige’. Thus, they go from suffering from hunger34 to 
suffering from malnutrition,35 as they increasingly consume ultra-processed foods, 
such as fortified cereals with vitamins and iron, but high in sugar. In this context, 
what seems to matter is the quantity, and the advertised added vitamins.

With higher incomes, families are increasingly exposed to services and technology; 
and the more technology there is, the more they are bombarded by the media.36 Ac-
cording to several authors, this aspect is directly linked to eating habits,37 especially 
amongst children, due to their daily exposure to advertising.

In this complex process that includes a higher purchasing power, the so-called ‘pal-
ate-hijacking’,38 its repercussions,39 and the bombardment with advertisements,40 
diet is more closely linked to the advertising industry,41 and to free trade agree-
ments,42 than to the nutritional value of food. Adequate food and nutrition stop 
being a human right, and simply become a mere meaningless act of eating the ad-
vertised food.

Nevertheless, there are also acts of resistance to preserve the ‘flavors from home’ at 
the place of destination, despite the fact that migrants, be it in their own countries 
or abroad, change their eating habits in accordance to their income and support 
networks, and despite the fact that their new environment pushes them to eat in-
dustrially produced food. In many cases, migrant women abroad are nostalgic for 
their own food, from their land, and they are the ones who try to replicate them.43 
Both men and women who live in a foreign country agree that what they miss the 
most, after their families, is their traditional food. After all, food is a fundamental 
part of identity.

Regarding the impacts on families, several organizational initiatives are raising 
awareness and warning about the effects of a poor diet, and reclaiming the right to 
adequate food and nutrition.44 Meanwhile, in the homes of families with migrant 
members – in their private sphere and everyday lives – women are generally the 
ones who are at the front line of all efforts towards good nutrition and food, and 
they are the ones resisting.

WE MIGRATE IN SPECIFIC CONDITIONS;  WE MIGRATE AS WOMEN

Many women migrate in order to be able to guarantee their right to a life free of vi-
olence, to realize the right to food and nutrition for themselves and their families. 
Women migrants want to be recognized as such (women who migrate),45 seeking 
to achieve the rights that the neoliberal system denies them, and that states do not 
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protect. Migration is a way of resisting the multiple forms of violence that they are 
subjected to in their countries of origin.

Whether they stay, or are in transit, or have managed to reach their destination, 
women pay the price for holding a certain place in society. But they are always active 
political actors and agents of change. There is evidence of the different forms of re-
sistance of Central American and Mexican women: they reorganize the household 
economic structure after the migration of a family head; they find ways to survive 
the dangerous journey to the USA, and the gender-based violence that torments 
them throughout.

Migration is, and has always been, a historical element of change in dietary pat-
terns, which influences both the places of origin and of destination. Food is still 
linked to women’s health and to their very identity. More statistical data and studies 
are necessary to analyze the specific conditions of women migrants: data need to 
be gathered and studied so as to gain a better understanding of the phenomenon 
overall. To this end, an exhaustive analysis must take into account the links be-
tween women’s human rights, food sovereignty, the right to food and nutrition, and 
migration in the context of globalization, and must use a gender lens that allows for 
an intersectional and structural study of this issue.



  – 59

W

IN BRIEF

This article sets out to render visible the reality of a growing female pop-
ulation who migrates from Honduras, Guatemala and Mexico to the USA, 
and the relation between the feminization of migration, and the viola-
tion of the human right to adequate food and nutrition. It analyzes the 
specific conditions in which women migrate, and why. For women, gen-
der-based violence is another fundamental reason to migrate, as well as 
the socio-economic model and structural violence. In this context, it is 
an uphill battle for women to access land and control food production. If 
the man migrates and the woman stays behind, she must guarantee food 
for herself and the family, in addition to assuming his social and family 
roles, and suffer the emotional and psychological impacts. If, on the con-
trary, the woman decides to migrate, she faces theft, extortion and sexual 
abuse on the road. Six out of every ten women who migrate are raped. 
Despite all these risks, women frequently assume the classic roles of care 
on the journey north; they fulfill their roles as mothers, cook, and seek 
food and a place to sleep with the children. Whether they stay or migrate, 
women are the first to feel the consequences of their rights being violat-
ed, including their right to food and nutrition. For this reason, it is often 
women who, in their private sphere and daily lives, are on the frontline of 
all efforts and acts of resistance for good food and nutrition.

KEY CONCEPTS

→→ The feminization of migration is related to both the socio-economic 
model and gender-based violence. 

→→ The human right to adequate food and nutrition is affected by an in-
crease in purchasing power in the homes of migrant families, and the 
bombardment with advertisements. 

→→ Migration is a historical element of dietary change. 

→→ Migration, food and nutrition are part of human rights. 

→→ Women’s resistance for a right to migrate and to feed themselves. 
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