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La Madre Espanola: An intercultural communications study of gender roles 

Introduction: 

This study takes a look at the communication practices and habits of a female as a part of 

a heterogeneous, retired couple in a Spanish household with respect to everyday tasks, most 

specifically around food and meal time. With field notes and detailed observation, trends emerge 

within the communication behavior of the subject studied both in terms of verbal and nonverbal 

communication practices. Understanding a historic background of the Spanish female is key to 

full comprehension of reasons behind communicative patterns within a household. With a 

literary review of intercultural communication theory, ethnographic studies under the context of 

European culture, a history of Spain regarding gender roles and perspectives and overall female 

identity development via communication patterns, this study provides an initial look at the 

factors that contribute to the communication practices that occur within the context of a Spanish 

household. To better understand the motivations of the Spanish woman as a collective, more 

studies would have to be done to make a general rule of these findings.  

The purpose of this study is to examine the ways in which gender roles among native 

Spaniards influence the perceived identity of subjects in a domestic setting. This study allows 

readers to understand cultural communication codes in Spain and the traditional roles females 

and males play in the household, relative to communication codes based on gender within one’s 

own culture. To better understand the cultural communication codes and styles of a culture, it 

helps to identify how one’s own culture uses communication and whether that manner of 

communicating is effective or not. How humans believe they are being perceived by others is a 

reflection of their personal identity. By analyzing observations made within a Spanish household 

during meals, the data collected explains how the communication codes between a man and a 

woman define their identities within the cultural constructs of a Spanish home.  

Literature Review 

Theory 

Speech Codes Theory according to Philipsen is a way to understand a culture based on 

others´actions.  “…what one can learn about a locally distinctive cultural code of communicative 

conduct can be found expressed in the communicative conduct of the people whose speech one is 

trying to comprehend” (Philipsen, 2010). His theory can be applied to my study based on my 

own personal attempt at understanding my host mom´s communicative efforts. The way she 

chose to speak and express a message to me influenced my formation of a cultural code. This 

cultural code was defined as I continued to pick up on trends and overall habits of my host mom 

based on my consistent observations of her at meal times. Upon doing research regarding 

cultural codes, I realized that there are endless components and I would need to narrow my 

focus. My study centers around gender roles within a Spanish cultural context and how culture 

plays a part in expressing one’s own identity and power. 
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To adequately understand how communicative acts take place, it’s integral that we define 

what Goldsmith and Baxter (1996) call the basic building block of speech. A speech event is a 

definitive moment of communicative relations in which those who participate gain something. 

(Goldsmith & Baxter, 1996). A speech event typically has an identified end result or goal, 

yielding the subject to take specific communicative measure to elicit a desired response. 

Relationships can be defined based on the nature of a speech event and the end goals the actors 

are trying to achieve. For example, the speech event “deciding to ask for directions” would differ 

between two friends versus a married couple. Speech events and associated goals can differ 

depending on the genders of the participants. Because men and women differ in identity, they 

also differ in what outcomes they expect in a given speech event, thus changing perceptions and 

ultimately the end result.  

The Discourse Historical Appraoch is a theory that addresses power, genre and context of 

which I will focus on power. Wodak’s (2012) discussion of power among communicative 

interactions can be applied to how one identifies oneself within a given situation. This question 

of power relates to exchanges among those who take on both male and female heads of the 

household in Spain. “more powerful players… emphasize their positions while simultaneously 

influencing the overall visions and ideas communicated within given organizations” (Wodak, 

Krzyzanowski & Forchtner, 2012). Wodak’s findings apply to organizational communication but 

in this case, the organization is a family.The power is specifically divided based on the 

expectations defined by cultural and social norms.  

Lauring sites Bourdiu to further explain how individuals distinguish themselves relative 

to others in with whom they will be interacting. While Lauring’s commentary is based on an 

organizational communication perspective, this applies to gender roles defined within a foreign 

household because of how each person takes on a specific role. “As Bourdieu (2004) argues, 

‘those aspiring to or holding a position may have an interest in redefining it in such a way that it 

cannot be occupied by anyone other than the possessors of properties identical to their own’” 

(Lauring, 2011). In the Spanish household context, the position one holds is assumed based on 

familial roles that are defined by cultural norms. Females take on the more domestic role as the 

mother, assuming responsibility over particular aspects that will further be identified in gender 

role discussion. The positions with which family members identify are a result of the 

expectations set by cultural norms. Individuals’ communicative acts are carried out because of 

one’s own desire to fulfill the expectation by fellow family members. The female holds her role 

in the household, assuming that no one else will identify with her same role. Communicative acts 

reflect this possession through both verbal and nonverbal practices. The amount and content of 

communication is a clear indicator of power as compared to that of the male head of the 

household.  

The individual who holds the power in a Spanish household is clearly indicated based on 

a dissemination of opinions and ideas. According to Wodak’s findings, “more powerful 

players… emphasize their positions while simultaneously influencing the overall visions and 

ideas communicated within given organizations” (Wodak, 2012). Once again, in this situation 

the organization is the family structure. Observations of individuals with respect to power they 
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express through communicative acts identify how culture plays a role in the delineation of power 

between male and females in Spain.  

According to Lauring, “culture has often been described as creating differences in the 

way messages are sent and received.” (Lauring, 2011). Messages can be either verbal or 

nonverbal and are telling of power structures within a certain environment. With respect to an 

American student observing the communication practices of a Spanish household, it is possible 

that misunderstandings arise because of a difference of cultural norms. According to Lauring, 

“intercultural communication is hindered when signs are not recognized because individuals are 

using values and norms of one culture to explain the behavior of individuals from another” 

(Lauring, 2011). Certain cultural aspects may interfere with effective communication because of 

a lack of understanding. With the incongruence of cultures, behaviors are misunderstood, putting 

a barrier to full comprehension of cultural communication. It is important to keep this frame of 

reference while observing any findings within this study.    

Culture 

Defining gender or sex as a factor of culture is important to identify how a society 

interprets certain norms and what associations individuals have given gender expectations. 

Gender roles differ based on the context in which individuals are place. According to Borisoff 

and Hahn, “the "standards" for communicative behavior in these public and private domains 

have decidedly privileged whichever sex has been culturally assigned primary responsibility for 

each particular environment” (Borisoff & Hahn, 2004). In the case of this study, the environment 

is the household, specifically the kitchen. With traditional gender roles in place, responsibility is 

assigned to the female and thus her identity takes on that role. The male identity also reflects that 

given his expectations that exist because of cultural norms.  

The bi-polar spectrum to define male versus female behaviors and practices can be 

especially applied to an intercultural context within the framework of a historically gender 

separated country like Spain. The stereotypical identities of males and females exist based on the 

barriers that exist because of historical aspects to a culture. The ‘standards’ of communicative 

behavior, so called by Borisoff and Hahn, exist and change based on a given environment. For 

example, as the female of the household, Cristina has a stereotyped standard that has been 

assigned based on tradition and a historical context that dictates expectations. Not only do these 

expectations come from society and the general public, but they are reinforced within Cristina’s 

own identity as an obligatory trait to carry out a role as nurturer and provider of food. The male’s 

expectation of a woman in the household comes from a historical viewpoint. One of the man 

standards expected of a Spanish female is proven via Borisoff and Hahn’s study. According to a 

study by Solé, Parella and Arendal as cited by Martinez et. al., “being a mother means dedicating 

herself to caring for her children, with an intense emotional and temporal involvement, 

sacrificing or putting aside her own desires and interests “ (Martinez, Carrasco, Aza, Blanco 

&Espinar, 2011). The expectation that a woman holds the above responsibilities is portrayed via 
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communicative patterns that are important to observe. This is telling of how individuals form 

their own identities and how those identities are a factor within marital relationships.  

This concept of providing food as a Spanish mother can be paralleled to a mother´s 

primitive role to provide nourishment for infants. While this situation did not display a biological 

maternal relationship, the given circumstances provide a pseudo parent-child relationship that 

precipitated comparable results. However, cultural aspect of the dichotomy found between a 

male and female´s role within a Spanish household extends beyond the primitive roles assumed 

by mother and father. The cultural norms observed exist as a part of a historical context based on 

the history of Spain and the element of feminism or lack thereof over time.   

Spanish Feminism and History 

It’s important to understand the historical context in which this culture in embedded. 

According to Borisoff and Hahn (1995), culture is assigned based on a given environment. This 

is particularly evident in the Spanish culture with respect to gender and the roles males and 

females take on within a household (Borisoff & Hahn, 1995). The environment is traditional as 

proven by a handful of opinions found via observational studies and interviews. According to 

Treas and Widmer as cited by Martinez et. al, when discussing a study about opinions Spaniards 

have regarding females in the work force, there was a “strong preference that women with 

children should stay home” (Martinez, Carrasco, Aza, Blanco &Espinar, 2011). Within the same 

study, “woman’s work is considered optional and the reconciliation of family life and job is 

considered her responsibility” and “family must come before work”. This perspective is a result 

of the Francoism that persisted until 1975 and the traditional role females were ´meant´ to hold 

by being confined to control one aspect of the household. The dictator Fernando Franco 

maintained that females were inferior to males socially and therefore all laws and practices 

reflected that attitude until relatively recently.  According to Enders and Radcliff and their 

classification of gender roles as defined by participation in the workforce, “by de-legitimizing or 

denying the role of women in extra-domestic work while correspondingly stressing their 

domestic duties, dominant ideas underpinned a rigid gender hierarchy and acted as a strong 

constraint on female participation in the public arena” (Enders & Radcliff, 1999). Women were 

confined to the maternal aspect of the family and household therefore causing them to take great 

pride in the very little they could control. According to Martinez et. al.,  “This maternal role is 

typified by the idea that the mother is the central figure, the person who can better understand 

and meet the child’s needs and who should be willing to set her desires and needs aside in order 

to attend the child” (Martinez, Carrasco, Aza, Blanco &Espinar, 2011). Regardless of how well a 

woman is able to fulfill this role, it is her responsibility to carry out these duties according to 

Spanish culture.  

With a specific approach to acting in a defined way as a part of one’s gender, Sullivan as 

cited by Pink defines “doing gender” with respect to being conscious of one’s gender. “People 

recognize ‘rights based on information from the wider society’ and actively generate these in 
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social interaction.” (Pink, 2003). The rights one feels they have based on how he or she identifies 

within their given household environment is an expression of how one believes they should act 

within a given society. Based on the cultural context, doing gender in Spain would be 

dramatically different from doing gender in any other country. With the historical context and 

given societal norms, females take on traditional domestic roles whereas men hold the dominant 

title of the household. These society-based roles are a key factor in how individuals create their 

identities and how they view their own power in a relationship.  

Defining Identity 

Identity is expressed through verbal and nonverbal communicative acts. By continuing 

certain habits, identity is formed both of oneself as well as the identity others perceive during 

interactions. “With respect to the assumption of uniqueness, ‘communication’ functions as the 

‘how’ of self, as the way to create and sustain a sense of personal identity by having it validated 

by another person” (Katriel & Philipsen, 1981). This validation is a key component to how 

expectations are formed. If one carries out a communicative act in a given environment and 

situation, the next time similar circumstances occur, those same responses will be expected. By 

continuing to fulfill expectations others have based on a particular displayed identity, validation 

occurs therefore setting a precedent. This perpetuates a given identity and maintains 

communicative acts because of the expectation that has been set.  

 

Self-identity can be defined as the view one has of oneself. According to Katriel and 

Philipsen (1981), “concern with self-definition and self-validation is expressed as concern over 

one's own quality as a communicator.” (Katriel & Philipsen, 1981). Identity is an integral part to 

how one chooses to communicate especially with those with whom we live. The expectation of 

communication performance by a significant other can be influenced by the assumption of 

identity. When one’s self-identity isn’t congruent with perceived identity of a spouse, 

communication practices suffer and are therefore less effective.  

In a study done on gender and speech events, Philpsen (1975) states that “the participants 

in a speaking situation should be matched on such identity attributes such as age, sex….” 

(Philipsen, 1975) when looking to form a symmetrical social identity relationship. Philipsen’s 

study observed the male’s manner of expressing communicative power in given speech events. 

His findings indicate that men don’t always use speech to express power because “speaking is 

disapproved as a dominant means of self-presentation” (Philipsen, 1975).  Other ways of 

asserting power add credibility to the source. Viewing the male as the one to hold economic 

power in a household has nothing to do with speech according to Philipsen’s findings. Thus there 

are other ways of maintaining a certain superior role aside from verbal communicative acts.  

Expressing identity occurs through social interaction and can change based on a given 

cultural setting. Theories within communication gender roles and identity lie within the context 

of how identities are understood. According to Jung and Hecht (2004), “one cannot examine a 

person’s gender identity without considering how society defines gender roles or how others 

view a person as a man or a woman” (Jung & Hecht, 2004). There is no such thing as an identity 

without attention to gender. Every culture has a component of gender roles and expectations. 
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When perceiving someone’s identity, one must take into account their own perspective in 

addition to the history and culture from which the subject comes. Social norms are the basis for 

gender identity and an ignorance of expectations would result in an inability to fully understand a 

subject’s identity.  

According to Jung and Hecht (2004), a personal-enacted identity gap is when “an 

individual’s expressed identities in communication can be different from his or her self-views” 

(Jung & Hecht, 2004).  This discrepancy is potentially harmful with respect to effective 

communication between two people from different cultural backgrounds. An American and 

Spaniard have different ideas of what is considered “normal” during communication. How one 

views oneself during communicative acts versus how one is perceived can also differ. Between 

differing genders, cultures and perceptions of self, there are numerous ways in which 

communicative acts can be misinterpreted leading to a misunderstanding of culture.  

The phenomenon of gender relationships among Spanish households is a product of how 

humans identify themselves as an individual, then as part of a familial construct. Spanish 

families differ from American families in the fundamental roles each spouse holds as a result of 

gender. This importance of this difference lies in understanding how identities differ with respect 

to holding power through communicative acts. This study attempts address the following 

research questions:  

While the kitchen is typically the place where females hold the most power in the 

Spanish household, in what ways are females subordinated in the kitchen? In what 

ways do males express and maintain power in speech events within a Spanish 

household during meal times? How does maternal identity affect gender roles in 

speech events? To what extent does cultural history play a role in power 

differentiation between males and females? 

With analysis of observations, we can find answers to these questions. By identifying 

how genders differ within the household, we can further understand how the definition of gender 

identities plays a role in communicative acts.  

Methods 

My observations and data collection of a wife in a Spanish household was prompted by 

my study abroad experience in Toledo, Spain. Over the course of three and a half months, I lived 

with Cristina, 62, and Pepe, 63. Both are native Spanish speakers. Pepe is a retired technology 

engineer but Cristina never worked. Cristina is from a town outside of Seville, Spain while Pepe 

is from Toledo. As a couple, they have lived in other countries because of Pepe’s job but they 

have been in Toledo for over 20 years.  

As meal times are considered a large part of social interaction among the Spanish culture, 

I observed communication within the family setting mostly during lunch, the central meal of the 



7 

 

day in Spain. I interacted and participated in conversation while making mental notes of trends 

and habits that were consistent over time. I watched Cristina serve food, noting who she 

prioritized given specific situations. I noted how both Cristina and Pepe interacted, what 

instances prompted verbal and nonverbal exchanges and what components of their identities 

were most evident in given speech events. I paid attention to repetitive patterns in terms of 

gestures and habits with respect to expectations one spouse had of the other. I took special note 

of what changes occurred given differing circumstances especially with regard to added 

participants within speech events. I recorded my observations after meals, describing specific 

scenarios and situations, including translations of quotes and taking note of non-verbal 

communication patterns. I was able to observe the clear distinction between gender roles based 

on both verbal and non-verbal communication patterns. While this scenario is specific to a 

retired-aged Spanish married couple, we can draw conclusions about communicative patterns 

among Spanish men and women in general when it comes to dining. As opposed to interviewing, 

I chose to make my observations in more of a raw manner so as not to influence any behavior 

with my observational perspective. My results are therefore more authentic leading to legitimate 

findings.  

Observations (appendix)  

Starting from my initial impression of my host family, Cristina had control over all 

domestic aspects of the household while Pepe took on the male role of solving more technical 

problems. Cristina asked me about my food preferences, showed me around the house and 

assumed responsibility of me, making sure that I was aware that if there was any issue, I was to 

come to her. When I needed help to hook up the internet, Cristina directed me to Pepe. Cristina 

said that he handles anything technological in the house because she doesn’t understand it.  

Spain is known for its traditional society with respect to gender roles and familial 

environments. This stereotype is validated within my study, as Cristina and Pepe have distinctly 

different responsibilities when it comes to household labor. During the initial tour of the house, 

Pepe pointed out the laundry room as Cristina´s “´office”.  In another discussion among only 

females, Cristina mentioned that all men are lazy and unable to multitask; while she may cook 

multiple meals, clean the house and do the shopping in one day, Cristina mentioned that Pepe 

does nothing but lie on the couch and watch TV without any concern. In discourse regarding one 

another, they clearly have identified roles within their relationship and have opinions about said 

roles. This is a common structure for Spanish families with parents in their 60s because of the 

historical context.  

Cristina and Pepe lived a majority of their lives in Spain as a dictatorship under Francisco 

Franco. Given Franco´s strict traditional ideals and influence of the Catholic Church, women 

were subordinated within households because of the patriarchal driven political views that were 

fervent throughout his reign. While other nations were becoming more modernized and the idea 

of gender equality was more present, Spain´s dictatorship prevented it from progressing to a 
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more modern society, therefore causing individuals´ perceptions of gender roles to persist. 

Individuals´ identities were thus affected because of Franco´s maintenance of power until 1975.  

Initially, there were a lot of communication barriers because I was still getting used to the 

new constant use of Spanish to communicate. Cristina spoke much more slowly when discussing 

things with me than when she addressed her husband. During meal times, Cristina explained 

every aspect of the food she prepared and expressed pride for her cooking. She consistently 

spoke about Spain’s fresh produce and its superior quality of food. There were multiple times 

when Cristina told me that the president of United States has a Spanish chef because the 

Mediterranean diet is considered the healthiest in the world. Whenever Cristina introduced a new 

food, she would point out to me its nutritional benefits and how it was fresh because everything 

they eat here is grown in Spain. This typically led to a discussion of how the weather in Spain is 

some of the best in the world which is why it is such a popular tourist location. Cristina’s 

comments regarding Spain were overwhelmingly more present than Pepe’s, indicating pride a 

woman feels for her culture, or at least a need to express a certain ownership. 

The Spanish woman expresses pride for her country in a passionate and emotional way. 

The way a Spanish woman conducts herself communicatively is an expression of identity both as 

a female and as a Spaniard. She uses communication to express her role in the household which 

is often times more submissive to that of the male. For example, upon observing Cristina serving 

food to Pepe, she held the plate to her husband and told him exactly which piece of fish to take. 

Clearly it is her role to feed the rest of the family members. Pepe’s response in following her 

direction fulfills the expectation that the female is aware of what is best in terms of food. The 

male has specific expectations which can be viewed through a combination of verbal and non-

verbal communication measures. Pepe’s expectation is that Cristina will provide. There is no 

element of gratitude or appreciation. Pepe states what he wants and Cristina delivers. For 

example, Pepe sits down and Cristina asks whether he wants tomato or olive oil on his toast for 

breakfast. He says olive oil without moving his eyes from the TV. He does not say thank you 

when she brings the food and she doesn’t seem to expect any sort of appreciation. This 

interaction typically occurs without eye contact, making clear that this is the social 

communicative norm.  

Spanish females use their hands when speaking to express their point of view. A stronger 

feeling evokes more hand motions and more forceful facial expressions to express a more 

powerful opinion. This was observed in both positive and negative scenarios. Many discussions 

revolved around politics and opinions of the government. The overall trend seemed to be 

negative with regard to this subject. Cristina felt the need to compare her country to the United 

States to prove to me the legitimacy of her opinion.  

Overall, the Spanish woman has something of a competitive nature when discussing 

cultural differences. This may be a result of the fact that I, as an American student, am living 

there as her Spanish ‘daughter’. Cristina may have emphasized the relativity of cultures to give 
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me a perspective of Spanish culture in a way that I could understand. This also brought out a lot 

of pride for her country. Most of the competitive discussion comes with respect to food. Cristina 

feels the need to defend her food and prove that her cooking is superior to any other country. She 

has made a point multiple times to say that the White House has a Spanish chef running the 

kitchen because Mediterranean food is considered the healthiest diet in the world. 

When Cristina and Pepe host an extended family lunch, they take on parental roles 

regardless of the fact that their two children are close to 40. Cristina rarely sits down and eats; 

she openly stated that she prefers to serve the food. Cristina usually serves the males at the table 

first because they get the biggest pieces of meat. When I offer to help she declines. If I get up, I 

am scolded to sit down and she asks me what I needs. As time went on throughout my three and 

a half months here, Cristina was more willing to let me help with household chores such as doing 

the dishes. She always commented on anything I did to help her, as if it was abnormal to assist.  

This aspect of her cultural identity was portrayed by constantly asking if I had enough 

food, when was the last time I ate, if I was hungry, and suggesting that I bring food along with 

me when I left the house. If I denied the food, she would comment “you never eat anything!” or 

she would continue to try and persuade me by explaining the food´s health benefits. 

Their two grandchildren, Sarah age 17 and Pablo age 12, are treated as their children. 

Cristina and Pepe ask about their grades and express how important school is. Cristina asks her 

daughter, Laura, about her health condition and suggests diet tips to help with her anemia. Laura 

is 40 and regardless of how much she tells her mom that she has been checked by a doctor and is 

considered healthy, Cristina insists on giving her opinion and telling Laura what to eat. Cristina 

also asks Pablo how he has been eating. Cristina is not satisfied with Pablo’s lack of nutrition 

and begins to raise her voice, insisting that Pablo continue to finish all the food on his plate 

because he doesn’t eat enough. Pablo doesn’t get a chance to comment but he gets upset, feeling 

attacked by both his mother and grandmother. He makes a comment about his mom not having 

perfect health even though she eats healthy food so why should it matter. Cristina’s use of 

nonverbal communication increases as she points her finger at Pablo and scolds him because he 

is too young and doesn’t know any better. Cristina also comments to Laura that she needs to be 

feeding her son better. Pepe comments that if Pablo wants to play soccer and be active, he needs 

to eat healthily but that comment goes unnoticed. Cristina clearly has jurisdiction over the 

conversation because of how she identifies as the maternal figure of both her daughter and her 

grandchildren. 

With respect to expressing gratitude, Pepe rarely said thank you when Cristina served 

him food. She always asked his preferences. If she served something he did not like, he 

expressed his opinion, requested something different, and Cristina complied without contest. Her 

priority is very clearly to make those she serves happy. If Pepe is missing something on the table, 

he said “Cristi, bring me mayonnaise” or “Where is the bread?”. Cristina responds by stopping 
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whatever it is she is doing and hands him what he needs, saying “take it”. There is no element of 

manners, just the providing and accepting without eye contact.  

The various speech events shed light on the relationships formed within the Spanish 

household and the identities that each individual expressed. The perception of identities was 

displayed through expectations that one had for another. By analyzing my findings and wedding 

the concepts behind the theories in my literary review, I was able to draw certain conclusions 

about how power is expressed within given communicative acts and speech events. While this 

was not the focus of my study, I also could identify distinct cultural differences based on my own 

relative perspective, making certain components of culture more salient and easily observable.  

Coding 

Meaningful categories came about by discovering what trends came up multiple times. 

Because food is such a large aspect of culture, that was important to focus on. I paid attention to 

the things that were cultural shocks because of my relative perspective as an American student. 

The more I was surprised by something, the more I realized how different that aspect must be to 

what I am used to. A majority of my findings with regards to food was the different roles males 

and females play during meal times. As a student taking other classes here in Spain, I learned a 

lot of Spanish history which also played a role in my decision to study gender roles during meal 

times. The traditional history of Spain and the relatively recent transition from a dictatorship to a 

democracy is a key component to understanding the context under which gender relationships 

are formed, especially for a couple who experienced life under both the dictatorship as well as 

the current democracy. By outlining distinct research questions, I used my observations to 

analyze specific speech events that yielded answers to the questions that guided my study.  

Results  

While the kitchen is typically the place where females hold the most power in the Spanish 

household, in what ways are females subordinated in the kitchen? 

Females take on more responsibility to communicate than males based on the difference 

between the amount of active communication females do as opposed to males. Women are more 

expressive during meal times because they take place in the kitchen. Since I acted as the 

“daughter” of the household, Cristina took responsibility over me which she clearly expressed 

through food. She constantly asked my food preferences, commented on how delicious her 

cooking was, asked if I liked what she was serving, told me what food she planned to make and 

pushed me to eat more while explaining the nutritional value. This obsession with food is a result 

of a Spanish woman’s identity as provider of nourishment. Cristina feels the responsibility to 

make sure I am eating well and therefore she feels validated when I respond to her questions. 

Cristina also takes responsibility for her husband’s health and well-being but communicated in a 

less direct way. When Cristina spoke to me, she always made eye contact. This is typically not 

the case when she addressed her husband at meal time. In one example, Cristina asked if he 
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wanted “sauce” which is actually mayonnaise. He said “yes”. She brought it to him from behind 

him and she said “take it”. He reaches behind him and grabs it without making eye contact or 

saying thank you. He put the mayonnaise atop his salad, put the cap back on, and held out the jar 

behind him suggesting that she take it back. When he realized she was not there to grab it, he 

said “Cristi, take it” She came to him without a word and took it out of his hand to put back in 

the refrigerator. These nonverbal and verbal cues show that women have control over the 

kitchen. At the same time, males’ expectations yield women to be subordinated among this 

environment. Pepe’s demanding request speaks to his identity as the deserving superior power. 

Cristina’s conformity to this request lessens the power with which she can identify. The lack of 

eye contact during this speech event could mean that this exchange is not uncommon or even 

habitual. Males hold expectations that the female will provide what he needs. The female 

abandons whatever power she had as controller of the food when she succumbs to the male’s 

demand. 

In what ways do males express and maintain power in speech events within a Spanish 

household during meal times? 

In another example, Cristina was serving the food at the kitchen table. The TV was on but 

Cristina was blocking Pepe’s view of the program. Pepe used his hand to push Cristina out of the 

way by slightly touching her arm and saying “move.” Cristina moved out of the way without 

saying anything. There was no eye contact. This nearly non-verbal exchange is telling of the 

inferior and superior roles in the kitchen. Cristina holds the power because she controls the food 

but Pepe showed his jurisdiction over Cristina with his physical and verbal request that she 

move. By responding to his request, she validated what he said, proving that there is likelihood 

that a similar situation has happened before and will happen in the future, thus perpetuating their 

gender identities. Cristina accepted her inferior gender identity at this point based on her lack of 

response. This speech event is an example of Philipsen’s application in his study of males in 

Teamsterville (1975). With his discussion of males using other ways to express power aside from 

speech, Pepe’s physical actions that portrayed a dominant role and the Cristina’s passive reaction 

is an example of Pepe’s ability to express power without verbal communication.  

How does maternal identity affect gender roles in speech events? 

Communicative power seemed to be subject based. When I had a cold and both Cristina 

and Pepe were trying to diagnose the problem and suggest remedies, Pepe recommended a glass 

of hot milk. Cristina immediately interrupted and forcefully expressed that it was a bad idea. In 

this situation, Cristina had the power because she identifies with being the mother, the one to 

solve problems with respect to the children. Pepe accepted Cristina’s rejection of his idea 

because he does not self-identify with that role because it is not a part of typical Spanish culture. 

In this sense, Cristina’s identity was validated because Pepe accepted the fact that she knew 

better how to address the situation. Because there are far fewer times when Cristina can assume 

the power given the traditional context of the Spanish household, she becomes possessive of the 
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fact that she has jurisdiction over Pepe in this subject. Her maternal identity is validated and thus 

strengthened. Bourdieu as cited by Lauring (2011) contends that when someone holds a specific 

position, that person, in this case Cristina, will have an overwhelming desire to continue to play 

that role. The role with which she identifies is maternal as the female head of the household. 

Because Pepe cannot assume the role as mother, Cristina uses her authority to express her power 

in this speech event, thus further showing her maternal identity.  

Cristina’s self-identification is based on the role she believes she should play as 

housewife and mother. Her self-identity is based on the social and cultural norms that have been 

set due to a historical context of traditional gender roles in Spain. She accepts her self-identity 

based on how she communicates in the kitchen during meal time both to her husband and to me, 

her pseudo-child. There were many instances when my interpretation of her communicative 

messages were understood in a way that was not congruent with her intended message. For 

example, when I didn’t finish all of my food, she would raise her voice and point her finger at 

me, saying “you never eat anything!” While her message internally was, “I hope she is being 

nourished with the food I am providing,” my interpretation as an American was far different. My 

perception of her was that she was angry with me and that I was offending her by not eating all 

of her food. I had feelings of inadequacy that I made her upset. Because food is such a 

fundamental aspect of the culture here, part of Cristina’s identity is portrayed through her food. 

My intention was not to offend. My perception of her identity in that moment was that she was 

angry but her self-perception was that she was being caring and showing affection. The 

incongruence in identity perception can create a miscommunication according to Jung and Hecht 

(2004). Because of my foreign expectations of a female head of the household, my response did 

not validate Cristina’s identity. Typically, her identity as a mother and housewife is expressed 

via communicative acts during speech events at meal times. My response did not validate 

Cristina’s identity that expresses caring and nurturing emotions by way of scolding. Her gender 

identity was therefore jeopardized because she is used to a specific response. When a parallel 

situation arose for Cristina, her affected gender identity may have caused a change in approach. 

The discrepancy between self-identity and the identity others perceive has the ability to affect 

how power is divided within households and how speech events are carried out. This difference 

has the potential to cause problems interculturally. With an understanding of these cultural 

identities and differences in communication, it is easier to be more accepting of variances.  

To what extent does cultural history play a role in power differentiation between males 

and females? 

Spanish culture on the whole is relatively traditional based on history and a perpetuation 

of cultural norms that reflect the traditional society. Females are overall more expressive by 

verbally and nonverbally because they lack power in other respects of culture. They don’t have 

jurisdiction over other aspects of culture and therefore take advantage of the realms in which 

they do hold power, mainly the kitchen. Based on the literary review, females weren’t given the 

opportunity to work outside the home, thus confining them to holding on to power where they 
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could find it. According to Enders and Radcliff (1999), a female’s inability to enter the 

workforce because of the traditional ideals that existed during the reign of Franco, women 

weren’t allowed to have any power other than jurisdiction over the kitchen, meals and children. 

With my observations primarily in the meal time setting, I viewed moments of complex 

interactions where power structures were challenged because of the exceptional environment. In 

most other aspects of culture that I’ve noticed during my time here, males are far more dominant. 

When it comes to food and child-rearing, the females seemingly maintain the power. However, 

based on my experience, females cater to the males as the head of the household. This 

conformity to the male’s ideals is one way that males have the power without necessarily 

demonstrating it in verbally communicative acts. Franco’s assignment of males as the 

breadwinner gives the male the ultimate power over the woman, while the kitchen may be 

considered her so-called domain (Enders & Radcliff, 1999). The complexity of these gender 

relations and identity shifts within the Spanish culture merit further study because of the 

limitations of my experience. With access to observation of only one family environment, I only 

recorded one specific scenario. This study provides a general overview and a key base point to 

further observations of this specific cultural phenomenon.  

In this situation observing an older couple, traditional habits and practices have been in 

place for them over their 40 years of marriage. Because of these circumstances, they have a clear 

understanding of their own identities and they accept the identity of their spouse because of 

expectations that have been fulfilled over time.  

Potential point: maybe women talk more because they believe they can achieve more power this 

way but males subconsciously know that they can maintain power within the household without 

using speech but other ways.  

Discussion: 

While the kitchen is typically the place where females hold the most power in the 

Spanish household, in what ways are females subordinated in the kitchen? In what 

ways do males express and maintain power in speech events within a Spanish 

household during meal times? How does maternal identity affect gender roles in 

speech events? To what extent does cultural history play a role in power 

differentiation between males and females? 

 

Personal Conclusion: Communication via suggestions and recommendations about what is 

considered “best” for child is a way to demonstrate affection. It often times can come off as 

forceful or abrasive. Based on history, this is the only real control females have had over those 

for whom they care. The absence of financial power and overall sentiment of subordination that 

females have experienced in Spain historically contributes to the communication habits.  
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Potential Error: Since I only focused on one specific experience within one household, the 

conclusions I have drawn are confined to a very specific subset of the Spanish culture. The 

perspective I received is unique to my experience as a nonnative Spanish speaking American 

student, living with a retired Spanish couple. Because of my specific demographic and Cristina 

and Pepe´s perspective as an older couple, our communicative interactions may have been 

influenced because of cultural and/or language barriers. Also, my perceptions as an American 

have influenced what observations I find interesting or different because of my relative 

perspective. My cultural observations came from a basis of comparison to the United States 

cultural norms. There are likely aspects to the Spanish culture that are similar to American 

culture that I could not see because of a lack of relativity.  

Communication also could have been affected based on my presence as an American study 

abroad student. Meal time conversations could have been altered, interactions between me and 

each of my host parents likely influenced the communication between them as a couple, and the 

priorities of everyday life were shifted because I was there. Topics of conversation were directed 

toward me and revolved around explanations of new cultural aspects. In the event of 

miscommunication, there were instances when further explanation of vocabulary was required. 

All of these factors had the potential to change the discourse of any and all speech events 

observed.  

I observe meal time which takes place in the kitchen. This is a space that is traditionally 

inhabited by women; it’s a place where females are typically comfortable. This could lead to an 

inaccurate portrayal of how frequently males versus females speak given the very specific 

environment.  


