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The aim of the research we present in this article is to offer a general overview of
the situation in the Basque Country concerning gender equality/inequality among
young people. This paper is based on qualitative research conducted with young
Basque people (15-30 years old). In the first part, a portrait of the young Basque
population is presented with regard to formal equality and changes occurring in
Spanish and Basque society over the last three decades, as well as a brief review of
youth studies focusing on gender analysis. In the second part, the main results of
this research are outlined, following three main lines of enquiry in relation to the
maintenance or transformation of asymmetrical gender models: continuities, con-
flicts and ruptures.
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En  este  artículo  ofrecemos  un  diagnóstico  general  sobre  la  situación  de
igualdad/desigualdad de género entre la juventud vasca. El artículo está basado en
una investigación cualitativa llevada a cabo con jóvenes vascas/os de entre 15 y 30
años. En la primera parte se abordan dos aspectos. Inicialmente, se hace un retrato
de la población vasca joven en relación a la igualdad formal y a los cambios ocu-
rridos tanto en la sociedad española como en la vasca en las tres últimas décadas.
A continuación, se realiza una breve revisión de los estudios sobre juventud focali-
zando en el análisis de las relaciones de género. En la segunda parte del texto, se
comentarán  los  principales  resultados  obtenidos  en  el  estudio,  ordenados  de
acuerdo a tres grandes apartados relacionados con el mantenimiento o transfor-
mación de modelos desiguales de género; esto es, incidiendo en las continuidades,
los conflictos y las rupturas.

Esteban Galarza, Mari Luz; Hernández García, Jone Miren & Imaz Martínez, Elixabete (2017). Equality and gender 
amongst young Basque people: A crossroads of continuities, conflicts and ruptures. Athenea Digital, 17(2), 31-55. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.5565/rev/athenea.1675

Introduction

The objective of the research we present in this article is to identify and analyse con-
tinuities, conflicts and ruptures regarding gender among Basque youth,2 continuities,
conflicts and ruptures that, in our view, are directly related to legislative, institutional,

1 This article has been translated by Beatriz Moral and Cameron Watson and corrected by Margaret Bullen. We
would like to thank them for translating and revising this text.

2 The research project “Continuities, conflicts and ruptures concerning inequality: gender relations and body and
emotional  practices  among Basque  youth”, was  funded  by  the  Spanish Ministry  of  Science  and  Innovation
(MICINN) (FEM2009-07679, FEME) and the University of the Basque Country (UPV/EHU) (EHU09/32) during the
period 2010-2012.  Mari  Luz Esteban Galarza was the principle investigator of  the project  in  which Jone M.
Hernández García and Elixabete Imaz Martínez took part.
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social  and cultural  changes of  the last  thirty years in Spain in general  and in the
Basque Country in particular.

In the Basque context, youth has been an area of interest for feminist and gender
studies. Yet most research has been partial (see, for example, Estébanez & Vazquez,
2013), applied3 (e.g. Argoitia, 2011) and quantitative (e.g. Masa, 2009). For that reason,
in setting out our research we opt for an outline which seeks to complement and ex-
pand on the work undertaken to date.  We thus think it interesting to undertake a
study that sketches out — in general terms — the situation regarding young Basque
people when it comes to gender equality, a comprehensive (as regards the age span
concerned — young people between 15 and 30 years of age) and diverse (as regards
thematic object of analysis) study which will allow us to capture a snapshot of the mo-
ment and raise questions of interest for future research.

The current paper attempts to set out some of the main ideas and conclusions
drawn from the final report, in the form of a general overview which offers certain el-
ements for consideration and raises questions which can be added to the debates cur-
rently taking place surrounding gender and youth in other ethnographic contexts in
Europe and, in general, the West.

The methodology developed in the study combines a traditional qualitative ap-
proach, based on interviews and discussion groups, and the ethnographic focus char-
acteristic of social anthropology. As such, we have interviewed 60 girls and 42 boys
resident in the Basque Autonomous Community4, and conducted participant observa-
tion in different events in which young people take part, such as sports activities, fest-
ivals, cultural exhibitions, feminist workshops and concerts. Given that this is qualitat-
ive research, we have focused our attention on a middle and lower-middle class popu-
lation in order to avoid excessive heterogeneity and complexity in the sample. When it
came to choosing the participants in the study, sexual orientation was not a variable
taken into consideration, although in some interviews participants did identify them-
selves as homosexual. This in itself, however, does not allow us to draw any conclu-
sions regarding the LGTB youth group.

The fieldwork was carried out mostly during 2011 and 2012. Members of the re-
search group were personally responsible for looking for and contacting people to in-

3 When we say applied research, we are referring to work sponsored by bodies or entities responsible for develop -
ing equality policies, which usually promote research that might serve as the basis for public authority pro-
grammes or activities.

4 The Basque Autonomous Community (comprising the provinces of Araba, Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa), together with
the Autonomous Community of Navarra, constitutes the area of the Basque Country located within Spanish bor-
ders. For a general overview of feminist studies carried out in the Basque Country in the field of social sciences,
see: Jone M. Hernández and Elixabete Imaz (2010).
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terview. The meetings were held in different parts of the Basque Country, mainly in
the towns where those interviewed lived. Each interview took place in one single ses-
sion and was led by a person on the research team in charge of posing a set of previ-
ously drawn-up questions. The different interviews were carried out on the basis of
common guidelines for the whole research group. In these guidelines, there were dif-
ferent sections or areas of study in which an attempt was made to ascertain informa-
tion through a variety of questions or specific queries. The sections around which the
guidelines were drawn up served as an outline for the final report, the results of the
research.  These  sections  are  the  following:  perceptions  of  feminism  and  equality,
leisure time, friendship, group of friends, places where young people hang out, educa-
tion,  love  and  sexual  relationships,  the  body,  family,  fatherhood  and  motherhood,
work and the world of work.

Individual interviews lasted approximately 90 minutes; 120 minutes in the case of
group interviews. They were all recorded in audio format and later transcribed in de-
tail in order to analyse them. The material resulting from this process then formed an
object of debate and reflection in different working sessions in which all the members
of the research team took part. In those sessions, the material collected was analysed
and organised around different units of analysis which, in practice, shaped the outline
for elaborating the final document. Making full use of the information gathered cen-
tred on analysing the discourse and studying the practices of the young people who
were the object of the research.

The theoretical frame for this research is the feminist analysis of gender relations,
particularly of the kind currently being conducted in social anthropology. Within this
frame, societies are understood to be formed by gender systems where inequalities in
the distribution of power and prestige, division of labour, and sexual, corporal and
emotional socializations and configurations are reproduced and/or transformed among
individuals socially defined as women and men. These inequalities are not always re-
produced in the same way in every society or sector (Connell, 1987; del Valle, 2002;
Saltzman, 1991). We understand that gender is a relational concept, referring to the
way in which social practice is organized (Connell, 1987) and is always related to oth-
er variables such as social class, age, ethnicity or sexual orientation. We have comple-
mented this perspective with Judith Butler’s performative theory of gender (Butler,
1993, 1997) and feminist reviews of Gramscian perspectives on hegemony/subalternity
(Juliano, 1992; 1998). In addition we have used feminist approaches to the theory of
practice (Esteban, 2004; Ortner, 1984) that build on the work of authors such as An-
thony Giddens (1984) or Pierre Bourdieu (1979/1984). One of the fundamental refer-
ences for our research is youth studies (to which we refer below) but we also draw on
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other areas of enquiry, particularly those located in the Basque context: men and mas-
culinity (Bullen & Egido, 2003; Díez, 1996); emotions and love (Esteban, 2011; Medina,
2012); family and maternity (Díez, 1999; Imaz, 2010); gender relations and sports (Díez,
1996, 2003; Díez & Hernández, 2008); and gender and ritual (Bullen & Díez, 2002; Bul-
len & Egido, 2003).

In the first part of the article, we sketch a portrait of the young population of the
Basque Autonomous Community with regard to formal equality and changes taking
place over the last few decades. Then we review youth studies, especially those focus-
ing on gender relations. In the second part, the main results of this research are out-
lined,  following the three main lines of enquiry in relation to the maintenance or
transformation of asymmetrical  gender models:  continuities, conflicts and ruptures.
These three concepts make up the main bases around which the analysis of the data
collected in the research was organized and, in our opinion, sum up perfectly the log-
ics  which  today  underlie  the  experiences  of  young  Basques  in  relation  to  gender
equality.

Young people in the contemporary Basque Country: 
some data on the achievements and limits of equality

We can picture contemporary Basque society as formally egalitarian as far as gender
relations are concerned not only at a legal level but also in political, institutional, edu-
cational and employment matters. This society is open to change and favours, for ex-
ample, institutional implication in the achievement of equality between women and
men, different kind of families or freedom of sexual choice, thereby situating itself at
the forefront of European public policy on the subject of gender equality (Bustelo &
Lombardo, 2007).

This is also reflected in the opinions which the young people reveal regarding
questions such as the outright rejection of gender violence, the wide-ranging tolerance
towards the diversity of sexual orientation or a perception of the family as a space in
which one must give precedence to equality amongst its members (Fernández-Llebrez
González & Camas García, 2010).

Today’s society comprises several generations who were born and raised in the
post-dictatorial period and have been socialized in the theoretical acknowledgement of
the right to equality. This right is not only accepted by the vast majority of the popula-
tion but also assumed by institutions as being their responsibility to promote.
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This situation stands in contrast to the not so distant past of a State in which
Francoism (1939-1975) reduced women to the role of mothers and housewives, subor-
dinated to their husbands and to the principles of national Catholicism (Roca i Girona,
1996). Later, the generation of mothers of today’s youth, born in the 1950’s and early
1960’s,  led  to  the collapse  of  the  hegemonic model  of  femininity:  they  joined  the
labour market in mass, prioritized education as a means to emancipation, participated
in social and feminist movements, developed lifestyles foreign to normative femininity
and promoted an egalitarian, not complementary, model of the couple (Garrido, 1992;
Miranda, 1987; Tobio, 2006).

Let us now see some data relating to young people in the Basque Country, which
will allow us to get a snapshot of the current Basque context, in relation to that of
Spain and Europe.

First,  one  should  point  out  that  the  number  of  young  people  in  the  Basque
Autonomous Community is in decline. According to the Basque public broadcast ser-
vice (2016), in the period between 2011 and 2014 the number of young people fell by
half (from 448,000 to 290,000). Moreover, if we compare the ratio of young people in
the Basque Country to that of the State as a whole, we see that the Basque Autonom-
ous Community has the second lowest level, a tendency towards decline which began
in 2000 (22.2%) and became even more pronounced until dropping to 13.2% in 2015. As
the  Basque Youth Observatory (2016) points out,  this level is also below that of the
European average (17.5%).

Likewise, the data relating to the work situation demonstrate notable differences
with those of neighbouring societies. Whilst the youth unemployment rate in the State
as a whole was 49.6% — one of the highest in Europe — in 2015 (García Campos, 2015).
In the fourth quarter that same year -and as the Basque Government (2016) said-, the
unemployment level amongst the population in the Basque Autonomous Community
aged 16 to 29 was 25.6% (28.5% amongst men and 22.5% amongst women, respectively).

Turning to the parameters surrounding the entry into adult life, one might say
that, in general terms, in the Basque Country young people — defined as that stretch
of time between childhood and adulthood — are defined as such during a much longer
period than in previous generations. The data describe a profile of young people leav-
ing the family home late and an emancipation of this type similar to or even later than
the State, where, according Eurostat data, the average leaving home age in the case of
young women is 27.9 whereas in the case of young men it is 29.8 (Eurostat, 2015, p.
46). As regards the residence emancipation rate amongst young people between 25
and 29 in the  Basque Autonomous Community, it is calculated at 46% (López Oller,
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2014, p. 50). The high youth unemployment rate explains to some extent the fact that
young people stay with their family of origin, but beyond these economic difficulties,
other sociocultural factors should be taken into account (Moreno, 2012). For instance,
in Spain as a whole, emancipation from the parental home is found to have more to do
with the intention of starting a family than with personal maturity (Gaviria, 2005).

In any event, the prolonged residency of young Basques in the original family
home has repercussions in the fact that family formation is generally late. Thus, ac-
cording to the latest Eustat data in 2014, the average marriage age for men who marry
for the first time was 35.7, whilst in the case of women this same average was 33.65. As
regards maternity, the average age of women who gave birth in 2013 was 32.7 and
only 18.8% of births in 2013 were by women under 30 years of age, which suggests
that Basque women continue to put off maternity until increasingly older ages (Emak-
unde, 2015, p. 28). Without — regrettably — having any data regarding the young men
in this same situation, one can only suppose that we would come across a similar
delay in the case of paternity.

With  regard  to  education,  there  has  been  a  substantial  transformation  in  the
Basque Autonomous Community over the last three decades, manifest in the creation
of a state university and with it an increase in the access of the lower to middle classes
to university education. In addition, knowledge and university education have been
increasingly valued in the last few decades and this too has been highly significant for
women.  The data  confirms this  change.  In 1981,  only 10% of  Basque women aged
between 25 and 29 had a university degree (Arregui, 1987), while in 2010 it was 31.7%
(against  20.7%  of  men).  Moreover,  -  as  the  University  of  the  Basque  Country
(UPV/EHU) (2011) said - in 2011, 55% of the students registered at the public Uni-
versity6 were women.

However, as in other European countries (Iannelli & Smyth, 2008), a clear distinc-
tion persists when it comes to choosing a career, a factor which accounts for the fact
that  some  professional  fields  are  still  “out  of  bounds”  for  women.  According  to
UPV/EHU data for the 2010/11 academic year, 48.3% of young men chose technical
courses, compared to only 17.4% of young women who preferred fields related to edu-
cation and health. Gender bias is clear not only in the choice of higher education, but
also in young men’s preference for vocational training as electricians or metal work-
ers, for example.

5 It is worth highlighting that, in 49% of cases, the couple already lived together prior to marriage, although unfor -
tunately there are still very few data on the extent and features of this kind of cohabitation and family formation.

6 The only public university in the Basque Autonomous Community and the one that has by far the greatest num-
ber of students.
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Whatever the case, in order to analyse the continuation or not of social inequali-
ties between young women and young men (the goal of this study) it is necessary to
look at other fields which are difficult to quantify. As we will see now, when referring
to European societies as a whole, the situation in these fields demonstrates that gender
inequality not only continues,  but is reproduced and even intensified, or redefined
amongst the younger generations, as Ana de Miguel signals referring to Spain (2008).

This  inequality  is  obvious  in  certain  phenomena such  as  the  sexualization of
young women’s and teenagers’ bodies, an issue already addressed in diverse European
studies (Griffin, Szmigin, Bengry-Howell, Hackley, & Mistral, 2013; Liotard & Jamain-
Samson, 2011; Walter, 2012), and the severe constraints imposed by models of the body
as new forms of  discipline and control  of women (Liimakka, 2008);  the prominent
place of sport — a field where hegemonic masculinity is clearly exalted — in the use of
leisure time and in the construction of most young men and women’s subjectivity
(Díez, 2003); peer group socialization and consumption as arenas for the reinforcement
of gender stereotypes (de Miguel, 2008); the persistence of unequal relationship ar-
rangements in couples (Esteban & Távora, 2008); or the assumptions that violence and
possessive feelings are natural ingredients of love relationships (de Miguel, 2008). Fo-
cusing on the Basque context, we would underscore the growing interest in youth
studies which, moreover,  are progressively incorporating the gender perspective in
their analyses of different realities which affect young Basques. Taking into account
the subject matter of our research, we would highlight studies aimed at analysing
practices  linked  to  leisure  (Alvarez  Molés,  2012)  and  festive  rituals7,  both  spheres
which play a big role in the routines of young people and Basque society as a whole.

In reference to young men, there is an apparent contradiction in that whilst they
give lip service to equality, in practice they show resistance to change, a fact which
some  of  them  are  ready  to  admit  and  many  women  confirm  (Fernández-Llebrez
González & Camas García, 2010). This contradiction may be related to the perception
of “power as limited good” that makes achievements in equality appear to be a reduc-
tion in men’s power (Del Valle, 2002, p. 43) together with a logic that requires the exal-
tation and the permanent exhibition of masculinity (García García, 2010).

7 The festive space has come to be one of the areas of most interest for analysing gender in Basque society. To the
“classic” studies addressing the festive ritual of the Alardes in Irun and Hondarribia (Bullen & Egido, 2003) one
should add a book by anthropologist Miren Guillo (2016) in which studies are presented that imply a critical revi-
sion of the fiesta model characteristic of the Basque context, from the perspective of gender. This approach to
conceiving fiestas from an academic viewpoint coincides with a growing social conscience about the need to re-
think fiestas from the perspective of gender, as demonstrated by the significant social mobilizations which took
place during the summer of 2016 in numerous Basque towns and in which there was mass protest against differ-
ent sexual assaults that had taken place in the festive context. This climate of protest and the different initiatives
resulting thereof constitute new practices about which further research is necessary.

37



Equality and gender amongst young Basque people

The place of gender inequality in youth studies

The concept of youth as an analytical category became relevant in the first decades of
the twentieth century when there was a concern for the generation gap and emergent
subcultures, conceived as a problem (Bantigny & Jablonka, 2009; Feixa, 1996). A classic
definition of youth understands it to be:

The phase of individual life between physiological puberty (a “natural” con-
dition)  and  the  acknowledgment  of  adult  status  (a  “cultural”  condition).
Youth has been seen as a universal condition, a phase of human development
to be found in every society and period of history. From this perspective, the
need for a period of preparation between children’s dependency and full so-
cial integration, and the crisis and conflicts of this age group, are determined
by the nature of the human species. (Feixa, 1998, p. 16)

Yet as has been argued, both from the perspective of social anthropology and that
of youth studies in general, we must specify what are we talking about when we refer
to puberty and/or youth and situate these terms firmly in their historical, social and
cultural context.

The research on youth conducted in anthropology and the social sciences can be
divided into three groups.  The first  has to do with the studies  of  marginal  young
people or disadvantaged class groups, generally oriented to the reintegration of young
people at risk of social exclusion. In this research, youth is considered as a period of
risk, but also as the last chance for social reintegration of marginalized groups, charac-
terized by drug consumption, juvenile delinquency, risk factors in consumption habits
or young motherhood and fatherhood (Feixa & Porzio, 2004). The second group com-
prises the study of youth subcultures, which came to the fore with the analysis of mu-
sic styles in the 1980s. Here youth was approached as a social problem, underlying
which was the fear of social disintegration (Feixa, 2005). The third group is concerned
with the transition to adulthood, where youth is understood as a process by which to
acquire personal autonomy and economic independence until the person is fully con-
sidered an adult. In this case, ethnographies and research try to plot the paths and
mark out  the milestones  of  this  transition,  as well  as its  social  and personal  con-
sequences. These might include: access to the labour market, family training and par-
enthood (Casado,  2006;  Imaz,  2010),  change of  sociability  and friendship  networks
(Bidart & Pelissier, 2002), or leaving the family home (Gaviria, 2005).  In the current
study, the literature stemming from each of these lines of enquiry has been consulted
and the most appropriate arguments, when it comes to the initial theoretical-methodo-
logical approach and the ethnographic context, adopted.
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Despite  the  existence  of  an  extensive  literature  on  and  empirical  approaches
about young people, the research focused on the continuities and changes in the as-
similation of the idea of gender equality among young people is scarce. Young women
and men are usually taken as a single category, and no difference is made between
men and women’s opinions, attitudes and values. In the Spanish academic world the
studies of Fernando Fernández-Llebrez González and Francisco Camas García (2010),
Javier  Elzo  (2005),  Inés Alberdi,  Pilar  Escario  and  Natalia  Matas  (2000)  and  Roger
Martínez (2002), which specifically address gender inequality among young people,
represent an exception. It is true that in some cases, gender has a particular centrality,
as in the following pieces of research: the consumption of synthetic drugs among wo-
men (Romo, 2001), homophobia among teenagers (Pichardo, 2009) or military service
as a masculine rite of passage (Zulaika, 1989). However, we must reiterate that youth
studies, which so often insist on educational level or social class, tend to ignore gender
differences and do not consider gender to be a significant variable. Moreover, research
on gender and youth is usually conducted by professionals specialised in gender and
not in youth (Alberdi et al., 2000). Outside Spain, too, there are a lower number of
works published in specialized journals which refer to gender relations among young
people in comparison to other youth analyses.  Although in recent years there have
been exceptions which make up an interesting contribution to our work, as one can
note throughout the text.

It is interesting to note that several Spanish authors agree that youth is the period
of life where inequalities between sexes are less obvious. Amparo Lasén (1999) talks
about a “temporary generational model” where these differences are absent and where
masculine and feminine trajectories go practically hand in hand; young women and
men seem to follow the same pattern of time use, they have the same interests and
they do the same kind of activities. Ramón Ramos (1990) points out that differences in
time use to women’s disadvantage do not tend to show until they reach their thirties,
yet higher levels of education and singleness would contribute to greater equality in
this respect, not only in the use of time in educational and professional spheres, but
also in leisure.

According to these authors, there is a biographical period of relative equality con-
cerning similar time use that Ramos has referred to as “juvenile academic democracy”,
a transient state that comes to an end with integration into the workforce, but particu-
larly with cohabitation. At this point, the institutions (work, family) that traditionally
reproduce discrimination against women re-emerge clearly. They assert then that dur-
ing youth, inequalities are temporarily suspended or interrupted. However, as we will
show in the subsequent sections of this paper, the results of our research challenge
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this idea of youth as a period where inequalities between young women and men are
suspended.

Firstly, the testimonies of our interviewees make it clear that there is a gap be-
tween social  discourse and their own experience concerning education or employ-
ment, for instance. Secondly, despite the diversity of situations, experiences and prac-
tices associated with “being young” and the fact that economic autonomy or leaving
the parental home (whether or not to live with someone else) can bring about changes
in the perception and experience of gender relations,  there is  a general  consensus
among the young people interviewed that equality has not been yet achieved, at least
not in all spheres of life. Paradoxically, this consensus coexists with the idea that femi-
nism is something anachronistic, something that has to do with their mothers but not
with them, a process of disaffection regarding the feminism which we will address
later. Finally, we have found both latent and overt conflicts over inequalities between
women and men not  only in the  areas  of  employment and  education but  also  in
leisure, sexual and emotional experience, body image or maternity.

Our question is then: what makes young people more aware or more critical of
inequality and its causes? In our view, there are two key aspects that foster a critical
attitude which challenges hegemonic gender ideals or  values (which we will  come
back to in the final section). First and foremost is the degree of influence of feminist
ideology in the areas in which young people move. In second place, is the contribution
of anything that leads to the approval and ritualization of the social and collective par-
ticipation of women (in sports, formal or informal associations, etc.), as well as the
normalization of young men’s participation in non “masculinizing” spheres or activi-
ties, such as dance.

Continuities: differential socialization, stereotypes and 
dichotomies in gender

In  a  social  context  of  change  such  as  that  described  in  previous  sections,  where
progress for women is irrefutable, there are certain spheres where continuities, both at
the level of representations and of practices, are more than evident and which coexist
in a paradoxical way with the social transformations that have taken place. In this sec-
tion we focus on these continuities, revealing a general overview of them which al-
lows us to identify thereafter where (and why) conflicts and ruptures emerge.

One of the findings of our research is that stereotypes and classical dichotomous
gender models are still in place, both at the symbolical and practical level. A differenti-
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ation that tends to be completely naturalized, which is reflected in different aspects of
life that we will now discuss.

Young people interviewed recognize a significant diversity of models for women
and men in today’s Basque society, yet at the same time they maintain a clearly di-
morphic and dichotomous approach to physical, character and behavioural aspects. In
these dichotomous models, difference is not questioned and it is assumed that girls
and boys are diametrically opposed beings. Moreover, the idea prevails that differences
will never disappear, no matter how much progress is achieved in equality.

It seems that stereotypes based on attributes and behaviours considered appropri-
ate and advisable for girls and boys have not suffered changes of note. At the same
time, an approach that naturalizes life prevails, materialized particularly in the idea
that maternity is something fundamental to women’s identity, an unavoidable destiny
for them.

Furthermore, family is still very important both as an individual source of support
and frame of reference, as we have seen previously, but also as a goal to work towards
and a model for life. In our interviews, references to ways of life not organized around
a classical family model were few and far between8.

An influential  factor  in this  hegemonic family scheme is  the centrality of  the
couple in a totally romanticised Western cultural imaginary where, in spite of the di-
versity of family forms, the nuclear family formed by a heterosexual couple becomes
the ideal model when it comes to organising cohabitation (Esteban, 2011). In relation
to this, becoming a parent is usually considered the final step on the road to the adult
world, once studies are completed, the parental home abandoned, an intimate partner
found and one’s professional situation stabilized (Imaz, 2010). These stages make up
the single script of an imaginary life itinerary, which does not correspond to reality 9

but has a direct influence on the way life is anticipated.

This process is also related to a totally genderized socialization from an early age.
From the age of 3-4, girls and boys perceive themselves as different from each other,
and adopt behaviour, clothing styles and ways of playing in keeping with this sexual
differentiation. This bipolar image of humans is transmitted to them through diverse

8 Most of the young people interviewed for this research still live with their parents and have no children, includ -
ing the older ones. Exceptions are university students sharing a flat with other students or friends, some of
whom live with their partners. Only 6 out of 25 young people interviewed have children (5 women and 1 man),
all of them are still babies.

9 As regards the changes which take place in the final decades of the transition between being young and being an
adult there is nowadays a consensus in youth studies concerning a greater complexity in this process which
would be indicated, among other things, by the fact that the passage from school to employment is neither lineal
or predictable; a consensus clarified by authors like Andy Furlong, Fred Cartmel and Andy Biggart (2006).
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yet  powerful  channels:  the  market  (toy  and  clothing stores),  the  media,  education
(where pictures are used at school showing differentiated genitals to enable identifica-
tion with a male or female sex).

A specific field where sex differences are learnt and naturalized is sport in general
and football  in particular,  constituting a privileged area for promoting heterosexist
masculinity (Díez, 1996; Díez & Hernández, 2008). While interviewees do not perceive
girls and boys to be treated differently at school in terms of the transmission of knowl-
edge in the classroom, they do mention a different way of dealing with girls and boys’
physical education. In this case, it seems to be taken for granted that girls are not very
good at sports.

Another sphere where hegemonic masculinity is reinforced is partying or fiesta.
Partying is a time and place devoted to fun and seduction, but also to a kind of male
socialization that reinforces what is at times a traditional model of masculinity, where
men’s social superiority is naturalized. That is why some of the young men allude to
leisure projects (dinners, trips…) they carry out with their girlfriends (when they have
one), but stress that they would never party with them. Girls, of course, say that they
party too, but when boys go out with their friends it seems to be synonymous with
going wild, losing control. As we understand it, partying contributes directly to the
constitution of a specific gender identity that paradoxically (even for the men) puts on
hold their critical attitude towards differences between women and men, and allows a
more “traditional” masculinity, bordering on sexist, to emerge (Esteban, 2011)10.

Focusing on women’s socialization, fear emerges as a key element that restricts
their management of time and space, as well as feeding into the rhetoric of controlling
women’s lives. Despite the violence between young men, as we can see in games and
demonstration of virility or when it comes to punishing a man who is considered “not
man enough”, fear is not associated with being a man, but rather with being a woman.
Moreover, women tend to exclude men from the fear they share: they are not women,
so they cannot understand women’s fear of sexual aggression. Men are more afraid of
being assaulted (more than one of the young men interviewed reported having been
attacked), but they recognize it is not the same as suffering a sexual assault 11. Follow-

10 Christine Griffin et al. (2013), in their analysis of the changes which have taken place in the United Kingdom in
shaping the femininity of young girls, call attention to the consequences they confront when faced with the ob-
ligation of being sexy, independent but not feminists, in the context of a culture of leisure where they must drink
but never as much as the boys.

11 Whilst it is a relevant topic and one about which there is growing awareness, in this study we have not ad-
dressed the fear of assault from the specific perspective of young LGTB people. There are recent, although lim-
ited, studies on this question in the Basque Country such as, for example, that of Gehitu and Guztiok Elkartea
(2014), which includes data relating to homophobic assaults witness and/or experienced by schoolchildren and
attitudes towards such assaults. Another interesting addition is a publication by the Basque public advocate, the
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ing this line of thought, being a woman somehow means sharing the fear of being
physically and sexually abused, experiencing that fear, embracing it and socializing
it12.

Another area of life where we can find clear continuities is body image. Although
ideals of perfection and beauty affect both women and men, girls are more easily ob-
jectified than boys and, in short, more vulnerable to criticism. All our informers (par-
ticularly women) are perfectly aware of the cult of body image, and the majority of
them are also aware of its risks and critical of the pressure girls have to bear. This
pressure does not affect men in the same way, despite some isolated cases of boys
worrying about their looks and feeling self-conscious because they compare their im-
age with pictures in magazines.

When it comes to sexuality, even though young women today enjoy more free-
dom, some attitudes are still dominated by hegemonic values which exalt virility and
male sexuality to the detriment of women (who still have to endure criticism for flirt-
ing or for being “too” sexually active) and non-heterosexual people. A bittersweet con-
clusion is that, although girls today seem to be more active when it comes to going
out, flirting and picking up boys, and no longer need the boy to take the initiative, a
girl who flirts too much or picks up too many boys is penalized by society.

Homosexuality is also a node of inequality and, ultimately, a mirror of how het-
eronormativity is one of the main pillars of gender inequalities. Of our interviewees
who engage in heterosexual practices, only a few have spontaneously mentioned ho-
mosexual relationships. It is taken for granted that “normal” is the relationship be-
tween a woman and a man. Only when directly questioned do they express their opin-
ion about other kinds of relations. It is evident from our interviews that there is a cer-
tain  cultural  normalization  of  homosexuality  probably  related  to  changes  in  legal
matters occurring in Spain over the last decades (gay marriage, gay parent adoption)
and in mass media images. This acceptance, however, is more theoretical than practical
(Pichardo, 2009).

Ararteko (2009), which includes diverse contributions regarding attitudes towards sexual diversity ion the part of
young people.

12 In the Basque context, Teresa del Valle, in her book Andamios para una nueva ciudad (1997), uses the metaphor of
the forbidden city and the places we forbid ourselves, to show that there are many places which are dangerous
for women, making them vulnerable and restricting their freedom.
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Conflicts and contradictions: feminism, gender 
violence, maternity and leisure

While it is clear that stereotypes, values and roles that favour inequalities between
women and men persist, we also have evidence that this gender model has started to
crack and contradictions between young people’s discourses and practices begin to
show.

On the one hand, the idea that sexual discrimination is a thing of the past and
that feminism is outdated and irrelevant for today’s society is fairly generalized. With
the exception of some spheres, many young people see feminism in an extremely neg-
ative light, as something related to hatred of men and to women’s desire to be supe-
rior.

This rejection of feminism among young women, studied in depth by authors like
Angela McRobbie (2009), has been well documented in different European countries
(Scharff , 2012), highlighting the association that is typically established between fem-
inism, lesbianism, non-femininity and hatred of men, in a society characterized by
neoliberalism and individualism, where young women interpret any collective propos-
al to be detrimental to their own independence (Scharff, 2012). This context of pro-
gress in legal equality, on the one hand, and a rejection of feminism, on the other, is
being catalogued in the European literature as postfeminism, a term which is at the
same time contested (see Scharff, 2012) and which is not being used in either Basque
or Spanish society (see Martínez, 2007).

On the other hand, one notes, especially on the part of young girls, a certain ca-
pacity to identify some of the black spots darkening the skyline of freedom, self-re-
liance,  independence  and  interdependence  needed  to  build  an  egalitarian  society.
These black spots include control within partner relationships; the emphasis on body
image and care; girls’ hypersexualization; the exaltation of maternity; and the multiple
types of violence against women.

Social problems such as violence against women make young people realize that
equality has not been achieved. Violence against women has been an ever-present top-
ic in the interviews undertaken: both girls and boys refer to it without being asked
and they consider it one of the main social problems. In our context we have seen that
great steps have been taken in order to eradicate it, and we can say that public opinion
today rejects violence against women, at least in its most explicit form. Dolors Comas
d’Argemir (2011) points out that this very high level of awareness observed in Spanish
society has to do with feminist activism and political responses, but above all with the
active role played by the media. Such open rejection, hitherto unknown, could be un-
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derstood as an alteration of traditional reference frames in favour of others stemming
from the hard fought battles of the feminist movement (Bullen & FARAPI, 2011).

Research on violence in young couples aged between 18 and 20 in the city of Bil-
bao (Amurrio, 2008) has demonstrated that the rate of young women reporting abuse
is on the increase. Some of the conclusions of this research are in accordance with
ours. For instance, the fact that alongside the new egalitarian frames of reference there
coexist  other  social,  ideological  and symbolic  practices.  Here,  unequal  relationship
patterns are strengthened thanks to deeply rooted sexist stereotypes which reproduce
masculine dominance in some of the most fundamental institutions, such as family
and school (Amurrio, 2008, p. 5). This coexistence of old and new models results in
young people putting up with situations of psychological violence that could be the
threshold of physical and sexual violence. Moreover, this risk, together with bad expe-
riences in young people’s love relationships, are a consequence of the still hegemonic
ideologies of love and of what it means to be a man or to be a good girl (Amurrio,
2008, p. 6).

Our interviewees explained men’s violence against women in different but clas-
sical ways: the influence of genes, men’s superior strength, the aggressors’ childhood
traumas or personal problems, socialization and education. Gradually, violence is com-
ing to be perceived as something that is embedded in social and gender systems, asso-
ciated with changes in gender models: women are not willing to be subject to men
anymore and this is what generates the conflict. At the same time, this violence is con-
sidered to be an issue of education and socialization. Nevertheless, young people find
it hard to imagine that violence can happen in romantic relationships, that a relation
which began in love could end in murder. It seems unreal to them that love is con-
structed as something which drives people to fight, to beat, to kill; they do not usually
associate romantic relationships with control and power relations. And we find this
worrying, because it prevents the identification of aggressive attitudes and the search
for solutions13.

With regard to sexuality, there have been certain changes such as the onset of
sexual activity at an earlier age than before and the narrowing of the gap between
girls and boys with regard to the age of sexual initiation14. This is interpreted by some

13 Even so, one should highlight the commitment of a significant number of young Basque people against violence
directed towards women. To mention one example, several hundred young people aged between 12 and 26 years
of age participate annually in the Beldur Barik (Without Fear) programme, a competition comprised of very dis-
tinct activities promoted by Emakunde-The Basque Women’s Institute and aided by the main institutions in the
Basque Autonomous Community, around 25 November-the International Day for the Elimination of Violence
against Women.

14 The increasingly earlier age at which sexual relations begin, as well as similarity of experience for both girls and
boys, is a fact corroborated by every agency and survey (amongst which we would highlight those undertaken
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interviewees as increasing the chances of women’s vulnerability insofar as the domin-
ant models of sexual practice and pleasure remain the same. Nevertheless, almost all
the interviewees coincide in underlining the negative sanctions for girls who are very
active sexually.

However, it is during life transitions that conflicts related to inequalities surface:
moving in with the love partner and dealing with the housework, or deciding to have
a baby and becoming a mother or father. These times of transition are, in practice, cru-
cial and decisive for they mark young people’s return and reintegration in the major
structures of family and employment, structures which we know to play a fundamen-
tal role in the production and reproduction of an unequal gender system.

In all certainty, in our opinion, maternity is one of the spheres where women are
at their most vulnerable. Women’s autonomy is emphasized when it comes to deciding
whether to become a mother or whether to reconcile motherhood with a job, and it is
assumed that men will necessarily participate in child care. However, an overwhelm-
ing consensus  on  the  idea  that  the  most  suitable  person  to  nurture  children  is  a
woman, totally restricts co-responsibility and, in short, her theoretical decision-mak-
ing potential. Therefore, maternity is still reproduced as one of the main locus for con-
flict and inequality, particularly concerning employment (Imaz, 2016). We should say
that none of the interviewed women considered resigning from their jobs, regardless
of how hard it is to make work compatible with maternity.

While there is emphasis on the autonomy of women to decide whether to keep or
quit a job in order to devote themselves to an infant, it is still considered that having
one person devoted to the child during the first years of life is the best option, and it is
widely agreed that the mother is the person best suited to this task. Nevertheless, we
should point out that the assumption that the mother should have a major role in rais-
ing a child, does not imply, discursively at least, returning to the model of the comple -
mentary couple where the woman plays the role of housewife. Staying at home to take
care of the child is understood as a temporary decision, a decision taken in agreement
and in respect of women’s autonomy.

We conclude that the continuity in the younger generations of the idea of the
mother as irreplaceable, typical of what Sharon Hays (1998) defines as an intensive
maternity model, undermines the attainment of the egalitarian couple ideal in real life.
This ideal is nonetheless dominant in the discursive field. Closely related to this is the

periodically by the INJUVE-Institute of Young People, in the Spanish State, and the Basque Observatory of Young
People. But a problem we have with this information is that it does not specify what the surveys or those sur -
veyed understand by the “initiation” of relations (whether they are, for example, coital or not); so that nor do we
know whether these practices may be changing or even if there may be differences in how girls and boys under-
stand this act.
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issue of the distribution of domestic tasks, where once again, although the idea of
equality is clear at the discursive level, in practice these tasks are perceived as a poten-
tial arena of conflict.

Ruptures and transgressions that question or reinvent 
gender identities and practices

Before addressing the conclusions of the study, we would like to emphasise certain
signs of fracture we have noted with regard to traditional socialization, and which al-
low us to look towards the future with optimism. In spite of resistance to change
stemming from the old structures and classical values related to femininities and mas-
culinities, sexuality, romantic love and the exaltation of maternity, we have found new
individual attitudes that give (or could give) rise to significant social transformations.
We have collected the testimonies of young people in the process of shaping their gen-
der identity and designing life projects outside the established guidelines, refusing the
traditional “life path” of getting married and having children, or crossing the dividing
lines  between women and men,  be  it  in  education,  sports,  culture,  labour,  leisure,
home, demonstrations of love or sexual behaviour.

In  the  gender  identity  building  process,  the  elements  where  social  control  is
stronger are sometimes used as a privileged place for rebellion and resistance, as with
experimenting with body image. Some of the women interviewed go beyond a superfi-
cial and stereotyped critique of the slimness or beauty myths and show themselves to
be perfectly aware of the causes and consequences of such ideals. This is particularly
so of the most self-reliant women, who have their own life project and/or have been
most influenced by feminism (beyond their families or other relationships). Feminism,
together with an atypical experience of the body, outside of the usual social expecta-
tions for women (in sport, for example) are fundamental factors in the generation of
an alternative vision. Moreover, in these contexts, there is not such a clear differentia-
tion between the masculine and feminine cultivation of body image.

Another observation we have made is that despite the social pressure to comply
to a certain image that these girls share with other young women, they have their own
alternative aesthetic criteria: comfort, functionality and a sense of corporal integrity.
As well as being critical of aesthetical cultural mandates they are also freer to try out
new individual or alternative ways of presenting themselves. Furthermore, a specific
body or dress choice (not removing body hair or dressing in a counter-cultural fash-
ion, for example) becomes a way of expressing a reaction against their parents, friends
or society in general.  The body is a privileged space of  social  and gender control,
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which results in rebellion and resistance being addressed to the body as well. In this
sense, what is considered to be an appearance that simply follows fashion (wearing a
miniskirt or high-heels, for instance) could become a symbol of transgression and rup-
ture when displayed in certain contexts considered to be masculinized or desexualized,
as is the case with bertsolaritza15.

Similarly, we have perceived new models of masculinities in young men. These
boys risk being labelled “freaky” for situating themselves outside the circles of hege-
monic masculinity,  such as football,  and inside those which are socially considered
feminine, connected to emotions or care.

Awareness of inequalities between women and men goes hand in hand with the
development of a general social conscience. Besides the ideological factor, another ele-
ment that has emerged as relevant in our research is the separation from one’s family
or group in which one has been socialized, particularly when those environments fos-
ter inequality. This separation involves the search for or use of new spaces (studies
and readings, sport or artistic activity) and also the physical separation from or con-
frontation with parents and/or friends, yielding new forms of socialization, new rela-
tionships and friendships or a reconfiguration of one’s group of friends. It becomes ev-
ident that in many cases breaking with old spaces and relationships is crucial to form-
ing new friendships, sexual or intimate relationships and inventing new body prac-
tices or new forms of performativity.

In conclusion

Youth is characterized by its diversity, complexity and non-linearity of its expressions,
a complexity related directly to factors such as gender, class or the social and eco-
nomic environment in which it lives. This complexity has been linked by authors like
Manuela Du Bois Reymond (1995) to the emergence of ‘choice biography’, a vision
which, however, for Andy Furlong, Fred Cartmel and Andy Biggart (2006) can entail
the masking of situations of vulnerability, risk and inequality experienced by young
people, especially those with less education and social possibilities, in whose biogra-
phies non-linearity does not correspond at all to the possibility of choice.

At this level, the fact that the young people interviewed in our research live in a
society committed both socially and institutionally to equality, as well as the fact that
most of them are currently completing or already possess a university education, cer-
tainly influences the results obtained. This could have favoured, for example, the pres-

15 Bertsolaritza is one of the most important and popular cultural manifestations in Basque society. Verses are im-
provised in public (as a performance) and words are accompanied by melody, rhyme and metrics.
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ence of quite a few people with a significant level of choice biographies, as well as al -
ternative approaches with regard to their own life project, gender identity, body image
or forms of cohabitation. In any event, we believe that, besides educational level or so-
cial class of origin, understanding the whole complexity of these diverse and/or dis-
ruptive options in relation to gender implies identifying and bearing in mind certain
factors about which it is necessary to keep on researching into and which could be
taken into account in social policies aimed at equal opportunities.

Why is it that some young people break away and others don’t? Besides the re-
cent socio-historical context being more conducive to change, the data obtained in this
research suggests that, there are other elements related to more specific and personal
contexts, such as: attitudes and behaviour of family in general and mothers in particu-
lar, or the existence of female references (teachers, friends, fictional characters…) who
opened the way for those coming after them or, as we have said above, re-socialization
in an alternative or change-enabling milieu are also important. In the case of young
women, the group of girlfriends stands out as a fundamental reference against the
background of feminism, directly or indirectly.

Specifically, the interest of anthropological studies of youth lies in the research
topic’s potential to crystallize some of the elements condensed in the continuity-con-
flict-change dynamic of society as a whole. Moreover, when we analyse young women
and men from a feminist viewpoint, our attention is drawn to hegemonic and alterna-
tive discourses, to early forms of socialization (family, school), to institutional spaces,
to specific practices and to the debates about achieved (and not achieved) equality.
This multiple all-embracing look at the representations and practices of young Basque
people has allowed us to identify transformations in individual and group conduct, as
well as the different factors behind such transformations, but also to recognize conti-
nuities and conflicts, and what we have termed the black spots in gender relations.

At this level, we think that the persistence of a dichotomous and naturalized vi-
sion of all things masculine/feminine, which is projected in very different aspects and
walks of life (identity, appearance, work, motherhood, sexuality…), and which is fu-
elled specifically by the consumer industry (music, music videos, cinema, series, ad-
vertising…), implies a fundamental obstacle to gender equality. Nowadays, the norms
of sexual difference are not transmitted, or not just transmitted, by the law, the state or
formal education, but they are spread via the mass media and the culture of leisure.
This forces us to modify our thinking as regards not just the analyses but also the so-
cial measures to be implemented.
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Even so, nor should we lose sight of the fact that the Spanish State, like other Eu-
ropean countries, has an educational system in which there has been comparatively
more progress in neutralizing class segregation at the different levels of the system
than in that regarding gender differences (Iannelli & Smyth, 2008). All of this prevents
young people from reflecting calmly on the problems and limits of a differentialist per-
spective and what the differences imply in terms of unequal relations of power and job
access.

Continuing with the black spots, we want to emphasize the harmful influence of
the boom in a completely romanticised love ideology, which is applied both to cou-
ples’ relationships and to maternity, and which specifically affects girls, shaping their
visions and practices with respect to life projects or choices regarding studies and em-
ployment.  Second,  the  negativity  of  a  heteronormative  hegemonic sexual  ideology
which forces women to develop but at the same time limit their expressions of desire,
in a difficult and perverse exercise, is also worth underlining.

Moreover, the existing association in Basque and Spanish society,  also demon-
strated in our study, between gender inequality and violence against women, brings
with it both positive and negative consequences at the same time. On the one hand,
society in general is increasingly aware of the scourge implied by sexist violence and
many young people are reacting against this; yet, at the same time, this emphasis leads
to other questions involving the subordination of women being relegated to a sec-
ondary level or disappearing altogether. And when this is linked, furthermore, to the
rejection of feminism, which affects broad sections of society, it leaves young people
without any resources when it comes to analysing their own experiences and con-
fronting their contradictions.

Finally, this research also invites us to look towards the future through young
people’s hopes, desires and dreams, their professional or social ambitions, imagined
models of cohabitation or family. Young people are caught in transition, negotiating a
path between the equality already achieved, the equality they hope for in their plans
for the future and the tensions and contradictions of the present. A puzzle where some
of the pieces fit, but many others do not.
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