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Sometimes we are strangers in our own country, 
after a couple of winters we become eternal visitors. 
On the way, the here and there become skin.
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To Julián, for accompanying me and teaching me all the challenges 
that an emancipated life demands.
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PRESENTATION

The European Union-Latin America and the Caribbean International Foundation (EU-LAC 
Foundation) is pleased to present the publication “Women of the Ecuadorian Diaspora in 
Genoa: Migration, Identity and Memory”, by Emy Díaz Erazo, President of the Transdis-
ciplinary Research Network for the Development of Latin America and the Caribbean 
MOEBIUS. 

This publication was elaborated by Emy Díaz Erazo with the support of the EU-LAC Foun-
dation as a result of the International Call to tender “Proposals for the elaboration of a 
compilation of testimonies on the cultural identities of the European diasporas in Latin 
America and the Caribbean or Latin American and Caribbean diasporas in Europe”, 
launched in 2021 as part of the EU-LAC Foundation’s mandate to promote the visibility of 
the partnership between the European Union, Latin America and the Caribbean and of the 
contributions of civil society from both regions.

The cultural ties between the European Union and Latin America and the Caribbean con-
stitute one of the pillars of this bi-regional strategic partnership, which is why the EU-
LAC Foundation has as one of its fundamental purposes “to promote cultural cooperation 
between both regions”. In this sense, the main objective of the tender was to present un-
published testimonies on cultural identities from transcontinental migration and diasporic 
experiences between generations of immigrants from Europe in Latin America and the 
Caribbean or immigrants from Latin America and the Caribbean in Europe, as a way to 
contribute to visibility and mutual knowledge and better understanding between both 
regions. 

As revealed by the selected proposal of the author Emy Díaz Erazo, whose result is pre-
sented in this publication, the concept of cultural identity contains a feeling of belonging 
to a social group with which cultural traits are shared. However, identity is not a fixed 
concept, but is recreated individually and collectively and continually fed by outside in-
fluence. This becomes particularly relevant when taking into account that, with regard to 
the Latin American and Caribbean region and Europe, in 2019, 5 million people from that 
region were living in Europe. In addition, the number of Europeans living in Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean was 1.4 million. This transnational migration fosters the creation of 
hybrid cultural identities that involve the incorporation of elements of the cultures of the 
two regions. 

In her analysis, Emy Díaz Erazo studies the transcontinental female migration process with 
a gender perspective. To this end, she proposes to analyse the cultural and social trajec-
tories of the migratory experience of Ecuadorian women in Genoa. The author includes 
education as a specific analysis variable, as it is a social mobility strategy for women in this 
diaspora. She had the opportunity to meet Ecuadorian women in Genoa, including gradu-
ate students, obtaining testimonies and nurturing her research. Emy Díaz Erazo highlights 
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a female migration process that is not only in constant interaction with the educational 
field, but is also interrelated with the cultural, labour and social spheres. 

The EU-LAC Foundation warmly thanks the author for her work for this publication, as 
well as each and every one of the women who have participated through their testimonies: 
Johana, Amanda, Paola Molina, Denisse, Evelyn Aguilera, Daniela, Victoria, Maite, Jessi 
Retto, Irina and Geovana.

We would also like to acknowledge the collaboration of two experts, Dr Laura Álvarez 
López, Professor of the Department of Romance Studies and Classics at Stockholm Uni-
versity, and Dr Matilde Laura Velasco Ortiz, Research Professor in the Department of 
Cultural Studies at El Colegio de la Frontera Norte, who were part of a jury formed by 
the EU-LAC Foundation to evaluate the proposals submitted within the framework of the 
Tender that gave rise to this publication.

A special recognition is dedicated to Marie Ollivier and Ilenia Vásquez Ortiz, interns of the 
EU-LAC Foundation, who collaborated in the revision and edition of this book.

 
Make it a fruitful reading!  

Adrián Bonilla | Executive Director

Diego Durán Cruz | Programme Manager

Anna Barrera Vivero | Senior Programme Manager
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The complexity of migration is constructed from the crossings and interactions of various 
trajectories and above all from cultural relations between human beings, which from a his-
torical perspective are also transformed through a non-linear time into diverse identities. 
Thus, the migratory process, is as complex as it is circular and is configured in the field 
of culture, where the variables of time, memory, and the space where it is lived, cross the 
vital experience that involves configuring a life project. In the case of a large part of Latin 
American and Ecuadorian women, this is a plan to survive.  

In fact, Sassen (2016) points out that the immigrant opens new paths for their mobility and, 
therefore, makes identity a practice. Thus, in the same way that cultural identity is not 
static and is not one, it is the diverse identities that interact in the field of culture and are 
reconfigured as time progresses, life passes and becomes memories. 

Similarly, Innerity (2016) states that culture does not represent a closed unity, something 
fundamentally ours that is only confronted by the danger of its limits becoming dispersed 
by modernisation and migration. In addition, he affirms that a cultural system is open, 
a mobile of reality, whose vitality depends on knowing how to handle internal plurality 
and dialogue with external distances. Thus, the life trajectories of subjects in conditions of 
migration contain a series of cultural stories and experiences, which shape the languages 
of memory and give rise to identity experiences that feed on the intersection of multiple 
places, subjects, communities, stories, symbols, sounds and images. 

In this sense, we propose analysing the cultural and social trajectories of the migra-
tory experience of Ecuadorian women in Genoa, including education as a variable of 
analysis, as it is a strategy of social mobility for women of this diaspora. According to 
ISTAT data (2021)1 in Italy, as of 1 January 2021, there are 70,311 residents who originate 
from Ecuador, and in the city of Genoa, which is located in the Liguria region, a total 
of 11,574 have been registered on the same date2 of which 6,365 are resident women of 
Ecuadorian origin. 

It should be added that this research process has several objectives: through the testimo-
nies, the priority is knowing the relationship of women in the diaspora with education and 
the possible changes that the COVID-19 pandemic has generated in their lives. Secondly, 
it is a question of identifying, in the cultural dimension, the devices of memory that, to a 
certain extent, have sustained their migratory process in the host country. 

1. INTRODUCTORY ANALYSIS

1.  ISTAT. (2021). Istituto Nazionale di Statistica. Stranieri residenti al 1mo gennaio-Cittadinanza. In: http://dati.istat.
it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103 

2. Ibid. Stranieri residenti al 1mo gennaio-Cittadinanza. Tutti i comuni: http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?Query-
Id=19103#

ISTAT. (2021). Istituto Nazionale di Statistica. Stranieri residenti al 1mo gennaio-Cittadinanza. En: http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103
ISTAT. (2021). Istituto Nazionale di Statistica. Stranieri residenti al 1mo gennaio-Cittadinanza. En: http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103
http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103#
http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103#
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In addition, according to IOM (2019) in academic publications on migration, the per-
spectives of destination countries predominate. Especially in relation to Europe, to 
which is added through a geographical comparison of the main affiliations of the au-
thors who published in specialised journals that most belong to institutions of devel-
oped countries.

Thus, a transdisciplinary method has been integrated into this research process that, from 
the arts, through artistic representation mediated by their experiences and consensually, 
projects their life stories in images that result from testimonies. It will thus be possible 
to perpetuate the voice of their experience to a substrate perpetuated in time, both in the 
virtual dimension taking advantage of the circulation possibilities of artistic work offered 
by technology, and in the analogous dimension and materiality of the physical work. The 
intersection of the social sciences with the art of this proposal allows to complete, through 
representations of memory, the process of interviews with women to relieve and dissem-
inate the importance of their migrant voices, recognise the strength of their role both to 
support their families and survive on the journey, and to build better opportunities for 
them, for us and the community.

 

METHODOLOGY

To implement this research process on the Ecuadorian diaspora in Genoa, one of the pro-
posed axes of analysis is education. On the one hand, work cooperation was established 
with an educational institution dedicated to promoting the access, permanence and pro-
motion of Ecuadorian, Colombian and Peruvian migrants in a training path that completes 
the baccalaureate. One of the criteria was that it has experience in the management of 
education between Latin America and Italy. In addition, that it be an actor recognised by 
Genoese society, with institutional legitimacy and that it maintains institutional relations 
with the governments of Ecuador and Italy. 

In this context, Fé y Alegría IRFEYAL Génova is the institution that provided the facilities 
to gather some testimonies from graduate students. In addition, this Institution opened its 
doors to learn about the cultural and social dimension of some women in the Ecuadorian 
diaspora, both to establish strategic connections with representatives of the community, 
and to learn about the training process and their student experience. 

On the other hand, the University of Genoa opened its doors and collaborated with this 
project, directly convening Ecuadorian students enrolled in various qualifications in 2022. 
It should be noted that, in a complementary way, strategic approaches were generated 
with professionals related to the University of Genoa who had experience in the training of 
Ecuadorians. They marked the suggestion to connect with Fé y Alegría IRFEYAL Génova 
as a strategic actor both for its educational experience with the Ecuadorian migrant com-
munity, as well as for the territorial space they occupy in San Pier D’arena, one of the em-
blematic neighbourhoods that welcomes the Latin American migrant population and that 
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has a large Ecuadorian community. Also included were testimonies formulated in person 
with Ecuadorian women who are on the way to access undergraduate studies at the Uni-
versity of Genoa. The largest number of testimonies was generated through the snowball 
technique to locate women who had completed a bachelor’s and master’s degree in the 
same age group. To design an instrument with the appropriate structure and to collect the 
testimonies, several prior face-to-face visits were made to Fe y Alegría IRFEYAL Génova. 
Fundamentally, to know the cultural dimensions of the family and community relations of 
Ecuadorian women. In this sense, the axes of the interview were: Education, Culture, Free 
Time and Work, each with specific questions to promote dialogue. In addition, the topic of 
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic was included in each of the axes, through specific 
questions to analyse changes in the social, cultural, and educational practices of the per-
sons interviewed.  

It is important to take into account that according to the ISTAT (2021)3,  in 2019, before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a total of 1197 applications of change of residence whose country of 
origin was Ecuador were registered, of which 628 were women, while in 2018 there were 
499 women and in 2017 569 were registered. It should be noted that according to the annual 
report of the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (2020)4, at the end of the year Ec-
uador ranked first as the destination country for sending remittances, with 32 million out 
of a total of 136.8 sent from the metropolitan city of Genoa. Taking into account that 2020 
was a year of difficulties in all areas: labour, economic and social due to the global impact 
of the pandemic, this figure sheds light on the employment situation of Ecuadorians and 
the possibilities in the generation of resources to support their families and transnational 
communities, even in a situation of global crisis.

Regarding the interview sessions with IRFEYAL graduates, they were carried out via 
technological platforms, with the documents that guarantee the privacy of their data. 
Out of all testimonies collected in this proposal, 50% requested to use their first name, 
while the other remaining percentage agreed on a pseudonym with the researcher. Cam-
pani (2000) points out that many investigations that are presented as gender-neutral are 
structured in a migrant model that is male. However, Pagnotta (2005) suggests that one 
way to overcome this problem is the use of oral interviews of life histories. Thus, one 
can take the experience of migratory nature and the differences between several women 
with a holistic view. In this sense, the interview sessions included a section to discuss the 
artifacts or devices of memory, which women in the diaspora identified as symbols that 
accompanied their cultural and identity process and, in some situations, maintained the 
connection with their country of origin. The design of this process to gather testimonies 
from Ecuadorian women, was proposed, on the one hand, to give relevance to their voic-
es and recognising the dimension of their efforts to survive the impacts of inequality. On 
the other hand, as a tribute to the survivors and their struggles., which day by day open 
the way for all.

3. ISTAT. (2021). Istituto Nazionale di Statistica. Population and family. Migration and change of residence. Available 
online: http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=9441# 

4.  Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche sociali. (2020). La presenza dei migranti nella città metropolitana di Genova. 
Direzione Generale dell’immigrazione e delle politiche di integrazione: Italia.

http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=9441#
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LIST OF TESTIMONIES:

1 Johana 43 years old 1 daughter Complete baccalaureate. Complete OSC course.

2 Amanda 28 years old 3 children Complete baccalaureate.

3 Paola 38 years old 5 children Complete baccalaureate. Full degree, graduation 
to be completed at UniGe.

4 Denisse 33 years old 2 children
Complete baccalaureate. Degree in Economics 
achieved at UniGe and Master’s Degree in 
Administration, Finance and Control.

5 Evelyn 40 years old 2 children Complete baccalaureate. Degree in Economics 
achieved at UniGe.

6 Daniela 38 years old  1 child Complete baccalaureate. Degree in progress.

7 Victoria 41 years old 2 children Complete baccalaureate. Complete OCS course.

8 Maite 38 years old 0 children Complete baccalaureate. Degree in progress.

9 Jessi NA 2 children Undergraduate student in Languages and Literature 
at UniGe.

10 Irina 27 years old 1 daughter Undergraduate student in Economics and Commerce 
at UniGe.

11 Geovana 39 years old  2 children Undergraduate student in Social Work at UniGe.
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The European Commission established in the Migration Atlas 20215 that, at the end of 2020, 
an estimated 281 million people around the world had migrated from one country to live 
in another. And many millions more migrated within their own home countries, from their 
small towns or places to large, fast-growing cities. In addition, in relation to migration 
patterns, IOM (2019) noted that while the majority of international migrants born in Africa, 
Asia and Europe reside within their home regions, most migrants from Latin America and 
the Caribbean reside outside the regions in which they were born. Thus, more than half of 
the world’s international migrants lived in Europe and North America.

According to Herrera (2017) a widely documented phenomenon in Latin America is the 
feminisation of migratory flows, mainly those that have been destined for Spain and Italy 
from the Andean Region and the Dominican Republic. She emphasises that this is not a 
recent phenomenon, given that several centuries ago women have arrived in cities and 
crossed national borders to work in neighbouring countries. This is how, according to the 
author, the migrant female experience goes through a profound change when it is trans-
continental. In fact, along with Asian women, it is Latin American women who began to 
occupy the field of work focused on assistance and care services, in the same way as do-
mestic work in several European countries.

Thus, this transcontinental migration process configures for women an experience that fac-
es family separation, the temporal or definitive distance from their children; the interrup-
tion, end, or postponement of their educational trajectories; the patrimonial violence that 
from their country of origin often reaches them to their country of migratory destination, 
the continuous exposure to inadequate jobs and multiple dynamics of exclusion that result 
from the current systemic inequality. 

In this context, two strategic dimensions emerge to take into account. The first is situated 
in the social context of the host country focused specifically on how social protection ser-
vices are managed and their relationship with the role of migrant women. Meaning that, as 
Herrera states (2017), it is not possible to understand the feminisation of migration without 
taking into account the realities of social protection or lack thereof of host countries for 
their ageing, child and dependent population. While the second dimension would be in-
equality from a perspective that includes the age variable, to analyse how care is organised 
or distributed among women before they reach the age of 18, when they are adults and 
later as older adults. 

Between these two dimensions, an intersection is evident, in the form of inequality that 
delineate the structure of the labour field or in particular the possibilities of work that 
migrant women have when they experience their transcontinental migration process. Both 

2. LATIN AMERICAN MIGRATIONS

5.  In: Tarchi D., Sermi F., Kalantaryan S. Mcmahon S. Kaslama P., Alvarez Alvarez M., Belmonte M. (2021). Atlas Of 
Migration 2021. Publications Office of the European Union: Luxembourg.
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in relation to the possibilities of employment and to the distribution of roles in the family 
and work. This results in a key analysis of the economic role of migrant women on the two 
continents, a critical role that carries the effects of inequality.

This means that there are certain structural conditions of inequality existent in the country 
of origin and it is those that motivate the need to survive and constitute the urgent impulse 
to obtain resources to feed themselves, support their families, support themselves, have 
available and access some type of welfare support. Moreover, in addition to economic mo-
tivations, as Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994) points out, for example, in the case of Mexican mi-
gration to the United States of America, it was identified that several women devised mi-
gratory projects to change relations with their husbands or other relatives who oppressed 
them at home. For this reason, more often than not, their migration involved setting aside 
a series of restrictive family relationships to find opportunities in the host country. That has 
allowed them to question their traditional roles as mothers and housewives, and perhaps 
start a new life away from the experiences of violence.

It is from this precise structure of poverty and violence that a large part of Latin American 
migrant women try to escape. However, since they arrived in southern European countries 
such as Spain and Italy, Ecuadorian women of the second wave of migration in the nineties 
assumed jobs that also sustained inequality in their second country, the host country. 

This shows that in Italy there was a care system that did not meet efficiency criteria, and 
a public policy that did not pay for social services of protection for all. It is important to 
consider that, of the thirteen women who participated with their testimony in this research 
on the Ecuadorian diaspora in Genoa, twelve are part of the migratory flow of the Second 
Wave. From a historical point of view, this wave refers to the migratory processes that be-
gan in the late 1990s until the early years of the twenty-first century. At the same time, only 
one student was part of the migratory movement that is framed in the year 2021, in times 
of global pandemic and again of a deep social and economic crisis in force in Ecuador.

In this context, according to Da Roit (2010) and figures from the Italian National Institute 
of Statistics (ISTAT), in 2004 there were more than two million older adults with disabilities 
living in families. Out of these, 403,000 were between the ages of 65 and 74, while 1,627,000 
were 75 or older. For example, as Bonanoni states in Da Roit (2010), in Italy in the region 
of Lombardy, where 1,841,882 adults over the age of 65 lived, there were 7 “badanti”6 for 
every 100 retirees who chose to be in their own home before going to a retirement or care 
home. In fact, it was estimated that by 2010, there were 126,000 badanti, who are usually 
migrant women from Eastern Europe or Latin America. By that year, the families of the el-
derly spent on average a thousand euros a month, and the women who worked as badanti, 
most of the time were and still are paid “in nero”7. That means they are generally available 
24/7, because their work is at home to help older adults who are not fully or partially 
self-sufficient.

6. Badanti, is the term used in Italy for women who provide assistance in care work to the elderly, people with dis-
abilities or diseases that require assistance.

7. The expression "In Nero", is used in Italy to name the payment or remuneration for work outside the law and 
labor normative order.
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Además, para el año 2001, según las cifras del censo del Ministerio de la Salud italiano, 
en In addition, for the year 2001, according to census figures from the Italian Ministry of 
Health, 10,645,874 persons over the age of sixty-five resided in Italy, representing about 
19% of the total population, of which 4,762,414 (45%) were over 74 years of age. The old age 
index was equal to 131.38, that is, there were about 132 people over 65 years of age for ev-
ery 100 people from 0 to 14 years old. In this line, the dependency ratio of the elderly (i.e., 
the proportion of people over 65 years of age over the population aged 15 to 64) is 27.5% 
and there are 3.39 older people (over 65 years old) for every child under 6 years of age. In 
2001, 13.5% of Italian families were made up of “single-component elderly8 households, 
i.e., a single person aged 60 or over. In this scenario, ISTAT had projected that for the period 
2000-2050, in the face of a numerically insignificant evolution of the total population, the 
demographic structure would change substantially through a significant increase in the 
old age index (which would reach a value equal to 146 in 2010). This increase is due to the 
lower number of younger generations, low fertility levels, but even more so to the signifi-
cant increase in those over 65 (and in particular those over 75) linked to improvements in 
the survival of older people.  

In addition, according to the Italian Ministry of Health (2001), at the end of 2001 
were available around 1,200 social and health care homes and 930 nursing homes for 
non-self-sufficient elderly people with a total of about 150,000 beds. For the self-suffi-
cient elderly, there were approximately 2,000 retirement homes with more than 95,000 
beds. However, the supply of equipment was insufficient, especially for non-self-suffi-
cient people. The triennium 1999-2001 was substantially stable considering the number 
of elderly guests in the establishments: 222,548 in 1999, 216,126 in 2000 and 225,228 in 
2001 (equivalent to 212 per 10,000 elderly). In 2001 there was an increase in the number of 
non-self-sufficient guests with 148,836 (66% of the total) who are mainly accommodated 
in retirement homes. Overall, it is evident that the guests were mostly women (77% in 
2001) and over 75 years old (83%).  

In addition, by overlapping these figures from the Ministry of Health with its census data 
and the aforementioned old age index, it is clear that the system does not provide the 
public health service that all older adults in Italy require. Given that this same institution 
reveals that approximately 52% of institutionalised elders used public structures, 32.5% 
structures of the non-profit sector and 15.4% private for-profit organisations. The predom-
inance of the public sector was not widespread, but mainly concerned the Centre-North 
regions while in the South it was the non-profit sector that was most involved in the care 
of the elderly. The main source of funding for benefits for the elderly was represented by 
assisted persons (about 50% of income, while 40% came from public bodies and 10% from 
other sources). In the case of residences for the self-employed, the contribution of families 
reached 64% of income and only 19% comes from the public sector.

8. In the citations of the data of the Ministry of Health and the ISTAT, the nomenclature that these institutions have 
defined is used to determine the macrogroups of age, indicative of potentially different characteristics: children 
(up to 14 years), young people (15-34 years), adults (35-59 years), the elderly (60-79 years) and the very elderly (≥ 
80 years).
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It follows that since the nineties most Ecuadorian migrant women have assumed the role 
of care, fleeing the inequality of their country of origin. However, since their arrival they 
have also internalised the absences of the social policy of the country that receives them. In 
this way they are placed in the economic sphere as a source of remittances for their coun-
try, sustenance for their family in the country of origin, and subsidiaries of the absences 
of social and economic policies in the host countries of Southern Europe. In this regard, 
according to data from the Ministry of Health (2001), it was confirmed that the hospital-
isations of the migrant population in Italy for that year were mainly related to pregnancy 
and childbirth, trauma and cases of voluntary interruption of pregnancy. Therefore, for the 
time, the image of the good health profile of the migrant population had been constructed 
due in large part to age since most were young adults. This so-called “healthy migrant 
effect” was a myth that fell into decline when a progressive increase in a reunification or 
flight migration was generated. On the other hand, the same data from the Italian Ministry 
of Health (2001) show that this initial heritage of good health was destined to decline rap-
idly in Italy as a host country. Precisely, this is noted by the insufficiency of the reception 
system: most of the pathologies that affect immigrants have their origin in poor housing 
and working conditions, the difficulty of integration and access to services. The groups 
most at risk of disease are, in fact, those with the greatest social fragility, such as women 
and irregular workers.

In addition, Herrera (2012) rightly establishes that capitalism has always rested on a sexual 
division in which women with their reproductive work subsidise the economy. It is in this 
way that global care chains would be expressing this process on a transnational scale. It 
should still be noted that the migration of women highlights the need to understand care 
work within the framework of gender relations that are articulated to class, ethnic, regional 
and geopolitical relations.

In this sense, Sassen (2003) states that the employment and/or “use” of foreign women 
covers a wide, growing range of economic sectors; some illegal and illicit, for example 
prostitution, while paying attention to other legal, highly regulated sectors, such as nurs-
ing. Thus, according to the author, the last decade has shown a growing presence of wom-
en in a wide variety of cross-border circuits. These circuits are enormously diverse and 
share one characteristic: they are profitable and produce profits at the expense of those 
who are in disadvantageous conditions. In addition, they include cross-border migrations 
– undocumented or not – that have become an important source of foreign exchange for 
the governments of issuing countries. In this way, a key issue arises: the feminisation of 
survival as a useful framework for analysing cross-border processes. With this notion, Sas-
sen (2003) refers to the fact that governments depend on the income of women enrolled 
in cross-border circuits. This means that there are a number of companies whose ways of 
making profits are made on the margins of the “lawful” economy.

In this sense, as Herrera (2016) states, in addition to the United States of America, Southern 
Europe became an important destination for Latin Americans since the 1990s and those 
flows were mostly female. Therefore, the predominant rural male profile was replaced by 
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that of women of rather urban origin. In addition, as established by the Global Migration 
Data Analysis Centre GMDAC (2022), since the early nineties, most countries in the Latin 
American region experienced an accelerated extra-regional migration, which was fed by 
social and economic crises, as was the case of Colombia where they were intensified by the 
growth of the armed conflict. In recent decades, the extra-regional destinations of South 
American migration have expanded, with greater force towards Europe. Spain is the main 
destination country, followed by Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, France, and the United 
Kingdom, reaching a volume of 4.1 million South Americans in 2020.

In these countries, according to Yépez and Bach (2008), the Latin American migration 
of the nineties and two thousand is of a rather labour nature. This migration is consti-
tuted by adults, young families and a very large number of women who are inserted 
individually in the European labour market and not as companions of the “head of the 
family”. This entry determines the complexity of the migration process and focuses on a 
dimension that emerges as additional in some analyses. However, it is a dimension that 
gives structure to the migratory process as a carrier of the same strength and importance 
as the economic, labour and family challenge that they pose for migrant women. Also, 
as a structurer of the field of action and the limits that women cross to build their life 
project. This is the agency, as long as the capacity that women have to exercise, build and 
rebuild their lives as many times as they need, even in the most dangerous conditions, 
without guarantees and as the limits established by social inequality allow. Indeed, the 
migratory process of women also involves a dimension where the need to change their 
lives and abandon scenarios of injustice, violence and inequality is the force that moves 
their humanity to a transcontinental experience. Experience that in some cases carries 
with it possibilities of emancipation.

In this context of diversity of insertions of Latin Americans in European countries, Yépez 
and Bach (2008) provide two useful statements for the analysis of the transcontinental mi-
gration process. First, immigration from Latin America is characterised by high mobility. 
Sometimes it is made up of families divided throughout different countries such as Spain, 
Italy, France or England, for example, and move permanently through the European terri-
tory, in relation to the possibilities of employment or obtaining a residence permit. Where-
as, secondly, migrants’ geographical origin of belonging is often not only from a certain 
country, but specifically from a certain region within it. This highlights the importance of 
social and family networks in migration processes and insertion into the labour market 
in destination societies. This detail will be explored with greater attention in the space 
that studies the Ecuadorian diaspora in Genoa, given that of the 11 women interviewed 
10 are from Guayaquil, a city that is located in the province of Guayas on the Ecuadorian 
coast, which is the region from which most of the women living in the city of Genoa in the 
Liguria area have travelled. And exceptionally, a woman from the Amazon was included, 
who according to the criteria of several representatives of the Ecuadorian community is 
the only representative of Pastaza inserted in a trajectory of higher education. Geovana 
migrated at 19 from her native city of Puyo, a city that had 61,779 inhabitants for the year 
2001, while in 2010 which is the last census conducted in Ecuador, it already had 83,933 
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inhabitants9, of which most were single, and most of them did not contribute or were not 
affiliated to the Ecuadorian social security system. And 20,713 were women aged 15 to 4910, 
an age group erroneously referred to as reproductive age for the purposes of the statistical 
analysis methodology of the National Institute of Statistics and Censuses.

Specifically in the case of the migration that Italy has received, since the seventies, an in-
creasingly wide participation of women has been revealed. According to Tognetti (2016), 
although female migration is less visible than that of men, women have always played 
an active role in migration processes. In fact, from the seventies in Italy women were the 
pioneers of this process although for a time they were silent or silenced, due to the labour 
field where they were inserted, such as domestic work or the scarce attention that the mass 
media gave them. In addition, Italian migration legislation and policy has neglected the 
gender dimension in migration flows.

This silence is directly connected with the forms, languages, and ways of exercising the 
work demanded by the field of services in Italy, as well as with the usual practices that 
families, companies, or work environments establish for migrant women. In this sense, 
as Tognetti (2016) points out, the consistency of female migration has oscillated over the 
years in the geocultural origin, evidencing the specificity of the flows that have occurred 
over time. The geocultural groups of origin, their numerical consistency, the composition 
by gender, by age, the level of academic training, the economic characteristics and the mi-
gratory reasons have changed. At the same time, there has been an increase in the demand 
for labour for the service sector as a result of the dynamics of deindustrialisation.

In this context, it is useful to include the analysis of the annual figures of the Italian Min-
istry of Labour and Social Policies (2020) with which it is established that an important 
factor that contributes to characterising the labour performance of migrant communities 
is the level of participation of the female component in the labour market, which is sig-
nificantly different between communities. Thus, if the female unemployment rate for non-
EU citizens is 16.7% compared to 11.7% for men, the indicator is lower in the Chinese 
and Filipino communities (3.6% and 5% respectively), while it is very high for Egyptian 
(54.3%) and Tunisian (39.5%) women. Likewise, the female employment rate, equivalent 
to 46.5% of the total number of non-EU citizens, is higher in the Filipino (80.4%), Chinese 
(69.8%), Peruvian (66.3%), Ukrainian (66.5%) and Moldovan (63.2%) communities and is 
characterized, with the exception of the Chinese community, by a migration project where 
women are generally linked to the family services and personal services sector. While in 
the Pakistani (7.3%), in the Egyptian (7.5%) and Bangladeshi (10.7%) communities, this 
percentage is minimal.

9. INEC. (2010). Results of the 2010 Census of Population and Housing in Ecuador. Pastaza Provincial Fascicle. In:  
https://www.ecuadorencifras.gob.ec/wp-content/descargas/Manu-lateral/Resultados-provinciales/pastaza.pdf 

10. On the Tab methodology of the INEC the variables for the "Specific rate of births in adolescent women from 
10 to 14 years of age" which responds to a goal of the National Plan of Good Living 2017-2021 that established: 
"Decrease the birth rate in 3.1 to 2.55 Girls and adolescent women aged 10 to 14 years old per 1,000 women by 
2021. The fallacy lies in diminishing, a problem that should be eradicated at the root. In addition to the mistake 
of considering girls from 10 to 14 years old as women. In: https://www.ecuadorencifras.gob.ec/documentos/
web-inec/Sistema_Estadistico_Nacional/Planificacion_Estadistica/Plan_Nacional_de_Desarrollo_2017_2021/
OBJETIVOS/Objetivo-1/1.38-FM-TENM10A14A.pdf

INEC. (2010). Resultados del Censo 2010 de población y vivienda en el Ecuador. Fascículo provincial Pastaza. En: https://www.ecuadorencifras.gob.ec/wp-content/descargas/Manu-lateral/Resultados-provinciales/pastaza.pdf
https://www.ecuadorencifras.gob.ec/documentos/web-inec/Sistema_Estadistico_Nacional/Planificacion_Estadistica/Plan_Nacional_de_Desarrollo_2017_2021/OBJETIVOS/Objetivo-1/1.38-FM-TENM10A14A.pdf
https://www.ecuadorencifras.gob.ec/documentos/web-inec/Sistema_Estadistico_Nacional/Planificacion_Estadistica/Plan_Nacional_de_Desarrollo_2017_2021/OBJETIVOS/Objetivo-1/1.38-FM-TENM10A14A.pdf
https://www.ecuadorencifras.gob.ec/documentos/web-inec/Sistema_Estadistico_Nacional/Planificacion_Estadistica/Plan_Nacional_de_Desarrollo_2017_2021/OBJETIVOS/Objetivo-1/1.38-FM-TENM10A14A.pdf
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The Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (2020) concludes that the Ecuadorian commu-
nity in Italy, even in recent years, is characterised by a strong participation in public, social 
and personal services11, which covers 40% of Ecuadorian workers in the community. This 
sector is also the preponderant for the group of non-COMMUNITY workers, but with a 
significantly lower incidence and approximately equal to 30%. In addition, according to 
the main demographic characteristics surveyed by the official figures about Ecuadorian 
citizens who remain regularly in Italy on the first of January 2020, the year of the global 
pandemic of COVID-19, there is still a preponderance of the female gender that represents 
57.1% of the community, a fact that places the Ecuadorian community in fifth position 
among the main communities in Italy by female incidence. This leads this institution to 
establish that the migratory model of the community has women as the protagonists.

11. The so-called personal services include: work as nannies, cleaning, home care, care for non-self-sufficient people, 
help in school environment.
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Herrera (2017) states that although Europe dominated the world’s migratory flows for cen-
turies – through migration driven by colonisation 1500-1800, migration driven by the In-
dustrial Revolution 1800-1915, and massive intracontinental displacements caused by the 
two world wars – it is only since the decade of 1960 when a significant influx of migrants 
from Asia, Africa, the Caribbean and Latin America transformed this continent into a re-
gion of immigration and thus international migration began to receive a notable interest.  

Specifically in relation to the history of Italian migration, Soave (2008) affirms, with respect 
to Italy’s interests in Latin America, that they are built and affirmed from the second half 
of the nineteenth century, in nearly contingent terms. Between 1876 and 1925, almost 9 
million Italians were involved in the emigration that chose the South American continent 
as its privileged destination. From this narrow causality, according to the author, sprang 
the legitimate myth of a larger Italy in La Plata, in that region between Buenos Aires and 
Montevideo, which had seen settled, already in 1834, the first nucleus of Italians in Latin 
America. Also, some bilateral actions in the field of public and commercial management 
marked Italy’s relations with Ecuador. In fact, in 1906 General Eloy Alfaro, President of the 
Republic of Ecuador, as Soave (2008) points out, ordered supplies of arms and ammunition 
abroad for about 9 million lire. Alfaro negotiated, in addition to rifles and ammunition with 
the German merchant Kopper, the purchase of a battery of mountain cannons, grenades, 
revolvers, sabres, an ambulance and uniform cloth with the Roman Francinelli Graziosi.12

Hence the Italian Minister in Lima, Ruffilo Agnoli stated, after the tragic death of Alfaro 
at the hands of the inhabitants of Quito, with a sincere sense of pain and piety, not only 
because the Ecuadorian people had quickly forgotten the merits of Alfaro in initiating in 
Ecuador the modernist liberal reforms, but because in 1899 it was General Alfaro himself 
who recognised the Kingdom of Italy and sent to Rome the first Ecuadorian representa-
tive to establish the friendly course of relations between the two countries. According to 
Alfaro’s words that appear in the compilation of his speeches in CNE (2012) he stated that:

“In the recognition of Italian Unity, Ecuador was the only discordant note among the ci-
vilised Nations of the Globe; and I was able to repair this fault, sending to Rome a Minister 
Plenipotentiary and Envoy Extraordinary, a position that was entrusted to Colonel D. Wil-
frido Venegas. In turn, His Majesty King Umberto I, of happy memory, accredited to our 
Government, His Excellency Mr. Giuseppe Pirrone, Minister Plenipotentiary and Envoy 
Extraordinary, who has been received with the cordiality due to the Representative of a 
friendly people.”  

3. HISTORY AND GEOPOLITICS OF 
ITALIAN MIGRATION IN ECUADOR

12. In contrast to the Message of the Head of the Supreme Command of the Republic to the National Convention of 
1906-07 in CNE (2012) that General Alfaro presented on 9 October 1906 to the Deputies in the National Palace, it states 
that "it has been negotiated with Mr F.U. Falcinelli Graziosi two Artillery batteries, system Skoda, Austrian with the 
necessary ammunition. It is possible that as it was a speech, they variously wrote the name of the Roman arms dealer, 
thus accuracy according to Soave (2008) seems the most accurate: Francinelli Graziosi.
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On the other hand, according to Gentile (1986) Cristoforo Negri13 the Chief Director of 
the Italian Consular Division abroad established that the appearance of Italian navy ships 
off the coasts of countries such as Chile and Ecuador would have dispelled the painful 
impression of the abandonment of emigrants in a region that could have become Italy’s 
Australia. In this line, according to Soave, Italy’s geopolitical interests in Latin America 
were connected from the migration issue and not as a specific category of foreign policy. 
In fact, the two hierarchically distinct operational planes in Italian foreign policy were: the 
priority of African colonialism and the mercantilist subordinate for Latin America. In this 
line, specifically in Ecuador, relations were promoted from private companies and interna-
tional trade policy. Likewise, as Serra (1983) establishes, in 1920 the Italian League for the 
Protection of National Interests Abroad was born, founded by Giuriati and Sinigaglia with 
the duty to favour entry into foreign countries using the Italian community. In this context, 
a large number of Italian companies and cooperatives were established ready to take on 
large orders on their own abroad, and among them was the Italian Company of Ecuador or 
Compagnia Italiana dell’Equatore (CIDE).

The creation of this Company took place in 1921 in Genoa14, and Leopoldo Parodi Delfino 
participated in this process as sole administrator of the BPD Bombrini Parodi Delfino, 
one of the largest companies in the Italian chemical industry. The objective of this insti-
tution was:

  “Exploit the country still virgin, but extremely rich in gold, oil and natural re-
sources. Thus, the plan for an Italian penetration in Ecuador assigned the Company the 
task of establishing, in accordance with the local laws of the Andean country, both a bank 
with the right to issue (the Italian Bank of Guayaquil of which Parodi Delfino became pres-
ident), and a series of companies that, coordinated with each other, were to operate in the 
field of agricultural and commercial activities, in the construction of public works and in 
the exploitation of natural resources.”15

Although it is the subject of another specific historical inquiry that I have initiated, it is 
important to highlight the detail of Mr Leopoldo Parodi Delfino’s connection with politics. 
According to the Archivio Multimediale Città Morandiana (2021), Parodi obtained the cre-
dential of the National Fascist Party - Partito Nazional Fascista (PNF) in 1932 becoming a 
member of the National Fascist Federation of Chemical Industrialists and in 1939 he was 
appointed senator. Thus, on 7 August 1944, the National Court proposed the removal of 
Parodi Delfino from the position of senator with the 6th group of positions, that is, the one 
aimed at the senators responsible for maintaining fascism and making war possible both 
with their votes and with individual actions – actions that included propaganda carried 
out inside and outside the Senate.  

13. Negri was the Founder of the Italian Geographical Society, first President of that institution. He was the first in Italy 
to work on positive politics and social statistics. After being a professor of Economic and Political Sciences in Padua, 
he was elected Director of Emigration and in this position he was promoter of Italian unity. In: Società d'Esplorazione 
(1879) According to Soave (2008) Negri concluded that it would be more opportune to look at the shores of the Med-
iterranean than at the distant Americas, where the Italianity was irretrievably "rarefied".  

14. In Archival Multimediale Città Morandiana: https://cittamorandiana.it/leopoldo-parodi-delfino/ 
15. Ibid.

https://cittamorandiana.it/leopoldo-parodi-delfino/
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First of all, Soave (2008) states that Ecuador was never a popular destination for Italian ex-
plorers and emigrants. Due to the exhausting journey involved in reaching the Andes and 
the time it took, either circumnavigating Latin America or if they arrived through Panama 
and then continue by land. With these details there was no apparent justification for em-
barking on such a journey. Thus, between 1820 and 1830, families of migrants such as the 
Parodi and the Bologna, among the sympathisers of the Ecuadorian independence cause, 
settled in the country in socially prominent positions. 

In a timely manner on the case of the emigration of the Parodi family to Guayaquil, and the 
circulation network that is created around this family, as Pagnotta (2019) points out, this 
process is particularly illuminating regarding their migratory trajectory. The first member 
of which there is official record left Italy in 1871 for Ecuador: it is Agostino. The same 
year, two-year-old Giovanni Amedeo arrived in Ecuador with his family. In 1892 Domen-
ico arrived. All three are originally from San Remo, in the western Liguria. Domenico and 
Agostino are registered in 1899, and Giovanni Amedeo in 1910, all three as merchants of 
the port of Guayaquil. The second generation of the Parodi, Giovanni’s children born in 
Ecuador are Umberto who was born in 1897, and Ernesto in 1899, continues to maintain a 
link with the mother country, indicating San Remo as a place of domicile. Although Ernes-
to is recorded in 1930 and Umberto at an unknown date, between 1925 and 1926. Both seem 
to be able to travel easily between Ecuador and Italy, since, although born in Ecuador, they 
travelled with the passport issued by the prefect of San Remo, in the first case, and by the 
honorary consul of San Remo, Dr Parodi, in the second. A third brother, Enrico, born in San 
Remo in 1904, who travelled to Ecuador in 1928, is part of the second generation that lives 
part of his life in Ecuador.

As the author states, trade was the initial dedication of the Parodi. Giovanni connects with 
other compatriots and, specifically, with Emilio Marengo, another Ligurian born in Genoa. 
Together they open a store of export products, called: “El Indio Guayas”, in Guayaquil. 
This store was dedicated to the direct import of groceries, hardware, and fuels from Eu-
rope and the United States of America, and to the sale in Guayaquil wholesale and retail. 
In addition, according to Pagnotta (2019) it is known that the pioneer Giovanni returns 
to live in San Remo and leaves his children three agricultural estates in Guayas: Rome, 
Italy and Concepción. These haciendas totalled one and a half million cocoa plants and at 
the beginning of the twentieth century coffee and banana plantations were being grown 
therein. The first three haciendas were joined by two others: El Carmelo, on the island of 
Puna, and La Alegría, in Guayas. And Enrico invests part of the capital in the start-up of 
a tuna and sardine canning factory and a tagua button factory. In this manner, a dynasty 
completely inserted in the production for export to the world market comes to the surface, 
which comes to connect the Italian city of San Remo with transoceanic trade.  

Accordingly, Pagnotta (2019) affirms that a good number of Italians present in Ecuador 
managed to insert themselves into the economy related to the shops that had their axis in 
the port of the country. According to Consul Goding, the Italians in the port had reached 
such a level that they represented, along with the Germans, the main participants in whole-
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sale and retail distribution. Particularly noteworthy were Italian families such as Parodi, 
Bruzzone & Co., Cassinelli Bros. & Co., Castagneto & Co., Frugone & Co., Antonio Baudi-
no, and Damián Miranda. In addition, the Italian Geographical Society states that the Ital-
ians, whose predominant components were those of Genoese origin, were likely the richest 
foreign group settled in the port of Guayaquil.

In this way, a first nucleus of about 20 Ligurian16 merchants from Panama were established 
in Guayaquil, while others came directly from Italy. Sori (1979) states that it is known that 
the Genoese were the first to leave for Latin America since Genoa was the main port of de-
parture to that territory. Thus, Colucci and Sanfilippo (2010) establish that, in the mid-nine-
teenth century, the city of Genoa serves as a port for a large territory comprising Liguria, 
Emilia Romagna, Tuscany, Piedmont and Lombardy.

According to Soave (2008), the scarce Italian community in Ecuador, as indicated by the 
1881 census, had quantified 317 people, that is, it was still the largest of all the foreign 
communities present in Ecuador. This community constituted a nucleus composed not of 
peasants but of small merchants who kept alive the link with Europe. In this context there 
were numerous Italian products spread in Ecuador, most of them from the food industry. 
At the end of the nineteenth century the Italian community stood at 700 people, of which 
400 were in Guayaquil, taking into account that the economic field where the Italians were 
located was mostly the commercial field.  

Pagnotta (2019) emphasises that, at the beginning of the century, in the five-year period 
1900-1905, mainly cocoa, tagua and coffee were exported to Italy. While in 1906 items such 
as fabrics, vermouth, hats, oil, marble and various other food products and machinery 
were imported through Guayaquil, Mera (1907) points out that were present in the city of 
Genoa sixty and one Italian trading houses that had a relationship with Ecuador, projecting 
the flourishing space for the consumption of products that arrived from Europe and the 
possibilities of insertion in an open and expanding sector.  

In this sense, as Soave (2008) adds, the Italian-Ecuadorian exchange generated a certain 
benefit with the success achieved by those who founded the small grocery stores, commer-
cial houses, points of sale, businesses, but also from the work of street vendors in the field 
of the sale of liquors, sugar and coffee. Trades that marked the influence and encounter of 
the Italian culture of the north, of the region of Liguria, the Genoese who have historically 
been recognised as merchants and managers of ports, with the port Province of Guayas. 
Along these lines, on 24 June 1882, the Italian community was officially structured, found-
ing in Guayaquil the Charitable Society for Italians Garibaldi – Società di Beneficenza per 
gli Italiani Garibadi – in order to cement the union between its members and subsidize the 
misfortunes and destitution of all Italians in need of help, as well as providing the pro-
tection of those interests poorly safeguarded by consular actions. According to Guarnieri 

16. Liguria is the region of northern Italy spread on 5416 km2 and counting 1,524,826 inhabitants in the year 2020. It is 
divided into 234 municipalities with a density of 282 inhab/km2) and its regional capital is Genoa. In Istituto Giovan-
ni Treccani (2020): https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/liguria/ 

https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/liguria/
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and Carducci (2001), important Ecuadorian personalities joined this Society over the years, 
General Eloy Alfaro standing out among them. This explains in particular why Alfaro was 
always interested in encouraging the flow of Italian emigration in Ecuador. Soave (2008) 
points out that part of the Board of Directors of this company was made up of success-
ful merchants who had a solid not only economic connection with Italy, entrepreneurs, 
owners of agricultural farms, small industrialists, some of whom were promoters of local 
Freemasonry. In 1885, in the Presidency of Agostino Parodi, the headquarters built with the 
contributions of the partners was inaugurated and in 1891 the weekly publication La Patria 
appeared in Guayaquil, a local version of the homonym that circulated in Argentina. In the 
same way, to the economic activism of the Italian community is added the work carried out 
by the Salesian Fathers who, sent to Ecuador by Don Bosco under the guidance of Father 
Luigi Calcagno, founded training institutes in arts and crafts in Quito, Riobamba, Cuenca 
and Gualaquiza.

As Soave (2008) adds, at the beginning of the twentieth century, in 1906, Minister Tom-
maso Carletti of the Italian Delegation in Lima pointed out that the political instabili-
ty of Ecuador undoubtedly constituted a factor against the development of the Italian 
community. Only Alfaro was able to solve this problem. Thus, the Italian nucleus had 
approximately 700 people, most of them merchants concentrated in Guayaquil. He did 
not identify a substantial change in the figures from previous years, however, he pointed 
out the importance of not confusing possible stability with a possible loss of momentum. 
Carletti confirmed his impression that the Italian community had found greater fortune 
in Ecuador compared to communities in the south of the continent. The Italian commu-
nity, in addition to being the largest, was the richest and controlled trade and imports in 
the Ecuadorian Republic. In this way the element of Liguria prevailed, which conferred 
a certain positive homogeneity that distinguished it from the communities of the neigh-
bouring countries. 

In addition, as Soave (2008) adds, Alfaro’s successive falls from the point of view of 
Italian diplomacy in Lima were definitely negative news because they were sincerely 
considered an ally and friend. Thus, in the course of 1912, social and political disorders 
threatened the position of the European community present in Ecuador. Finally, trad-
ers, entrepreneurs and financiers, the Italians in Ecuador had demonstrated their ability 
to adapt and their interdependency, having initially benefited from the development of 
the cocoa economy, they had skilfully diversified their contribution to the growth of 
the country. Thus, in 1919, in the halls of the Italian Charitable Society Garibaldi, ‘La 
Previsora’ was founded, the first private company that enriched the Ecuadorian credit 
financial system. This society was constituted to support the successive initiatives of the 
emigrants in Ecuador that for those years was composed of a majority that represented 
an authentic elite of the country.

However, both the creation of the Italian Charitable Society Garibaldi in Guayaquil and 
the Italian Company of Ecuador created in Genoa, functioned as structures that allowed 
to keep a record of Italians who moved to Ecuador and a better quality of data. However, 
this facility had structural details that socially, economically, and politically differentiated 
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Italian elites from actors engaged in other trades such as small merchants and street coffee, 
sugar and liquor vendors. Given that, as Pagnotta (2019) rightly states, Ecuador is char-
acterised by a statistical backwardness since independence and until the mid-twentieth 
century, if, on the one hand, García Moreno promoted the creation of the National Statis-
tical Office and the implementation of a quadrennial census, as well as bringing French 
experts to teach the methods and train local specialists, their policies in this sense achieved 
little result due to the Franco-German war, which prevented the arrival of professionals. 
Consequently, the first national census in Ecuador was conducted in 1950. Previously there 
was only one pilot census for the city of Guayaquil, in 1897, and another for that of Quito, 
in 1907.
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“We Ecuadorians who left our country, we left it heartbroken. Because you know, you 
don’t leave your country because you say I’m leaving my country because I want to 
leave. We left out of necessity, to get ahead, to be able to live a little better.”

Johana C., 43 years old 
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021

 
As Harney (1984) rightly states, migration constitutes a process in which we must observe 
the transformation of individual and collective behaviours, forms of solidarity, life strate-
gies, that is, including historical temporality within the argument in question. In this line 
Pagnotta (2014) adds that, precisely, the adoption of a research perspective based on the 
subjectivity of the testimonies of Ecuadorian migrants allows us to know how the ways of 
life of the protagonists are socially constructed with the passage of time, tied to a specific 
context, and are not the result of a supposed pre-existing cultural identity. Thus, knowing 
and recognising the diversity in identities is the challenge to comprehensively analyse the 
migration process and experience.

This work of researching and finding Ecuadorian women in Genoa is nothing more than a 
process of recognition of the trajectories of effort and work of the sisters, mothers, daugh-
ters, women who one day took all the strength of their families and all the women who 
precede them, to change their lives. And set up a new life project. All of them reconfigured 
their projects, maintained through various strategies the connection with Ecuador, always 
with their families in a committed way. And they still keep in their memory, with an ad-
mirable critical attitude, the reasons for their decision. They remember the social, political, 
and economic situation of Ecuador when they left it, and in that scenario their entire life, 
their families, work and education trajectories are the permanent memory of the failures 
and structures of inequality of their country of origin.

“Yesterday I turned twenty here in Italy. I came when I was 19, I left college, I left every-
thing to start a new life here. I am from the province of Pastaza, Puyo. (...) I did only one 
year of University in Business Administration Engineering in Ecuador, because I had to 
come to Italy. Here I started a new life, because changing completely your country at the 
age of 19, leaving your family, leaving your friends, so many things, and finding yourself 
with so many difficulties, even with the language because the language is easy, but I tell 
you all the above is very complicated.”

Geovana, 39 years old
Ecuadorian woman from the province of Pastaza, in Genoa. April 2022

 4.  MIGRANT WOMEN,  
 CULTURE, AND IDENTITY
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“My daughter stayed in Ecuador because she was little, she was two years old when I 
came. I brought her to me after four years, because I didn’t have documents. At first, I 
was undocumented. Then, at the moment I could, I brought her to me. And now I have 
Italian nationality. (...)”

Johana C, 43 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021

 
“The truth is that I suffered a lot, that’s why I think I clung to my partner a lot at the 
time. I was very attached to my father. My father was very important. The year he died, 
that’s when I stopped studying, and I separated. Before, every weekend, I was punctual to 
queue to call my children and my father. I didn’t feel the distance so much because I was 
always in touch. (...) That was my clinging, talking to my children and my parents and 
having my partner who moderately helped me, comforted me, not as I wanted, but I tried 
to see it that way. In order to bring my daughters, I struggled a lot, because we didn’t 
have papers and they closed the borders. When I arrived, a few months later they closed 
the borders, and I could no longer bring them. (...) After 5 years, I saw my daughters 
again and had to leave them, it was the worst thing that happened to me. I arrived in 
Ecuador crying to see my daughters after 5 years, it was terrible. It’s really heart-break-
ing, I couldn’t stop crying, I was drowning. They were happy to see me, but I felt bad. 
With their dad yes, it was difficult for my daughters to adapt. They were strange girls to 
him. When I came back from Ecuador and I couldn’t bring the girls, I came with more 
strength and more energy and said: I’m going to do it. And I moved, I bought the house 
with a loan, then already having my own house, one way or the other they had to give 
me permission to do the documentation and bring my daughters to that house, I asked 
for the documents and in six months I did everything. I got the money for the house, for 
the tickets, for everything and we went with the twins because I wanted my daughters 
from there to come with their sisters and feel that we are their family and not feel that 
impact like that.”

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

According to the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (2020), migratory flows are 
initially characterised by the presence of single people, men and women, according to the 
migration model, utilitarianly oriented to maximise the income opportunities that a tem-
porary work experience abroad allows them. With the passage of time and a gradual ad-
aptation to the host country, the migratory experiences undertaken by individuals become 
permanent and familiar. The process of stabilisation and integration is analysed, therefore, 
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through some sociodemographic indicators, useful to identify the presence of families in 
the area, such as gender composition and the presence of minors. Since the late nineties, 
according to the Italian public institutional overview, the Ecuadorian migration model had 
a majority of women, on whose shoulders laid all the burden of sending remittances and 
managing the reunification of their family or the reunion with their children and assumed 
family burdens, such as mothers and sisters.

“When I was young my job was my help. Obviously, I sent money to my mother and my 
relatives, because an immigrant has to help their family, I had to divide the money. You 
can eat little, and you make efforts. I did not die, as they say. 

Since I came with my brother, when he brought me, I already had his family here. They 
relied so much on Caritas17, on food aid. Other people also did the same, if perhaps they 
could not make it to the end of the month, they helped them with food: the boxes of rice, 
noodles, the passata di pomodoro. That helped so much. Even if you eat white rice, it’s 
always healthy.”

Geovana, 39 years old
Ecuadorian woman from the province of Pastaza, in Genoa. April 2022

According to the data of the Ministry in question, in the analysis of the types of residence 
permits other signs of stabilisation of presences on Italian territory can be observed: the 
significant level of stabilisation of the non-Community population is perfectly reflected in 
the growing trend of the proportion of holders of long-term residence permits (not subject 
to renewal) out of the total number of legal residents on Italian territory, which in 2020 
reached 63.1% (it was 62.3% in 2019). The communities with the highest proportion of 
long-term residents are Moldovan (80.5%), Ecuadorian (76.9%), Ukrainian (76.4%), Tuni-
sian (73%), Moroccan (71%) and Albanian (68.8%), who have a history of greater migra-
tory seniority. In the process of having a residence permit, the Ecuadorian women who 
participated with their testimonies identified several strategic actors of direct or indirect 
help, always women. On the one hand, in the case of Paola, the French woman for whom 
she worked helped her in several aspects, both in the practice of the language especially 
and with her documents. While, in Irina’s case, as her mother was already in Italy, she had 
a family network to reach out to. However, she took on the whole process of making the 
documentation and expediting the whole issue of her residence permit to coincide with her 
childbirth and guarantee her access to the public health system, while learning the Italian 
language from scratch. Both processes contain admirable strength.

17. Diocesan Caritas, is a pastoral body of the Genoese Church that offers help to all people and families in situations 
of difficulty through listening and initial guidance in the Caritas Reception Spaces, online and in collaboration with 
the Vicarial Listening Centers, the Foundation Auxilium and the rest of Entities and/or projects present in the area. 
In: http://www.caritasgenova.it/chi-siamo/

http://www.caritasgenova.it/chi-siamo/
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“About my French boss, I think she saw me as a daughter, I looked very small. She actu-
ally gave me the job to help me. For me to have an income, they didn’t even need me to go 
three times a week. Because they were all adults, she was very clean. I think that rather 
she did it to give me an income, she became fond of me like that, out of nowhere. Feeling, 
I don’t know. I was always very good in what I had to do, and so was she as a person liv-
ing alone. She had no family, and sometimes we even talked about things. Of course, she 
made me work and paid me to work, but in the five minutes we had coffee, or sometimes 
longer, she opened herself up a little more talking about her daughters. She told me a lot 
about them, and sometimes I talked a lot about my parents and my daughters who were 
there, so there was like affection and empathy. And we went back after a few years after 
I had already my daughters. We saw each other on the street and hugged. Thanks to her, 
I managed to do my papers. The documents, she tried many times to get me to enrol to 
study. She called the Italian Consulate to see what information they could give her. But 
then I got pregnant with the twins, and I stopped working there. Regardless, she prepared 
the papers. When my twins were 5 months old, in 2004 I started working in a fast-food 
chain, I already had the documents and I stayed there. I already spoke Italian perfectly, I 
had been for three years already in Italy and I had no difficulty with the language, I was 
always fast.”

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

 
“I came to Italy, and my daughter was born. Well, I first did the papers in January 2021. 
I was very scared that I wouldn’t get the papers fast, because I had friends who said it 
takes a long time. Even for that God blessed me, my papers came out in a week. My mom 
is a citizen, I got my residence permit, the tax code, all my papers. I was ready to go and 
give birth, because here healthcare is public, it is free, you pay absolutely nothing. I did 
this permit process alone, read, read, and read. (...) You can get up at 6:00 am, and go to 
the official offices, ask and inform yourself. I paid absolutely no one, I did it by myself. 
(...) Here in Italy I have always tried that, if I have to do something, I say give me a week, 
let me read, study and investigate and we can do it ourselves. My visa ended at the end 
of January, and I said to myself, if my visa ends, and I only start at the end of January to 
do my papers, when will they give me the papers, if in March I have to give birth? And 
we already started checking how much it cost to give birth, and it costs like 5000 euros. 
That’s a lot of money. And that made me more determined, I have to achieve it, I have to 
do it and finally I did it. They gave it to me in a month, and I was ready to give birth, 
they gave me permission at three weeks. And I gave birth in March, with that permission 
I accessed public health and paid absolutely nothing. They even gave me a bonus, for the 
birth of my baby. The State gave me a bonus of 800 euros, so far I have them there in the 
account because I do not spend them, because I said that is not mine, it is my daughter’s.”

Irina, 27 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022
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In this line, the Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (2020) in its annual report of the Ec-
uadorian community in Italy determined that as of 1 January 2020, there were 71,477 legal 
residents, equivalent to 2% of non-EU citizens in Italy. Data that places it in the sixteenth 
position. Thus, the community in question points to a significant reduction in the presence 
of the Ecuadorian community compared to the previous year (-6.2%), being surpassed only 
by the Nigerian community in the fall of legal residents. This reduction is probably linked 
both to migratory movements outside the country and to the acquisition of citizenship, 
which have a substitute effect on statistics: out of a total of 113,979 concessions for citizens 
from Third Countries, in 2019, the procedures in favour of migrants of Ecuadorian origin 
were 3,041, 2.7% of the total. Overall, more than 971,000 non-EU citizens acquired Italian 
citizenship by residence, marriage or transmission/election between 2012 and 2019, and 
18,750 were Ecuadorians. The community in question registered a significant increase in 
the acquisition of citizenship during the last year: +32% compared to +10.1% registered for 
non-EU citizens considered as a whole.

“Now, when I first arrived, it was traumatic because I only spoke in Spanish with the 
people I lived. And you didn’t speak Italian outside, because almost foreigners in that pe-
riod there were none, at least not of our people. I got so involved in studying on my own, 
that until I could manage myself, as someone would say, for three months, I didn’t leave 
the house, I locked myself in the house and I started studying. By myself.

At that moment I felt that the education was my weapon, I said if I want to make myself 
heard, if I want to understand and defend myself more than anything in life. It was im-
portant for me to study. That’s when I started and I haven’t stopped. I bought so many 
books, magazines, listened to television. There comes a time when you understand the 
language but speaking is still an effort. Because as long as you don’t go out and talk 
about it, it’s impossible, so at that moment I decided that maybe my story is a little dif-
ferent because I went out on the street to walk, I didn’t go to work because my husband 
worked. I went out into the street and started talking, that’s why people say that I now 
talk even with the walls. And it’s true. I can talk to everybody. (...) In fact I know every 
corner of Genoa more than the Italian himself, the Genoese tells me you know Genoa 
better than I do. That’s quite true.”

Jessi Retto
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022

 
“I isolated myself within me, but already in the last years before separation it was that I 
began to see life in a different way, because studying opened my eyes, to many things. I 
understood what life was really like. I tell you, for me life was four walls and my family. 
Then I began to feel the same desire of my classmates to go out to a concert that day or go 
out. And I always, didn’t even think about it. (...) I was limited to being just their mother. 
They made their lives, I was advising them. But I wasn’t part of their lives. Until well, 
little by little, my mind began to open and I was happy to go to the Theatre – I’ve never 
been here. But it was about going to the movies, or dancing, to me who like music, to a 
concert, I began to impose myself and say: I want to go to that, I want to do that. So, the 
father of my daughters, who was my husband at the time, was very old-fashioned. He was 
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very closed-minded. I think that when you are at the same level of education, it seems a 
lie, but the mind opens in the same way, between two people who make the same journey 
of life, rather. Maybe it can’t be the education, but the same life journey.”

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

 
“I always bought books, then I enrolled in an Institute where you learned the Italian 
language, you learned English, French, a little accounting, a little bit of everything. It 
was a course, which for work reasons I did not finish. That’s where it all started, because 
I started doing my resume. Because as a migrant when you come here you have to work 
with the elderly, or in cleaning, and it is very difficult. But humbly you have to do it, and 
in that when I enrolled in this course, I had several things in my mind I didn’t want to 
work cleaning houses forever. I was young at 19, that was not my life project. So, I got 
into this course and started looking at the newspapers, looking for a job as a secretary, like 
something else. At that time, in Il Secolo18, there was a list of jobs and suddenly a den-
tist’s assistant came out. And I said let’s try, I sent the resume and he called me, asked me 
two or three questions. After two weeks that he disappeared he called me, he told me: come 
we are going to make you a three-year contract and that’s where my whole life began. The 
tests were very simple, because I was a foreigner, he made me read a surgery book. That 
was my interview, he made me read. That’s where my life began, call it fortune or luck. 
The way I introduced myself, the way I spoke to him, the way I read. From there began 
my life as a dental assistant, that was my first job in the field. My first previous job was 
with an Argentine lady whom I assisted from Monday to Sunday, and in the mornings, I 
took the opportunity to learn the language, buy books, interact with people and climb the 
ladder, one more step in knowledge. According to me for a young person, 19 years old, the 
work of helping the elderly is very tough. In the psychological field, when you are young, 
if you work with elderly people, it takes your soul. That is why when I see Ecuadorian 
children like me, I tell them to study, take advantage, work, do not maintain the same 
direction that all migrants take, to always do humble jobs. That’s what I advise you.”

Geovana, 39 years old
Ecuadorian woman from the province of Pastaza, in Genoa. April 2022

Indeed, as Herrera and Nyberg (2017) establish, the field of migration studies in Latin 
America seeks not only to rethink the new and old causes of migration, but to do so from 
the particular experience of groups excluded by other dimensions of inequality that feed 
and render complex the view of these processes. In this way, female migrations, indig-
enous or Afro-American migrations and the particular situation of migrant children or 
young people begin to be analysed from their specificities. These migrations contribute to 
the understanding of particular ways of articulating these processes with the dynamics of 
the global market, with differentiated identity processes and also with forms of resistance 

18. El Siglo XIX, a local newspaper in the region of Liguria. In Italian: Il Secolo XIX. Available online at: https://www.
ilsecoloxix.it

https://www.ilsecoloxix.it
https://www.ilsecoloxix.it
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and political responses. Own. In this scenario, in the cases of Paola, Amanda and Daniela, 
as they arrived in Genoa in the last years of their adolescence, access to education meant a 
process of integration that reinforced and redirected their life projects aimed at profession-
al growth and the possibility of inserting themselves into a degree trajectory. In addition, 
all the women who shared their testimony have in their lives experiences related to aca-
demic trajectories, studies of continuous training. They are self-taught in various fields and 
in two languages. And for some of them, like Geovana, getting a job other than assisting 
the elderly marked the beginning of their lives. Many times in Latin America, in an erro-
neous and even violent way, the beginning of a woman’s life is marked when she begins 
her marriage or is “presented in society” and makes the leap to adolescence at 15, an age 
at which in many cultures through syncretic rites with the Catholic religion the process of 
being a woman begins. However, for a large part of the women interviewed, the beginning 
of their working career was the beginning of their life in Italy. That’s where it all started, 
they all keep in their memory the first applications, the people who helped them, how they 
wrote their resumes, what strategies they used, and all the times they were told that this 
was not for them. But in an emancipatory action, they went against the current.

“When I go on vacation to Ecuador, I like to visit the country. I’m not one of the people 
who sometimes forget. I love Italy. If I’m here, it’s because I love it. But, I’m very divided. 
There is always a part that misses your own country, your food, your people. I am not a 
person who likes to be surrounded by people a lot, but I like when I go to Ecuador work-
ing people that come and go, positivity. When people are more positive in life, they face 
everything as it comes. These are qualities that I miss so much. Here many people put 
themselves down and do not manage to overcome their condition, stuck in a box and not 
seeing beyond the walls. On the other hand, in Latin America people are more ambitious, 
more fighters and dreamers, more positive, these are qualities that I do miss so much. 
Because here, everyone thinks about their own life and nothing else.”

Amanda, 28 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021

 
“I started to love Italy for its food, food brings people together, because they are good peo-
ple, quite humanitarian. If they have to take off their shoes to help you, they take them off, 
they are very altruistic, they think of helping others, there are many people who are good. 
I learned to get to know them, beyond how cold they are, how reserved they are. At first it 
seemed all ugly, the streets, the houses, but then studying I realised that it is a privilege 
that they still preserve all their historical heritage. I live in a small town, they have so 
many historical things. Once I learned to know, I fell in love with so many things, with 
history, with the few places I have been able to visit. Studying I could see Italy as another 
world, which I did not see before.”

Amanda, 28 years old
 Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021
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“To come here I got married, and my husband came. Within 15 days I arrived. I knew ab-
solutely nothing. He worked in Ecuador as a management assistant in a real estate com-
pany. So, when I came, I didn’t imagine what exactly I was coming to. When I arrived, I 
was 22 years old, I didn’t know any Italian. I knew English, in the work I did in Ecuador 
and I thought I’d go by here with that, but it was not possible with that language. Thus, 
I had to learn the Italian language quickly. 

I came to live in the historic centre, and for me it was a blow because I didn’t like it. Now 
I have come to appreciate it, as I always say I never thought to love Genoa as I love it 
now. When I arrived the first impact was terrible for me. Getting to the historic centre, it 
is an area where there are always problems, people drinking, people in the drug business, 
unfortunately it is so. For me it was really hard, I wasn’t used to seeing that reality. So 
long ago the problem of arriving in that period was that you had to share a house with 
many people and I think that happened to everyone who arrived at that time. That was 
what hit us the most to those of us who arrived long ago. (...) We shared an apartment 
with many couples, because at that time there were more couples than single women, at 
least in the house I was in there were many couples. I stayed for a short time, because my 
husband was already working. I am now divorced, I have been for almost ten years. He 
worked and we left right away, we went away from the centre. I have some friends from 
that time. Because I think it’s important to keep in touch with your own people. It’s like 
a little piece of your country that stays with you. I had good friendships. Many people, 
women more than anything, fighters, workers, I have a good memory of that period, 
despite everything.”

Jessi Retto
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022

 
As Arizpe (2007) points out, immigrants, trapped between different cultural affiliations, 
constitute their identity in a dynamic way, adjusting their behaviour to the norms and 
values proposed both by their group of origin, as well as by the receiving society. In the 
first stage, they structure their daily life around two poles: one constituted by the family 
and associations and the other by public life, work and school. In both lies the possibility 
of reconstructing their identity. Or rather to have a dynamic identity, which in the phase of 
permanent integration builds possible identities with memories and experiences of both 
the host country and the country of origin.

“My first partner, the father of my 5 daughters, is Ecuadorian. When I arrived in Genoa 
I had no friends, I didn’t know anything. When I arrived, I started mobilising myself to 
make my life there. But I never had family here. Genoa was unknown, I imagined it was 
a port. I saw that it was a port city, and I knew that it was similar to Guayaquil. I knew 
it was a coastal place. I think that’s why I get used to it very quickly. I’m from the coast, 
I’ve always loved places near the beach.”

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022
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“My free time was when I was taking exams. That was a day off, that they gave me 
sometimes to study, and I locked myself in a library and I enjoyed my time concentrating 
there, that is, for me there was nothing or friends or group of friends.”

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

 
“I think that, now I am an Italian citizen. But I have been Italian for many years, not 
because I am not Ecuadorian. But because I feel both. Before, I just felt Ecuadorian, only 
Ecuadorian. Maybe it was annoying to me, when Ecuadorians spoke Italian. I said: but 
why? If they are Ecuadorian, why do they have to speak Italian? After so many years I 
understood that it is something like innate. You get the words, it’s such a common thing 
when you’re with a group of Italian people.” 

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

 
“I moved with the books, I started buying books and dictionaries. I started talking to the 
neighbours, to the children, because here in middle school they study Spanish. I would 
tell them from time to time, I give you two little words in Spanish, and you tell them to 
me in Italian. So, slowly, I would go to the supermarket to shop, see the words and begin 
to relate to the culture of Genoa that is closed. Once you get to know them, they open up. 
You have to know that here it changes from region to region. Here in Genoa, they are not 
so open to anyone. But once you start relating to them, getting to know them and all that, 
they start to give you the confidence.”

Geovana, 39 years old
Ecuadorian woman from the province of Pastaza, in Genoa. April 2022

 
“I learned Italian when I was here, I contacted an Italian teacher who taught at a school in 
Quito. She is the best teacher I can recommend, the best in the world. I didn’t know any-
thing, and she helped me to speak the conjunctive that for Italians is difficult. I learned 
practically since I was pregnant, and I received private lessons for about ten months. An 
hour every day. Apart from watching movies in Italian, I spoke Italian at home. Well, my 
mom is not that she speaks Italian well, because she has practically not studied Italian, 
as she always says she knows the Italian of the street. She came to live and came to work, 
she did come to work. She eventually met her husband and got married and now, now she 
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doesn’t work anymore. But she did have the hard story. That’s when I learned, just like 
when I entered the University it’s not that I spoke very fluent Italian, but I knew how to 
get by. I did it in record time with a giant belly from my pregnancy.”

Irina, 27 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022

 
The language, the relationship between the mother tongue and a second language are im-
portant factors that delineate and traverse migratory trajectories. They have a fundamen-
tal role. As Bourdieu (1991) states, language represents for each individual an important 
symbolic capital. In this line, Vietti (2005) affirms that it is important to recognise that the 
migratory process triggers phenomena of restructuring of the linguistic repertoire, with 
results that could evidence some type of innovation, in relation to the various migratory 
projects and their ways of life. In addition, in each testimony and experience, the role 
of women and families who support various processes and help certain possibilities to 
be consolidated can be highlighted. For example, in the case of Irina, her mother was in 
charge for many years of creating the conditions of well-being so that her granddaughter 
and daughter can enjoy some rights that are possible in Italy when you already have a 
residence permit, such as full and equal access to the public health system, free education 
with aid of all kinds that recognise for all the effort to comply with the academic process, 
also the possibilities that your granddaughter has access to a quality public nursery. This 
implies access to three areas that unfortunately in recent years are unthinkable in Ecuador 
and that for many Ecuadorian women who did not have a residence permit, it was simply 
not an option. Thus, the chain of care that her daughter now has in 2022 means connecting 
all the links of effort, her hard work and the absences that distance perhaps gave rise to in 
the childhood shared between two continents. Time and space account for the difficulty, 
when a mother or father is not in the same country, surely their life, experience and effort 
are testimonies of the love, respect and commitment that in the distance we all continue to 
build for our families. Also the effort of those who remain, surely Irina’s academic career 
was built from her childhood, when her father asked her to read and analyse the editorials 
of the national press, a practice in which she identified the labour field to which she would 
dedicate herself several years later, - after reading and rereading in her country.
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According to Pagnotta (2005), this diaspora began in the mid-nineties with a high predom-
inance of women. Although in 1995 Peruvians were the second community in Genoa with 
447 regular presences, in 1996 they were surpassed by Ecuadorians with 1073. The follow-
ing data characterise the feminisation of Ecuadorian migration in Genoa, as established by 
the figures of the municipal instance of this city in 1998 a total of 1419 Ecuadorian migrants 
inhabited the city, of which 995 were women. While in 1999 a total of 2343 Ecuadorians 
lived in Genoa, and 1601 were women. Even more so as Gives (2019) points out, based on 
INEC data from 2001 on the destination of Ecuadorian migrants: from 1996 to 2001, the 
percentage of women, compared to male emigration, who headed to the United States 
of America was 37%. However, the percentage that was established in Spain was almost 
49%, and 50% in Italy. In 1999, Johana, the first of the women of the Ecuadorian diaspora 
interviewed, travelled to Genoa, and began her transcontinental migration process with 
the help of a friend:

“I studied every year in Ecuador, only the third year of high school I studied here 
in Genoa. Because in Ecuador, when I was 17 I got pregnant. As it happens there, 
after that one can no longer study. I was in my fourth year when I had my little 
girl, so I couldn’t go to school anymore. After the fifth year I did it in another 
school, as distance learning. Because I couldn’t study every day, so I decided to 
do it only on Saturdays. Thus, I worked during the week and on Saturday I stud-
ied. Then, when I finished the fifth year, I got an opportunity through a friend 
who helped me come here to Italy in ‘99. She had travelled to Ecuador, and saw 
how I lived with my little girl, a person with a baby has to work. My daughter’s 
dad left me, he barely knew I was pregnant. I was left alone with my daughter, so 
I raised her on my own. I decided to raise her alone and so far, until now I have 
raised my daughter, I have ensured her education, I have given her everything.” 

Johana C., 43 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021

 
“When I arrived, I had finished the College and had started the first year of Business 
Administration. I was studying and started working. The work in Ecuador was good, 
but I got married. He came here and I came after 15 days. So practically, I left everything, 
what I had started.”

Jessi Retto
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022

 

5.   THE ECUADORIAN DIASPORA 
 IN GENOA
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It should be noted as mentioned by Pagnotta (2014) that the existing migratory networks 
between Genoa and Guayaquil are predominantly female: women sisters or mothers take 
care of the children of migrant women. Frequently, they are entrusted with the manage-
ment of remittances, and they are the first to use the call mechanisms of migratory chains, 
and only when they are settled do men also depart. 

“I’m from Guayaquil, I came alone because my sister got married and finished school. We 
are two sisters, my mom was in Italy and my dad was in Ecuador. My sister got married, 
and obviously I was going to stay with my dad. My mom said no, and brought me to Ita-
ly, I came at the age of 13. I was lucky because my mother cared a lot about the language, 
and before I came, she sent me to an Italian Institute that was on the way to the coast, and 
I studied Italian in the afternoon. At the time I thought I was wasting my time, because 
I didn’t think I was learning (...). But once I got to Italy, I must say that it helped me so 
much, even normally they make you do a few months in the year “seconda media” and 
they make you repeat it. In my case, they put me directly in the third year of lower sec-
ondary, because I had that facility and because my grammar and writing were perfect, I 
rarely made mistakes. I arrived tiny, and I entered quickly. My mom was always a person 
interested in education, and she had everything prepared, all the documents ready. When 
I arrived in Genoa I was only at home for a week and the week after I entered the school, 
freshly arrived. My mom is currently working as a badante19, as a carer for the elderly. 
When I arrived, she was taking care of some children, she had a little more time.”

Amanda, 28 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021

 
“It was incredible, in Guayaquil my mom didn’t have the money to pay for my univer-
sity. I wanted to be a nurse; I would have studied biochemistry, but we had no money. A 
friend who did not finish school had travelled because of financial problems a year before 
we graduated. I found her (at that time, the internet was not as easily accessible as now) 
and she told me to go, that she could help me with something. At that moment I decided. 
My mom was scared, but she helped me. We loaned money. I arrived in Genoa, and it was 
another world. I was nobody, I was a young Ecuadorian. I thought I had made a mistake, 
but I was lucky. A German woman hired me to clean her house, about 6 months after 
I arrived. She helped me so much, she taught me everything. How to move in the city, 
where to buy things, the language I started with her. I didn’t know Italian. I worked in 
her house for 4 years, I managed to save a little, although almost everything was sent to 
my mother. She was happy, but I felt like life was going away. I had dreams, I wanted to 
study and work in a hospital.”

Maité D., 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. December 2021

 

19. This name refers to women who work in Italy helping the elderly and people who are not self-sufficient.
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“I came in the middle of COVID, in October 2020. A week after I arrived, they closed 
the borders, I went to church and said God, open the way for me to be what you want, 
guide me, make me see what I should do. Because I really didn’t know whether to stay, it 
was a very difficult time to make decisions. I had given my notice at work, as we were in 
the COVID, my degree seminar began to be online. I said one less chore, I don’t have to 
go to university, there was talk that the degree would be online, so I said like it’s a sign 
that you don’t need to be here anymore. Because travelling with a baby is complicated. 
I said, while the baby is in my belly it is mine, and I command. Once the baby is born, 
it would be a little more difficult, so I said: if I’m going to do something I have to do it 
now. I took out a tourist visa, but since they were in the middle of COVID they were not 
giving it. My mother sent a letter to the Embassy, (...) saying that it is a right, citing 
the laws. So, the Embassy had no choice but to approve. I applied, gave the requirements 
and after four days I received the passport visa. The day after it arrived, I was already 
on the plane. At that very moment I went to KLM and bought the ticket, and I came. It 
was only when I sat on the plane that I said: what am I doing? I applied for a visa for 3 
months. Because practically in January I did my papers for the soggiorno permit. Yes, I 
asked it for 3 months. I knew absolutely nothing, I just said: I go there and study, first 
the baby will be born and then we’ll see. But it was always the idea that, if I go, I will 
study (...). Then I got here, my mom and stepfather have a good condition. They told me: 
(...) we give you all the support so that you continue studying and really find a good job 
and can be the support for you and your daughter, because coming here is not easy if you 
do not have a support.

Irina, 27 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022

 
With respect to the Ecuadorian diaspora, ISTAT data (2021)20 establish that in Italy there 
are 70,311 residents who come from Ecuador as of 1 January 2021. In the city of Genoa 
there are a total of 11,57421 of which 6,365 are women residents of Ecuadorian origin. 
According to the Union of Chambers of Italy22 ) the Region of Liguria where the metro-
politan city of Genoa is territorially located, is the Italian area in which the percentage of 
women over the total population is the highest with 52.5%. In addition, it also establishes 
that, according to an analysis of the composition by age, Liguria is the region with the 
highest percentage of population over 65 in Italy with 27.7% of people – a figure signifi-
cantly higher than the national average of 21%.  

20. ISTAT. (2021). Istituto Nazionale di Statistica. Stranieri residenti al 1mo gennaio-Cittadinanza. In: http://dati.istat.
it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103 

21. Ibid. Stranieri residenti al 1mo gennaio-Cittadinanza. Tutti i comuni: http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?Query-
Id=19103# 

22. L’Unione Italiana delle Camere di commercio, industria, artigianato e agricoltura-UNIONCAMERE, is a public 
entity that unites and represents institutionally the Italian cameral system since 1901. This institution has a digital 
tool the Geo Smart Camera to monitor annual data on population and territory, labour market, economic results, 
competitiveness of the territory, social context, quality of life, among others. At: https://www.unioncamere.gov.
it/Atlante_2015/regioni/liguria/popolazione.html

http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103
http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103
http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103#
http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103#
23.	En: Comune di Genova. (2021). http://statistica.comune.genova.it/municipi/SCHEDE_MUNICIPI/TUTTO_COMUNE.pdf
23.	En: Comune di Genova. (2021). http://statistica.comune.genova.it/municipi/SCHEDE_MUNICIPI/TUTTO_COMUNE.pdf
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In fact, according to the figures of the latest study of the municipal instance of Genoa23 
on its population, the total number of people aged 75 and over living alone is 35,532, an 
important detail that connects with the field of training and work of Ecuadorian women 
of the diaspora who are mostly dedicated to the care of the elderly, people with illnesses 
that require assistance, or in health as health care and cleaning personnel. In the case of 
Johana C., her experience in the field of health gave her the impetus to resume her high 
school studies taking advantage of the new conditions with distance learning, which was 
installed globally by the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, she always had the intention of 
resuming her studies to complete the baccalaureate that had been interrupted in Ecuador 
when she dedicated herself to work and guarantee the upbringing of her daughter. 

“I had the opportunity to do a course in OSC, Social and Healthcare Assistant and I 
needed to have the diploma or the terza media as they call it here. (...) I studied for a year 
here in Genoa, (...) and thanks to that course I am currently working in the hospital. And 
this year I decided to get the Baccalaureate diploma because I wanted to continue study-
ing at the University. I want to continue Nursing. Working in healthcare is something 
that arose because of this opportunity. I did the OSC course while already working in the 
Hospital. (...) I already know so many things. Many friends and people at work tell me, 
for you it comes easier because you know how hospitals work, you work together with 
nurses and doctors. I said yes, I do the diploma to take advantage and continue studying. 
I have decided to study nursing, because you finish and you can get a job, even at an 
older age.”

Johana C., 43 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021

 
“My mom came to Genoa in 2001, she had to come because in Ecuador there was no 
job, she had divorced my dad and the best thing was that she is away from him. Our life 
was hell in the same city with him, after the divorce. (...) I stayed a year with my grand-
mother, and then my mom saved up to bring me. My grandmother died two months 
before my trip. My life in Ecuador was finished. She had no medical attention in Guay-
aquil, they treated us like animals. (...) We didn’t have money to pay for the guarantee 
of entry to a public hospital, nor to buy the bed. When I arrived in Italy, with nothing, I 
decided to study nursing. The first place I saw here was the Hospital, because my mother 
did the cleaning there. Here the doctors are very polite people and care about life. Ecuador 
is not like that, much less now after they let the sick people die on the streets of my city 
with COVID.”

Daniela T., 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. September 2021

23. In: Comune di Genova. (2021). http://statistica.comune.genova.it/municipi/SCHEDE_MUNICIPI/TUTTO_
COMUNE.pdf

http://statistica.comune.genova.it/municipi/SCHEDE_MUNICIPI/TUTTO_COMUNE.pdf
http://statistica.comune.genova.it/municipi/SCHEDE_MUNICIPI/TUTTO_COMUNE.pdf
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Pagnotta (2010) points out on this subject that, in addition to the funnel role played by the 
work of caring for the elderly or sick in Genoa, it can be considered as a tunnel work that 
reproduces itself. Indeed, it is very difficult for Ecuadorian women in the diaspora to de-
velop a trajectory of occupational mobility with balance with their family responsibilities 
between two continents. Johana, for example, has taken more than 20 years to resume her 
studies, and a journey of 16 to have a more stable job in which she has been placed for 4 
years and thanks to her effort to study she achieved a better working condition. It is here 
that solidarity networks are a factor that makes the difference in the face of a bifurcation 
in the transcontinental migration process and the variable time it takes for each woman to 
access a space of balance and integration in her process.

It should also be mentioned that there is a particular appreciation of the population receiv-
ing Ecuadorian migration, in relation to the work of women. Santagati (2005) affirms that 
the insertion of “Latinos” suffers from a subaltern integration in domestic work, construc-
tion and agriculture and thus becomes a labour inclusion in low-skilled professions. Also, 
of a downward social mobility that derives from the absence of recognition of educational 
qualifications and a dissemination of stereotyped and exotic images of Latin culture that 
reduce the complexity of a lively associativity that does not always translate into possibil-
ities of political participation.

“After 3 years of working as a Babysitter, I finally worked with a lady who was French 
and had daughters about my age. I was 18, and her daughter was 14. Then I, a girl still, 
when I went to her house to clean and clean the girls’ room, I found notebooks and books, 
as I was alone sometimes, I was curious to see her books, I sat down to read, maybe some 
paragraph of a book. It caught my attention, it is something I dreamed of, coming from 
school running and tell them to please wait for me for the exams, I always wanted to 
finish my education. It was like a trauma that I had, in all those years until I managed 
to do it. (...)  

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

In this sense, Queirolo (2004) points out that the migration of people from Latin America 
is distinguished by the prevalence of the female gender, the family dimension and cultural 
closeness between the country of origin and the country of arrival, the absence of a strong 
initial prejudice on the part of the receiving citizens and a positive labour insertion. Of 
course, this insertion is a process that has its nuances and is connected with the variable 
of education, which in the trajectory of Ecuadorian women, has marked the dimension of 
effort, the exposure or not to precarious days of work in “black” as they call illegal work 
in Italy, which does not have social security guarantees and nor does it give access to the 
rights that residents have. In some cases, such as Paola Molina’s, she received help from 
a woman of French origin who understood her situation and helped her from giving her 
work to managing her papers. Several Ecuadorian women have created strong bonds of 
friendship with their employers. In their free time at work, they improved the language 
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while exchanging experiences of their life journey. Women’s care networks have also in 
some cases been extended to foreign women in Italy, who know and understand the dif-
ficulties of not being in their country of origin, being a woman and accessing education. 
Both in some private companies, transnationals, chains, and in homes and families that re-
quire the work of migrant women, in some cases they have supported Ecuadorian women 
when it comes to completing their studies or accessing undergraduate training.

“When I arrived in Genoa, thanks to the help of some friends here I managed to get a 
domestic assistance job, I worked taking care of children for 2 years. (...) It took me about 
3 years for my high school diploma to be recognised here in Italy, it was very difficult. I 
would have had to redo the entire baccalaureate in order to achieve the blessed diploma. 
But when I had it, the family where I worked helped me to understand all the procedure 
I had to go through to enter the University and study nursing. In fact, they helped me 
to get a complementary course that helped me a lot, because here you have to pass some 
exams first. All very hard. But I was accepted, it took me about 4 years to get into the 
University here.”

Daniela T., 38 years old
 Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. September 2021

 
“I tell you from the start, I don’t know what would have become of me without my 
mom in Ecuador and the women I met here. Every time I called her it gave me strength, 
now I understand that she also suffered. Now that I am a mother, I understand many 
things. But I don’t know what would have become of me here, without all the women 
who gave me a hand. My first boss taught me the language, and two friends gave me 
a place to live.”  

Maité D., 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. December 2021

 
On the one hand, it is interesting to include the viewpoint of the host country to character-
ise the migration process in the specific space of permanence and labour insertion in Italy, 
which is configured as a long journey of experiences that can be composed of decades. 
Likewise, Santagati (2005) affirms that in Italy a positive representation of Latin American 
migrants has spread, in terms of the geographical distance between the continents, a lin-
guistic, cultural, and religious closeness is contrasted, which differentiates them from other 
groups present in Italy in the identity plane as in the perception of the native population, 
the diffusion of prejudices and the processes of integration. 

In this context, according to oral and face-to-face interviews with Italians residing in Genoa 
who have had some kind of closeness with the Ecuadorian population at the specific level 
of education or continuing training, the criterion that characterizes Ecuadorian women is 
their honesty at work. In addition, in the educational field, they highlighted the strength, 
discipline and respect of Ecuadorian women when they have completed high school in 
institutions such as IRFEYAL.
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To complement the panorama of the field of education, in relation to students with non-Ital-
ian citizenship with “migratory background” term coined by the Italian Ministry of Ed-
ucation (2019)24, almost half of the total of 857,729 students with non-Italian citizenship 
are of European origin, that is, 46.3%, followed by students of African origin with 25.7% 
and Asians with 20.1%, and finally the percentage of those who come from Latin America 
with 7.9% and from Oceania 0.03%. In this scenario, taking into account that Romania is 
the country of origin with the largest population inserted in the Italian educational sys-
tem with 157,470 students representing 18.25%, in fourth place descending is China with 
55,070, in ninth place Pakistan with 21,321, in twelfth place the neighbouring country of 
Peru with 19,417, while Senegal in fifteenth place has 15,972 students and Ecuador in six-
teenth place with 15,336 which represents the 1.78% of the total, surpassing Brazil and 
Argentina with 7,179 and 1,277 respectively. 

It should still be noted that in 2008 according to data from the Italian Ministry of Education 
(2020), Ecuador was among the top ten countries of origin of students with non-Italian 
citizenship inserted in the educational system that includes from Early Childhood to Sec-
ondary II grade (Infanzia to Secondaria II grado). For that year in fifth place with 18,923 
students representing 3% of a total of 628,951. Now, according to the latest official survey 
from 2018 to 2019, Ecuador comes out of the top 10 positions, and is replaced by Egypt and 
Moldova. Possibly in the Ecuadorian case due to the promotion of students, insertion as a 
workforce in Italy or return to their country of origin.

“I had to repeat 3 years, because they did not recognise my baccalaureate. Of course, 
some friends of my mother knew how to help the community and suggested to which 
institution to apply. It took me a whole year and I didn’t do so well. But hey, I got in. My 
people here spoke a mix of Spanish and Italian, and so did I. I felt that if I didn’t get in, 
I would be an outcast of the society. I felt strange, everyone around me works, whatever 
(...) I had to get into education to feel reassured, to feel useful, and to know that I can get 
a better job with the diploma. Because here our compatriots work very hard, they get sick, 
it is not easy. At least with the diploma, you can already do service work in companies or 
have a contract of at least one year.”

Victoria, 41 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Italy. September 2021

 
“The integration here went very well for me, because I have seen many girls who have 
difficulty and meet racist peers, who discriminate and treat them badly. I did not have 
such experience, I think that also because I studied Italian in Ecuador, it made them not 
see me as insecure and gave me a little courage to relate to them. I had good friends. I have 
been for 15 years in Italy, I see them, my first friends here, the first people I didn’t even 
know, and I hug them because they were very good with me. I cried when I finished the 
terza media, I cried a sea of tears because I was so lucky that I had to find these good peo-

24. Ministry of Education. (2020). Students with non-Italian citizenship. A.S. 2018/2019. Office of Management of In-
formative and Statistical Heritage. Ministero dell’Istruzione. (2020). Gli alunni con cittadinanza non italiana. A.S. 
2018/2019. Ufficio Gestione Patrimonio Informativo e Statistica.
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ple, some even copied after me because I was very good. I got higher grades than they did 
even. In other difficulties, perhaps the change of environment. Life is very different here. 
Here people live work, home, work and that’s their routine. At first, I was shocked, I said 
I’m going to get depressed. Here you don’t even look out the window because it’s cold.”

Amanda, 28 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021

 
In relation to the labour field, most Ecuadorian women work as COF (collaboratrice fa-
miliare [domestic worker]) and are responsible for assisting people over 65 who require 
some type of help or health control, in some cases it is their first job. In other cases, through 
various strategies, community, solidarity networks, strengthening the language generate a 
bifurcation for example with specialised continuous training courses and manage to access 
another type of work in services. Also, other cases in cleaning work in small businesses, 
venues or commercial spaces. According to the report of the Italian Ministry of Labour and 
Social Policy, the distribution of individual companies according to the country of origin of 
the owners of individual non-EU companies in the metropolitan area of Genoa has a ma-
jority of entrepreneurs from Morocco with 20.8%, followed by Albanians with 16.7% and 
Ecuadorians with 11.9% who are located above entrepreneurs from China and Senegal.

“After working as a childminder, the job I did for a short time was to collaborate 
in administration tasks and reception of merchandise in a place near the Port. I 
didn’t like it; I was always surrounded by men from other countries. That I did 
not understand their language, it seems to me that most of them were of African 
origin. I did not last long because near the port and when the afternoon falls it is 
possible that quarrels and fights between them. It was too dangerous a place.”

Victoria, 41 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. September 2021

“I lived in Guayaquil, in the Canton of Balzar. I’m from Balzar. I have returned to study 
after more than 20 years, to have the diploma. I have already been in Italy since ‘99, the 
truth is that I have never studied Italian. I have learned it on the job, because the first 
times I worked at home with families, as they called it here “collaboratrice domestica” or 
badante who works at home with elderly people. Working with them, living with them, 
because the language is learned more by living in the position than by studying it. (...) 
There are so many of my compatriots, as we call Ecuadorians, who do not use it. I work, I 
use it every day at all hours. In the hospital you cannot speak Spanish, apart from when 
there are patients who are South Americans who do not speak Italian, they call me to 
translate what they say (...). To be able to know what they are saying or what they want, 
what they need, what pain they have. I have already been in this job for 4 years, working 
in the same position, in the same room in the Hospital.”  

Johana C., 43 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021
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When the decision is made to leave, it is very strongly expected that oblivion will not 
devour the space one occupies in the place of origin. And at the same time, almost immedi-
ately, the expectation is maintained that the place of destination will be able to receive the 
subject with the least possible cultural conflict. Thus, cultural dynamics can be read from 
complexity with core notions such as network, community, and memory.

“My feeling here is calm, on the one hand, I have the peace of mind of having a house with 
my mom. A place of our own. (...) But the sadness has not been easy, I miss when I was lit-
tle, and I was with my cousins and my grandmother. The food in the afternoon, the music, 
the neighbourhood. There’s none of that here. But maybe in Ecuador either, because all my 
family have already left. Thanks to WhatsApp from time to time I talk to some cousins. But 
life is very hard in Ecuador. There are always health problems, money problems, nothing is 
like before. It’s getting worse and worse.”

Daniela T., 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Italy. September 2021

 
“Here in Italy, I feel 100% safe. (...) The first few days I wanted to return to Ecuador 
because I didn’t have anyone here. Only my friend, I had no family. When she called 
Ecuador, she said: I’m going back. To get out of Ecuador I had to borrow money, so I said 
no. I’ll pay that money and I’ll go back, because I didn’t want to be here. Every day that 
passed was one thing I can’t explain to you. A sadness for me, to be away from my fami-
ly, away from my country, from my customs. Because customs are things that take time 
(...). But over time, you know that you can get used to everything. And one thing that I 
feel safe here is for health. Health here is a very important thing, my mom herself realises 
how it is here. Right now, I have my sister who has to have surgery and it costs her 1200 
dollars. And I say mommy: do you know that there 1200 USD is so much. Because people 
in Ecuador don’t even earn that in a month like, the minimum I think is 400. Imagine, 
it costs her 1200 USD. Here you feel bad on the street, and an ambulance takes you and 
takes you to the hospital and they do everything for you. Because working inside I see 
how things are, they make all the visits and you do not pay anything.”  

Johana C., 43 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Italy. October 2021

“I started working in 2012, at the Tax Assistance Centre, doing accounting. It was work-
ing in quotes because I was a volunteer. I wasn’t paid. I went because I wanted to learn, 
I wanted to learn everything, because integration is super difficult here. It was difficult, 
even when they took me as a volunteer, they told me that I was the first foreigner they are 
choosing. I said I felt honoured, I didn’t want money but to learn. So, 1 year passed and in 
2013 they gave me a contract. From there I learned, I began to integrate. At that time, it 
was difficult, not even in the Supermarket you saw foreign cashiers. Nowadays, there is a 
little more integration, because here they started late with migration.”

Denisse, 33 years old  
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. March 2022
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Being a woman in Ecuador or Genoa, as well as in any corner of the continents is a story 
crossed by inequality in various dimensions and in many others in violence of all kinds. 
The women who collaborated with their testimonies all had in common a strength and 
interest in education. In fact, they were all sure that life improves when they get a diploma 
and can continue with the University, mainly because they have seen it and know success 
stories of both Ecuadorian women and migrants from Peru, Cuba, Brazil and Colombia. 
The life journeys of all were crossed by a close relationship with experiences in the field of 
health both in the country of origin and in Italy. For Amanda, for example, pregnancy and 
a traffic accident extended the possibility of finishing school for several years. And thanks 
to the technological opportunities that arose in the emergency of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
she managed to attend classes and manage her times with her three children, with the help 
of her mother.  

“I am a separated mother, with three children. For that time, I was not working. Right 
now, I work a little more because my little son, the youngest, started going to school. I 
always wanted to finish school, because I did 5 years of school here. I was pregnant in the 
last year, and I was hit by a car. Just when there were 1 or 2 weeks left, when I had to pass 
the exam. And I didn’t worry about the exam anymore, I completely forgot and thought 
about my son who was in the belly and left my studies. From there I happened to see a 
mutual friend who had completed the superior, the last year of high school and I looked by 
chance and said: could it be that I will be able, with 3 children, in Genoa and now as I do? 
But all things happened, there was COVID, now the classes were done online, only one 
day in person. My mom came to live here where I am, and I had the opportunity to finish 
the year and I liked it because I learned so many things that I didn’t think I would (...). 
But the truth is that it cost us. We study a lot with group work, I also like that, the way 
they teach in Ecuador that group work is done and presented. Things are different here, 
here you study your part and sit in front of the teacher and the professor asks questions 
and it’s over (...). Our teachers were quite committed and tried to give us what they could 
as much as they could. We learned physics and chemistry (...). It was exciting to re-study 
the history of Latin America from its inception until today.”

Amanda, 28 years old 
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. October 2021

 
“When I came to work in Italy, I think the thing that made me decide was I was doing it 
for my family and for my little girl, I said I have to get ahead and thank God I did. I’m 
here, I’m not missing anything. I can help my family, my siblings, my dad, when they 
need something, it is all for them. They themselves tell me, if it weren’t for you, how 
would we be here? As they say, we who are outside in Europe or the United States of 
America, all the people who have left our country keep Ecuador standing. Because we are 
the ones who send the money to our families so that they can keep going.”

Johana C., 43 years old 
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. September 2021
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“My first partner did not understand many things, and I began to impose myself and he 
began to tell me: the University is going to separate us, your studies are going to separate 
us, you are going to look for a man who is of your level and you are going to leave me. So, 
I didn’t see it that way, and my separation wasn’t because of that either. As he saw that I 
was beginning to impose myself, he was already afraid that something was changing and 
unfortunately, he was not at my level. But, not in intellectual aspects, nor in studies. But 
in expectation, in what I would have wanted. In what I needed. He didn’t understand.”

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. September 2021

 
Finally, in relation to the cultural practices of women in the diaspora, Johana mentioned 
that she has a very important connection with music and dance. She always stays active, 
before COVID-19 she went to the gym because she believes that keeping moving is good 
for health. She now continues to take long walks with her mother. 

“I listen to music, whether Italian or Ecuadorian, and South American. Because when I 
listen to Latin American music I remember when I was in Ecuador. (...) I look for singers, 
I see the statuses of friends and family on WhatsApp, so I identify music to search on 
YouTube. It is music from when I was in Ecuador, this is my memory. When I was in Ec-
uador, I listened so much to Sairo. I listen to a little bit of everything, and what reminds 
me most of my family is Julio Jaramillo. From time to time when I start listening, the Ec-
uadorian thing was him 100%. It is a 100% Ecuadorian memory of its own. I also like to 
read the giallo25, detective books. I read so much in Italian to tell you the truth, in Spanish 
only on the internet, because here there are books in Spanish, but they cost more.”  

Johana C., 43 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. September 2021

Daniela also commented that the genre of novels “giallo” helped her improve her Italian. 
They were books she could buy on the street for pennies. Of those who went out weekly 
with the newspaper, in addition the books used in Genoa are in every corner of the centre. 
On her way to work at the port, she could buy one every 15 days. That’s how she learned 
to write better. For Victoria, she found it very helpful to read schoolbooks from the children 
she cared for. She says that sometimes they taught her things and customs that no one had 
explained to her before, she learned to eat the melon with prosciutto. And with the children 
she also learned to speak Italian, they were her best and most patient teachers.

In this proposal, we worked with all the women on an analysis of their memory devic-
es. For example, Johana brought with her photographs of Balzar, her daughter and her 
family. And to this day she keeps the newspaper of the plane of the day she landed in 
Genoa, 22 years ago. Amanda keeps photographs of her family that she always revisits. 
Finally, Daniela took with her a small book from her grandmother, took it as a souvenir. 

25. Italian genre of literature and cinema of the twentieth century, focused on suspense, detective and police stories.



3938

It was an ancient catechism, she is not religious, but she keeps it because it had the smell 
of her grandmother. When she landed in Genoa, she realised that between the pages her 
grandmother had kept dried flowers and the best, a dried chili. With her we worked on 
the representation of her memories in a consensual artistic process to know the symbols 
and sensations that accompanied her trip and her life in Genoa. Each of the watercolours 
has two objectives: firstly, to pay tribute to the time that each Ecuadorian woman gave me 
with her testimony and stories and the second a recognition of her experience of success, 
strength, and sacrifice in Italy.

“When I arrived in Genoa, I had nothing. Just the book my grandmother gave me. I felt 
deeply lost. Sometimes I would take this little book just to remember my grandmother’s 
smell, because I didn’t like its contents. However, she had hidden a small, dried chili pep-
per among its pages, with some flowers that we called earrings. I always returned to that 
chili pepper, to gain strength of its colour, remembering the plants of my grandmother’s 
house. Clinging to an object that reminds me of where I came from.”

Daniela T.,  
38 years old

Ecuadorian woman 
in Italy. September  

2021

Daniela, 38 years old. Representation of the symbols of her travel memory. October 2021

Denisse, 33 years old. Representation of the symbols of her travel memory. March 2022.

“I was so sorry for the fact 
that I left my parents, I only 
had a handkerchief from my 
dad. That I had it forever.”

Denisse, 33 years 
old

Ecuadorian woman 
in Genoa. March 

2022



40

“I had an aunt-in-law, who gave me a leaf, a twig of a plant. She told me that was a lucky 
plant, I didn’t know the truth and kept it. I had it for many years, I had it stored in my 
things. One day I lost it and I don’t know what became of it. After years, I met another 
friend who had that little plant, one for good luck. Then I thought and analysed, well 
maybe it was the amulet that my aunt gave me so that things go well in this place, and I 
settled here and stayed here. It was elongated and thin, I was a little scared when I trav-
elled. I said, you may think it’s a bad thing, which I don’t know. You know there’s always 
been drug stuff and so I’ve always been terrified of those things. They will stop me, I was 
always a little scared seeing what was happening at airports. But I put it in my wallet 
and that’s it. I even have it right now, because another friend gave it to me. Yes, I have it 

here, but it is folded, she put 
it in a form like a little cross, 
it is like a leaf. The texture 
is like that of the bun. And 
that’s that, I think it’s true 
that it brings me luck.”

Paola Molina,  
38 years old

Ecuadorian woman 
in Genoa. October 

2022

“The first thing that came to mind, I went back in time 23 years, was my boyfriend’s 
student card. I had that card that he now gave me as a souvenir, and it is one of the 

things I always carried with 
me. Then my mom threw it 
away, but at least I have him 
who is now my husband.”

Evelyn Aguilera,  
40 years old

Ecuadorian woman 
in Genoa. 

March  2022

Paola, 38 years old. Representation of the symbols of her travel memory. October 2021

Evelyn, 40 years old. Representation of the symbols of her travel memory. March 2022.
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“Look, when I came here, I brought the photos of my family, the photos of my town, the 
photos of my land that were the most beautiful things I had. Another thing that I have 
always had is a little chain of the Narcisa de Jesús. You know that, in Ecuador, everyone 
has their own ideas. Although at the moment I still have it, the newspaper they gave me 

on the plane when I came. 
I still have that newspaper 
from 22 years ago, I have it 
there and I remember this is 
the newspaper from when I 
first travelled.”

Johana C.,  
43 years old
Ecuadorian 

woman in Genoa. 
September 2021.

Johana, 43 years old. Representation of the symbols of her travel memory. October 2021.

Irina, 27 years old. Representation of the symbols of her travel memory. October 2021

“I brought the photo of my family and I have it on my bedside table. My biggest fear was 
that time wouldn’t make me see that I was wrong, and my greatest strength was the being in 

me, my daughter. The photo 
was the first when we were 
all there, when they came 
back from Germany, I was 4 
years old. If I miss Ecuador, 
I miss the people, my family, 
my nephews, my dad, the sun 
of Guayaquil where it only 
rained for two months.”

Irina, 27 years old
Ecuadorian woman 

in Genoa. April 
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“I brought an object that, for the time, I had to throw away. My mom gave me a small 
briefcase, where makeup is kept, to put my personal things, a hand briefcase. I kept it for 
so long, I have to tell you when we bought the house in 2019, I threw it away because it 
was no longer useful. That was my memory that accompanied me on my trip, I always 
had it because I had in it the flight ticket in which I came. He also had the sucre coins. I 

came in 2002, and I brought 
the cents of the sucre. My 
national currency. That I 
kept until today.”

Geovana,  
39 years old

Ecuadorian woman 
from the province of 

Pastaza, in Genoa. 
April 2022

“Look when I came, a friend when I worked, she said she was my putative mother. I was 
the little girl of the company, she gave me a book, I still keep that book, it was called the 
ring. It wasn’t so much the book or the story, it was what it meant. It meant a lot to me, 
because I had left people I loved, it was my country I lived there. You get here, you find so 

many doors closed, you en-
dure so many humiliations 
that I clung so much to that 
book that I said that little 
piece is a part of what I left 
there, is of what I consider 
important. Start over with 
nothing here.”

Jessi Retto
Mujer ecuatoriana 

Ecuadorian woman 
in Genoa. April 2022

Geovana, 39 years old. Representation of the symbols of her travel memory. October 2021

Jessi, Representation of the symbols of her travel memory. October 2021
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“As a child I used to say that I wanted to be President of the Republic, that I would be the 
first woman President of the Republic of Ecuador. So, I decided to study Economics for 
the subjects, because I liked them. Mathematics, Law, and History, (...) I thought, they 
were subjects that I could study with pleasure.”

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

 
“When I was a child, I wanted to be Mayor of the city, or President of Ecuador. My fam-
ily never understood it, I really liked the politics and history of my country.”  

Daniela T., 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. September 2021

 
“If we are talking about the dream I had, I wanted to be the first woman President of 
Ecuador. Obviously, my path changed, and I ended up in Italy, but indeed I would have 
liked to enter into politics, in the Mayor’s Office in Guayaquil. I would have liked to 
follow that path. Obviously, that’s why I’ve studied Economics, to be able to work for 
companies, and lead and get to a bit of a high point of command and management. I have 
always tried to climb; in fact it is what I have done in these past years to improve my 
profession.”

Evelyn Aguilera, 40 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. March 2022

 
“As a child you want to do so many things, I would have really liked to be an airplane 
pilot. I’ve always liked that, in Shell there is a school, I told my dad to enrol me. But it 
was expensive, it was not possible. However, my greatest dream was that, to be an air 
pilot. But it was not possible.”

Geovana, 39 years old
Ecuadorian woman from the province of Pastaza, in Genoa. April 2022

 

6.  MIGRATION AND EDUCATION
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“My role model when I was little was one of my uncles, who had studied Business Ad-
ministration; and so I wanted to have my own company. That was my dream, but I also 
loved to write because since I was 7 years old, I started writing. I won some radio contests 
in Ecuador. (...) My passion is writing; I have always written about everything and here 
in Italy I am doing it. And in another language that is not my mother tongue.”

Jessi Retto
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022

 
“As a child I wanted to be a doctor. But I lived a stage in which my parents divorced, 
because of the distance, it is normal, I saw it normal. I was 12 or 13 years old, my parents 
divorced and started to argue about money, that you have to pay that, that I pay this, I pay 
here, you pay there… So, I was always the most studious of my family, I was always the 
one to whom my dad imposed to read, to look, to investigate, so I said: to study medicine I 
cannot work. And I always remember this, in the newspapers that my dad made me read – 
because every Sunday, he would make me read the editorial and ask me. When I was little, 
I always went to the ads section, because in the Universo newspaper there was a classified 
section and I always read: looking for an accounting assistant, looking for an accountant, 
looking for an administrative assistant. I concluded that, as I always see this, I am not 
going to study to be a doctor, to study this accounting and so I chose the specialisation. 
Because I was sure I would get a job fast, and that’s true, I got it.”

Irina, 27 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022

As Maddalena Colombo (2014) points out, the Italian training system is experiencing 
a cultural change that has been observed for more than two decades. That is due to 
the entry of new generations, always with greater cultural diversity and multi-ethnic 
presence as categorised by Italian experts from various fields who study education. 
The debate of the multi-ethnic versus the multicultural in Italy intensified in the pub-
lic sphere both at the citizen and political level with greater force in 2017, when the 
Law of Ius Soli26 to grant Italian citizenship to approximately one million foreigners 
was being debated in the Senate. One of the characteristics of this law was the expan-
sion of possibilities for children born in Italy to foreign parents or who arrived in the 
country as children, placing in debate the ius culturae27 and the ius scholae28 on the 
table, which links the right of citizenship and integration with the Italian education 

26. As Ferrajoli points out (2020) The proposal of Law ius solis implies the granting the citizenship certainly not to all 
5,144,440 foreigners who currently legitimately reside in Italy, but only to those born in Italy to a parent legally residing 
for at least 5 years or born or arrived before the age of 12 in the country and who have successfully completed a 5-year 
school year here. The opposition to this law, which has been under discussion for 15 years and was passed by the House 
on 13 October 2015 and then stopped in the Senate, can only be explained by racism.  

27. The Ius culturae, it is about providing a channel to achieve citizenship fully and unconditionally: this means that, 
once the requirement of the successful completion of a school and/or professional cycle has been verified for 
the minor, citizenship must be automatically recognised, without prejudice to the foreigner's right to deny it for 
personal reasons (Ferrajoli: 2020).

28. The jus scholae states that: "A foreign minor born in Italy or who has entered Italy at the age of 12 and who has resided 
legally and without interruption in Italy" and who "has regularly attended, in the national territory, for at least five 
years, one or more school cycles" or educational and vocational training courses "acquires Italian citizenship". This is 
provided for in the unified text of the citizenship reform presented to the Committee on Constitutional Affairs by the 
President of the body and rapporteur Giuseppe Brescia (M5s) (Ilsole 24: 2022).
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system. As Eleonora Camilli (2022) points out according to a testimony of a member 
of the Italian Movement without citizenship, Sonny Olumati: “The reform of the law 
on citizenship, is an act that is due to more than one million children and adolescents 
raised in Italy and to adults, who feel imprisoned and foreigners in their own homes 
by the narrowmindedness of politicians who voted for the current text of 1992 and 
politicians of today that continue to deny the transformation of the country (...)”. In 
addition, in relation to the opposition that has been generated against this law Ferra-
joli (2020) affirms that eight hundred thousand children who could benefit from the 
Law of Ius Soli are not immigrants but were born or raised in Italy. So, the desire to 
deny them citizenship can only be explained by intolerance of their cultural identity, 
with the effect of transforming their sense of belonging to Italy into an absurd denial.

“My family was the centre of my life and the first in anything. I put them first, before even 
myself. When my relationship was stable, I felt balanced, I was able to convince my hus-
band or make him understand that I wanted to study (...).”  

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022.

In this context, Colombo (2014) points out that historically the sociology of education has 
resorted to the concept of inequality, as a constitutive feature of modern market economies, 
which affects the imbalances between citizens both regarding access to opportunities and 
social rights and to education. That is, both access to education and participation, atten-
dance and graduation in the education system are indispensable for a policy of redistri-
bution of social resources. In this sense, the author establishes that the arrival of foreign 
students, and in conditions of migration, as well as the formation of multi-ethnic groups, 
have been configured as critical factors that bring with them new inequalities based on 
cultural belonging, whether linguistic or religious, in the disparity of legal status marking 
social gaps among Italian citizens, non-Italians, almost-Italians, neo-Italians, Italo-some-
thing or the other, etc. And finally in the disparity of socioeconomic status, given that it 
is known that the level of employment and the average income of foreign citizens are on 
average lower than that of Italians.  

“I decided to enrol in the University, because my dream is to finish the University. I started 
looking, I found the University of Genoa, (...) I found the career of Social Worker and I saw 
that they had some very interesting subjects: child psychology, adult psychology, psychia-
try, law, European law. I decided to try and I’m already in the second year, I’m preparing 
for exams. I enrolled in 2020, because I took advantage of the pandemic time. It was all 
online. When they began to open the Universities, I was already talking to my classmates, 
so that I could dialogue. They are all younger than me, 20 years younger. I must say that 
they are adorable, they helped me so much with the notes. I had a lot of luck, when they 
opened the University and I joined, they welcomed me with open arms. They are beautiful 
people, almost all Italian, some Albanian and an Ecuadorian. There is a scholarship for all 
students. I got this year 900 USD and so I study for free. Here you study according to your 
income. With that I pay the fee and buy the books, there is no option to say no study. There 
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are so many options. Italy is a country that offers you so many opportunities. To be able to 
move forward as a person. I have always seen Italy from this perspective.”

Geovana, 39 years old
Ecuadorian woman from the province of Pastaza, in Genoa. April 2022

 
“At the University of Genoa, it became easy for me to have study groups, because my 
friends were Latino. I never had a study group with Italians. The group of friends with 
whom I studied were Ecuadorians and we would make an appointment to go to the library. 
Here they were open until eleven o’clock at night. So, on our day off; well they had all the 
time because they didn’t work. But I gave myself the time and there we ate, because thanks 
to the study scholarship, the food was given to us for free. My group was Latinos, Ecuador-
ians, Peruvians and Chileans. That was my free time, I enjoyed it, their company in free 
time, just eating with them and talking for 5 minutes. And they laughed at me, because 
after I ate and talked as needed, I ran to continue studying. (...) I was saying in my mind, 
I have to study to get to the exam on that day. My time was very limited, I did not have a 
lot of time to spend on studying only, I had to do it while I was doing many other things 
for my work and family.”  

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

“At 19 I had my first job, as a cashier. I found work by myself in an ice cream shop, doing ev-
erything even cleaning. When I found that job, no one in my husband’s family knew, because 
we lived with my in-laws. I wrote to them on a piece of paper saying I found a job. About 6 
months after I started working as a waitress with my husband who worked in a restaurant. 
Then my husband went to the Italian Army, that’s when everything changed. We had to go 
to Milan, I went to live with my sister, and he had to go to Valle D’Aosta, we were moving 
from one place to another and with our little baby. One year passed like that and he said to me: 
What do I do, do I leave or do I stay? Because then they had to send him to another city further 
away. And we would hardly saw each other, so I said: Let’s start studying, if we don’t make 
sacrifices, it won’t matter. I will not study Medicine, I will study what you have. Economics 
and Accounting. It doesn’t matter, I will change, and I inform myself to see how it is done. 
Since he knew Genoa, we decided to go back. He left the army and started the whole education 
adventure. We both entered the University of Genoa.” 

Denisse, 33 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. March 2022

According to Gil Araujo and Domenech (2016), historically Italy and Spain were expelling 
countries before they began to receive immigrants from countries of the South. Studies 
on international migratory movements were recently carried out around the so-called ex-
tra-community immigration or non-community immigration, especially from the nineties, 
and with greater impetus since the year 2000. Along these lines, it is necessary to point 
out that some Italian institutional studies on migration still include in their perspective 
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of analysis the category of multi-ethnic groups, which are sometimes gradually analysed 
from the perspective of the categories of extra or non-community. For example, the Italian 
Ministry of Labour for Social Policy applies the term multi-ethnic and ethnic specialisation 
to the report he produces each year on the relationship of migration with the labour field. 
However, for the purposes of this analysis it would be appropriate to include a multicul-
tural perspective to analyse diversity rather than referring to ethnicities.

In relation to the process of transformation of schools and according to Colombo (2014) 
there is also evidence of a superior capacity for adaptation in the actors involved in the 
“mixité scolaire” in Italy, as an educational method called co-education that starts from the 
principle of gender equality and mixed coexistence compared to traditional models. Also 
aiming to overcome inequalities of entry, even in contexts that do not have the help of ap-
propriate redistributive school policies. At this point it is important to note that half of the 
Ecuadorian migrant women in Genoa whose testimony is part of this analysis, come from 
colleges and schools only for women in Ecuador. In this regard, Desramaut (1996) states 
that after the First World War (1914-1918) Italy opened all state middle schools to women, 
with some limitations. This meant that in Italy, in the early 1900s, there were 287 women 
in secondary school compared to 12,605 male students. While in Ecuador the debate on 
co-education, although it occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century, remained in 
force until beyond 2011. When by presidential order, the Minister of Education of Ecua-
dor Gloria Vidal presented a schedule so that absolutely all public schools are mixed and 
ensure that all educational entities develop a comprehensive, co-educational education, 
with a transversal vision and rights approach. At that time 15 public schools in Guaya-
quil underwent the transformation into mixed, among them 13 for girls and two for boys: 
Aguirre Abad and Vicente Rocafuerte29. Not without generating a public debate on the 
relevance of mixed schools in the province of Guayas. This comparison of co-education in 
both countries offers some guidelines on the differences between Ecuadorian education 
and Italian education on issues such as sexuality and pregnancy prevention. Considering 
that, according to the Ministry of Health of Ecuador (2022), daily 5 girls aged 14 and 136 
adolescents aged 15 to 19 are mothers based on figures from the National Institute of Statis-
tics and Census (INEC) and the National Health and Nutrition Survey (ENSANUT-ECU) 
of the year 2021, 8 out of every 100 adolescents under 14 years of age, became pregnant 
with people over the age of 30 or older and 80% of pregnancies at that age were the result 
of sexual violence. It was identified that most of the aggressors are in the close circle of girls 
or adolescents: parents, siblings, uncles, friends, neighbours, and acquaintances. While, ac-
cording to the Italian Ministry of Health (2022) of a total of 397,872 births in the year 2020: 
10.21% are women aged 40 and over, 61.37% women from 30 to 39, 27.47% are aged 20 to 
29 and finally for under 20 only 0.91%

29. According to El Universo (2011), 655 public schools nationwide underwent the change to co-education as mixed in 
September 2011. It is interesting to remember that in the 30s at the Vicente Rocafuerte School in Guayaquil boys and 
girls studied together, until in 1937 the Government ordered their separation and the creation of the Guayaquil national 
girls’ school. Thus, 530 women were transferred to the new institution.
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“I studied in Ecuador until 17. And I studied until the fifth year of secondary, then at the 
age of 17 I came to Italy and stopped studying for 8 years. Because well I am also a mother, 
I already had two daughters since I was in school and then when I got here the first thing I 
did was start working. And then after eight years I was finally able to finish school.”

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

 
As in the case of Paola, a woman who arrived in Genoa at the age of 17, the academic tra-
jectories and plans of migrant women are adapting to the structure of inequality in the host 
country. Sometimes these trajectories are extended for years and at other times obstructing 
the possibility of accessing the Italian education system. The factors that determine each jour-
ney range from work relationships and the ability to have their own income, both in order to 
meet their own needs such as those of their children and families, to their dependents in the 
country of origin, the family environment and the care roles they assume, as well as the time 
they dedicate to work and care roles. All the women who participated with their testimony 
in this research have an experience of sacrifice and of postponing their training plans to meet 
the needs of their children and families in the first place.

On the other hand, as stated by Maddalena Colombo (2014), some nationalities of origin such 
as those from Southeast Asia, Arabic-speaking and sub-Saharan Africa in Italy, are those that 
show greater difficulty in their educational performance among first-generation children. 
However, they have good potential for improvement in the second generation. While she 
argues that, for children who come from Latin America, the influence of the socioeconomic 
variable, that is, in a concrete way the material poverty and the sociocultural capital of fam-
ilies, configures the main obstacle to educational success more than for other students of 
foreign origin in Italy.

In this sense, as the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (2020) points out, students 
of foreign origin have for years been an important component of the school population at all 
levels of the Italian school system. In the school year that corresponds to the years 2019/2020, 
the non-EU student body amounted to 689,019 and represented 8.1% of the students from 
preschool to high school. While specifically in the annual analysis published by this Minis-
try on the Ecuadorian community in Italy, there are 14,926 Ecuadorian students enrolled in 
the 2019/2020 school year, which is equivalent to 2.2% of the non-EU school population as 
a whole. Thus, compared to the previous year, the students of the community in question 
decreased by 2.7% compared to a significant increase (+2.6%) over the total number of non-
EU students. The number of Ecuadorian enrolments decreased in all school levels, with the 
exception of lower secondary schools which registered a 1.7% increase. The most significant 
reduction is found in preschool: -10.2%.

“The first thing I thought of when I arrived in Italy was to study, but I started doing it in 
the evening. In a school close to home. My first problem was the homologation, they did not 
allow me to do 5th and 6th years. I had already finished the 5th. They made me return as a 
first year of high school. Then I had to do 5 more years, and I said, but why?: if the classes 
I saw were pointless. They were things that I already knew, and that I saw that as useless. 
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Apart from that, one reason why I have not finished my university studies is because I need 
to have mind tranquillity to concentrate on my projects. At that time, I had problems with 
the father of my daughters, let’s say that between seeing that they were so many years and 
that I had to struggle in the evenings and then get up the next day and go to work at 5 in 
the morning, I said: it is not worth doing. I couldn’t and I didn’t like to concentrate. And 
on top of that he cheated on me. I couldn’t focus on it and decided not to study anymore 
(...). But then a year passed, and I got pregnant again with my twins, so I left education 
aside. Not because I didn’t like to study, I always liked it, but because I had other priorities, 
my daughters, and after my daughters, the work, because we had to support ourselves.”

Paola, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

 
“My daughter was born, and the enrolment period at the University began. Then I decided 
that I should care about myself, I started looking for a university and the one that was 
located closest to me was here, in Genoa and I enrolled. I accessed Economy and Commerce 
which is free access, you give an exam. But if you don’t pass it, they give you training, I 
thank God I went through it. So, I passed that. As a foreign student I was asked for the dec-
laration of value of my degree, my residence permit, and the papers. The first one I enrolled 
in was the degree course in Economics and Commerce. Because that was the field I had 
passed my degree exam in December in Ecuador. I was a graduate and did not graduate. I 
did not know then that I could already enrol in the Magistrale here. As we were in times of 
COVID, I was heavily pregnant and my parents would not let me come by train, I still did 
not have a driving licence. They told me that the contagion was very strong. But I wanted 
to come and find out and they did not answer me as always, so I thought I had no choice 
but to enrol in the Triennale, because the diploma of the school had already been taken out, I 
already had it in time and I had it translated and legalised. I was admitted last year, in May 
2021. I did the first semester of 4 subjects, I passed 3. I failed in Math, because the education 
here is extremely different. I give you a simple example, for example, in Microeconomics. 
My professor at the University in Ecuador told me: you have to be precise for your answers. 
If I ask you what GDP is, tell me what is the Gross Domestic Product taken from such a 
thing and such a thing, but instead here in Italy if the professor of Microeconomics asks 
you: What is GDP? You have to tell them that it is the Gross Domestic Product, taken from 
such, that it serves for this, that helps you verify this, that is, if you do not speak more it 
means that you do not know. That’s what I’ve come to know here. While at the University 
in Ecuador I was taught that you have to be precise with your answers. (...) Be concise and 
precise in the answers.”

Irina, 27 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022

In this line Tognetti (2016) argues that migrant women go through multiple discrimina-
tions, both as foreigners and women, and in most cases, they are relegated to perform 
jobs considered typically female, for example: part-time, secretarial, assistance to the sick, 
telephone operators in call centres among others. Even when they have qualified study 
degrees, even if they are not recognised. They also sometimes live situations of strong 
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isolation precisely because of the type of work they carry out - domestic. They are isolated 
in their employers’ homes, and do not always have a clear idea of their rights. Situations 
that are further aggravated if they are in an irregular condition. However, when they have 
higher education, they can achieve better levels of cultural integration and aspire to a reg-
ularisation of their situation and look for a job that corresponds or is close to their expec-
tations. While irregular migrants, with or without qualifications, alone, aspire to a status 
that frees them from economic precariousness, but also from the male protection that was 
imposed on them in their country of origin.

“I started working as a Babysitter, then I worked in cleaning and then when I had the 
documents, I tried. The first time I didn’t do well, the second time I was called to do the 
interview and I started working at a fast-food chain in 2004. I already had my twins and 
then, it must have been 2009 or 2010, that I started studying and finished the sixth year. 
They helped me at work to accommodate my study, because it was something that I wanted 
very much, they knew that I wanted to finish. Then they would give me the right shifts 
so I could be free during course hours. And well, I finished school and decided to enrol at 
the University of Genoa. I enrolled at the Faculty of Economics, and it was a very tough 
three-year period because I spoke and wrote perfectly, but not in a context of education. The 
classes were not like in Ecuador. You went in a room where there were a thousand students, 
the teacher explained, and you had to take note of everything. It was very difficult for me 
at the beginning, but I dreamed of it so much, I wanted it so much and so I fulfilled three 
years of University. Because in the end I didn’t finish, they gave me the scholarship, the 
scholarship for those three years.”  

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

 
As Lagomarsino (2004) points out, the increase in migrant women in domestic and care 
services can only be partially identified as a phenomenon characteristic of the new migra-
tory processes at the beginning of the 2000s. In reality, domestic work has always been a 
sector that has hired both internal migrant workers - country/city migrations - and for-
eigners. What has changed in recent years is the transnational nature of the flows and the 
intensification of a demand for private services that was thought to be partially overcome 
with the increase of the wellbeing and with a better division of domestic tasks within the 
couple. However, as Gregson and Lowe (1994) establish for the early and mid-nineties, the 
increase in demand for domestic workers had grown dramatically and is determined by 
the interconnection of multiple factors. On the one hand, there is the increase in extra-do-
mestic work for women where many women cannot perform care and cleaning tasks on 
their own. And at the same time, their salary is high enough to pay someone who takes 
care of these aspects. On the other hand, the crisis of the welfare system and the lack of so-
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cial services especially for the elderly and children have increasingly forced families where 
everyone works to resort to the outside for the fulfilment of these tasks. This phenomenon 
seems most evident in those southern European countries such as Italy, Spain and Greece, 
where social services have never been particularly well established. According to Troung 
(1998), in these countries, regularisation programmes for undocumented domestic work-
ers, cyclically activated by governments, are nothing more than an admission of the failure 
and insufficiency of these services.

With regard to the distribution by gender, the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies 
(2020) establishes that in the non-EU school population there is a slight predominance of 
men with 359,088 (52.1%), while there are 329,931 women (47.9%). The participation of the 
female component suffers a slight decrease in lower secondary (46.8%), while it approach-
es or exceeds 48% in the other school levels. With reference to the Ecuadorian community, 
the incidence of female presence is higher than the non-community average in all school 
levels, with the exception of preschools. The female presence is higher in secondary school 
where the proportion of Ecuadorian female students compared to the male gender is equal 
to 50.3%. In this context, the increase in number of non-EU students in the academic field 
is significant: + 8.5% in the last year, with a transition from 69,339 in 2018/2019 to 75,203. 
Thus, the students of Ecuadorian nationality enrolled in the academic year 2019/20 in two- 
or three-year undergraduate degree courses in Italy are 1,669 and represent 2.2% of non-EU 
university students. Thus, the number of university students belonging to the community 
in question has also increased in the last year, although to a lesser extent: +1.9%.

“The fact that I arrived in Genoa, 8 years before I started studying, it was already my home, 
Genoa. I knew how to move around. I knew everything, the language was completely mas-
tered. When I first arrived, I was interested in continuing, in learning the language and 
I was in a basic Italian course that in less than a month I already understood everything. 
Italian is easy, I listened to it and understood it. So little by little I began to start using it. 
So, when I entered the University, Italian was already my language. (...) I had colleagues 
who had just arrived, and it was much more difficult for them because they translated, (...) 
they did like a double job, double effort, so I didn’t suffer in that part. What was difficult 
for me, however, was how quickly I needed to grasp the information. Since I had already 
stopped studying a long time ago, I no longer had the ability to perhaps make a summary of 
words, or, for example, an outline that would help me understand what was the main idea 
they were talking about.”  

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022



52

According to Lagomarsino (2004), most Ecuadorian migrant women by 2004 had an ed-
ucation degree that was often high. In their country of origin, they were mainly engaged 
in administrative activities, especially in the public service sector such as teachers, nurses, 
bank employees and the like. In addition, according to the author, for the same year a 
specific characterisation of the Ecuadorian community established that 6.8% of Ecuador-
ians residing in Genoa are university graduates and 35.1% have a baccalaureate. Of these, 
women had higher levels of education than men: 38.8% as opposed to 27.7% of high school 
graduates and 7.2% as opposed to 5.9% of graduates.  

“I think that my reason for not finishing my studies sooner, is because I lived 15 years of 
marriage. I was a mother and wife dedicated to my family, in all that time of my youth I 
never knew what it was to go out with friends, I did not have time as a teenager. So, when 
I got divorced and my daughters went to Ecuador, I was left alone. My world opened up 
in what it’s like to enjoy, to walk, let’s just say I relaxed. I was 30 years old when I got 
divorced, and when I entered the University of Genoa, I was 27 years old. At 30 I should 
have finished everything, and I didn’t finish. (...)”  

Paola Molina, 38 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. February 2022

 
“I would basically have to thank COVID, because thanks to that global change of COVID 
I am here in Italy. First, I was able to graduate from the University in Ecuador from here in 
Italy because of the online option. When all this COVID began, it was a very strong blow 
to the health sector in Ecuador, a blow that even Italy did not expect. Italy has very good 
public health, considered very good in Europe, and yet it hit it so hard. But we in Ecuador, 
we are not well. It was very hard, I could see people dead around my house. Thank goodness 
we didn’t get infected, but access was very difficult at that time. I had access to vaccines 
here in Italy, because in Ecuador they still didn’t come out. As soon as space opened for 
my age, I got vaccinated here in Italy. I lived a strip of confinement in Ecuador and here in 
Italy, in the confinement I dedicated myself to cooking, reading, washing clothes, ironing 
that I do not like, but I did it. I think it affected me in socialising, the COVID crisis affected 
me in the social sphere, I am sure that if I had arrived three years earlier when COVID did 
not exist, I would surely already have a million Italian and Ecuadorian friends, everything. 
Because it would have been a different Irina.”

Irina, 27 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Genoa. April 2022

The Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (2020) in its annual report on the Ec-
uadorian community in Genoa, establishes that the increase in non-EU students in the 
academic field is relevant: +8.5% in the last year, with a change from 69,339 in 2018/2019 
to 75,203. There are 1669 students of Ecuadorian nationality enrolled in the academic year 
2019/20 in undergraduate careers of 2 and 3 years in Italy and they represent 2.2% of non-
EU students. In addition, the number of university students belonging to the community 
in question has also increased in the last year, although to a lesser extent: +1.9%.
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“I really think the education is the source of success. People often say what are studies for 
me, for what so much sacrifice? Sacrifices exist, but the reward always comes. You always 
see that light, I sometimes tell my son. He asked me a lot of questions, but then over time 
I realised that it was worth it. We now have two businesses in two different locations in 
Genoa and we can employ the people needed. People who need it. The girls who work with 
us are also in the University, but they have not finished, they are missing a few exams to 
achieve the first level qualification. They are studying, even I encourage them. When they 
have to sit for exams, I tell them don’t worry about sitting for the exam. We understand 
that they too have had difficult situations here in Italy.”  

Denisse, 33 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Italy, March 2022

 
Finally, with the snowball technique it was possible to identify connections between wom-
en from Guayaquil and women in Genoa, and thus it was possible to have the testimonies 
of Paola, Evelyn and Denisse. These women have an experience of access to study a degree 
at the public University of Genoa. In the specific case of Denisse, she also managed to pur-
sue a master’s degree. She claims that it is the education, which, since her high school train-
ing in Ecuador, outlined the trajectory of success she has built so far. Not without conflicts 
and problems characteristic of the migratory processes of women, she experienced at the 
beginning the jobs that are intended for migrant women, assisting older adults. However, 
her effort and work led her to meet her goals, enter the University, get a scholarship that 
allowed her to feed and sustain herself in her years of study. In this line, to date, it has two 
businesses for legal and administrative services, with labour advice for various migrant 
population that arrives in Genoa, in addition to employing Ecuadorians to help the mi-
grant communities of the world.

“Right now, in our companies, we help people who are in difficulty. There is a lot of state 
aid here. We help them see what the best solution is so that they can access all the support. 
For people who have fewer resources, we direct them on that path, for the children, so that 
they can receive enough help. Because they have fewer resources and we give them help, 
all the management they can do. We assist people from Sri Lanka, Senegalese, people from 
India, Ecuadorians, Peruvians and the same Italians who have warmly welcomed us. As 
employees we have taken 3 Ecuadorian people, 2 Italians and we have an Agreement with 
the State because we do a part of those consultancies for low-income people, so we help these 
people some with financing from the Italian government.”

Denisse, 33 years old
Ecuadorian woman in Italy, March 2022
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1. The transcontinental migration process is complex and dynamic. Thus, it is possible to 
affirm from the critical analysis, with a gender approach, that this process maintains in 
perpetual interaction the field of culture, labour, social and educational, where migrant 
women build complex and cyclical relationships throughout their experience. These 
relationships are crossed among other factors by the trajectories of inequality of both the 
place of origin and the receiving places that each one is in charge of, and that, in turn, 
structure the diverse identities of each woman of the migrant diaspora.

2. Of the characteristics of this transcontinental migratory process, two become evident as 
neuralgic to analyse the changes in the experiences of migrant women in this research. 
On the one hand, there is the bifurcation that modifies the migratory process. For exam-
ple, it happens when the dynamic reception system does not offer access or generates 
obstacles and barriers of differentiated control for women in the fields of education 
and work, this gives rise to a scenario of instability. May be the case for care work for 
the elderly that does not guarantee a working day or decent remuneration and could 
extend a trajectory of integration while generating the necessary sustenance. On the 
other hand, there is balance, when migrant experiences register levels of integration 
into the labour system, generating resources for their livelihood and also to support 
their transnational families. Balance is built when the relationships of the fields begin to 
have points in common and interact in a sustained way, nourish, and strengthen each 
other. For example, when in the cultural field the Italian language is already mastered 
and in the labour field it is applied daily, and the employer requests women to increase 
a specific and technical competence. Generally, all women who have included addition-
al competence to know the language with the skills and technical concepts of a specific 
labour field such as health or tax services manage to get faster a better job, stability, and 
better remuneration.

3. With regard to the strategic role of social and family networks, as established by Yépez 
and Bach (2008), these are configured as a fundamental factor to analyse the various 
connections of the labour and social field with levels of integration of transcontinental 
migration. In this line, in the Ecuadorian migratory experience of women in Genoa, 
family and social networks have definitely played a fundamental role both in the inte-
gration process through residence permits and in the insertion into the labour market in 
the destination society. According to data from the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social 
Policy, the Ecuadorian community is in second place with 79.6% with the highest pro-
portion of long-term residents and with a history of greater migratory seniority, after 
the Moldovan, and over the Ukrainian and Albanian. Thus, in relation to the process 
of residence permits, the Ecuadorian women who participated with their testimonies 
identified several strategic actors of direct or indirect aid. It was always women who 

7.  CONCLUSIONS
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formed their chains of solidarity who assumed a role as an agent of change in the bifur-
cations of transcontinental migratory processes of Ecuadorian women at various levels. 
In this study, close friends were identified who were the initial support to undertake the 
trip as a receiving point in Italy, mothers who activated the possibility of family reunifi-
cation and heads of first jobs who supported the regularisation of residence. In this way, 
solidarity networks are consolidated as a factor that makes the difference in the face of 
a bifurcation in the transcontinental migratory process and the time variable, in relation 
to how long it takes each woman to access a space of balance and integration, such as 
the labour field in her process.

4. Female migrations, specifically those of young migrants, show particular ways of artic-
ulating their transcontinental migration process with the dynamics of the global mar-
ket. They are dynamic identity processes that contain forms of resistance to the roles of 
their place of origin, which in turn are repeated with a factor of double vulnerability in 
the host country due to the work structure and the field of services and assistance that 
is destined to the migrant population. Thus, in the cases of Paola, Amanda and Daniela, 
who arrived in Genoa in the last years of their adolescence, access to education was a 
process of integration that reinforced and redirected their life projects aimed at profes-
sional growth and the possibility of inserting themselves in a degree trajectory. In ad-
dition, all the women in this research process have in their lives experiences related to: 
academic trajectories, continuing education, and self-taught processes in various fields 
and in two languages. In this way one of the important findings is the resistance to tra-
ditional roles that all the women who participated in this research have built from the 
field of self-taught education and training, with all the strategies that each one learned 
or designed for her own integration process. For some of them, like Geovana, getting a 
job other than assisting older adults marked the beginning of their lives. Setting a prece-
dent of emancipation. Thus, for a large part of the women interviewed, the beginning of 
their working career was the beginning of their life in Italy. They all keep in their mem-
ory the first applications, the people who helped them, how they wrote their resumes, 
their strategies, and the countless times they were told that this was not for them. To 
which their response with an emancipatory action was to go against the current, and 
in that bifurcation they provided spaces of balance to their process to strengthen inte-
gration in their host country and build their life plan on through continuous training, 
self-study and insert themselves in academic trajectories.

5. The experience in the labour field of the women of the Ecuadorian migrant diaspora in 
Genoa is mostly connected at the beginning of their careers with the field of services, 
health, care and assistance to children and the elderly. In this line, as Herrera (2017) 
enunciates, it is not possible to understand the feminisation of migration without taking 
into account the realities of protection and social protection of the host countries for 
their aging, child and dependent population. Thus, in the second wave of migration 
from Ecuador, which is the time when ten of the women interviewed arrived in Genoa, 
all began working as badanti, COF, cleaning, or caring for children and the elderly. For 
all of them it has been a challenge to get a diploma to improve their work. They are 
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certain that the diploma improves their economic and employment condition to differ-
ent extents. In the case of women who accessed an undergraduate degree at the Public 
University, even without graduating, their work trajectory improved markedly with job 
promotions and increases in their salaries. While the two women who graduated from 
a degree managed to insert themselves in closed spaces usually only for Italians. One of 
them works in the Postal Company that is public support and private management, and 
the other managed to set up her two businesses for legal and labour advice for migrants 
and citizens who require help in that field. In this way, it is possible to assume that in 
the transcontinental migration process, when in its complexity they are interacting with 
greater force for the actions implemented by migrant women, the field of education 
and work, surely the meeting points that involve academic trajectories, learning a new 
technical trade, learning additional languages or competencies for the labour field, they 
manage to generate the conditions for phases of equilibrium that will lead in a shorter 
and favourable time to better levels of cultural integration.

6. This is in line with Herrera (2012) who states that capitalism has always rested on a 
sexual division in which women with their reproductive work subsidise the economy. 
Global care chains would be expressing this process on a transnational scale. In this 
way, the migration of women highlights the need to understand the work of care within 
the framework of gender relations that are articulated to class, ethnic, regional, and 
geopolitical relations. Thus, the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (2020) 
concludes that the Ecuadorian community in Italy, even in recent years, is characterised 
by a strong participation in public, social and personal services, which covers 40% of 
Ecuadorian workers in the community. Sector that is also the preponderant one for the 
group of non-community workers, but with a significantly lower incidence and approx-
imately equal to 30%. Thus, Ecuadorian women of the second wave of migration in the 
nineties assumed jobs and job options that also sustained inequality in their second 
country, the host country. It is evident that in Italy at the beginning of the 2000s there 
was a system of care that did not meet efficiency criteria, and a public policy that did not 
solve the social services of protection for all. By overlapping the figures of the Ministry 
of Health with data from the census and the old age index, it is clear that the system was 
not enough to provide the public health service that all older adults in Italy required 
when the Ecuadorian migrant women arrived from the second wave. By 2001, approxi-
mately 52% of institutionalised elderly people used public structures, 32.5% were in the 
non-profit sector and 15.4% in private for-profit organisations, according to data from 
the Italian Ministry of Health. Thus, the predominance of the public sector was not gen-
eralised, but mainly concerned the regions of the Centre-North while in the South it was 
the non-profit sector that was most involved in the care of the elderly. In addition, for 
the year 2001, according to census figures from the Italian Ministry of Health, 10,645,874 
persons over the age of sixty-five resided in Italy, representing about 19% of the total 
population, of which 4,762,414 (45%) were over 74 years of age. The old age index was 
equal to 131.38, that is, there were about 132 people over 65 years of age for every 100 
people from 0 to 14 years old. In addition, according to Da Roit (2010) and figures from 
the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT), older adults with disabilities living in 
families in 2004 were more than two million. For example, in the region of Lombardy 
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where 1,841,882 adults over the age of 65 lived, there were 7 “badanti” for every 100 re-
tirees who chose to be in their own home before going to a retirement or nursing home. 
Indeed, it was estimated that by 2010, there would be 126,000 badanti, who are usually 
migrant women from Eastern Europe or Latin America. By that year, the families of 
the elderly spent on average a thousand euros a month, and the women who work 
as badanti, most of the time were and still are paid “in nero”. That means they were 
available 24/7, because their work is at home to help older adults who are not fully or 
partially self-sufficient. In this way since the nineties most Ecuadorian migrant women 
have assumed the role of care, fleeing the inequality of their country of origin. Howev-
er, since their arrival they have also internalised the absences of the social policy of the 
country that receives them. Thus, they are placed in the economic sphere as a source 
of remittances for their country, sustenance for their family in the country of origin, 
and subsidiaries of the absences of social and economic policies in the host countries of 
Southern Europe. 

7. In the case of all the women interviewed, contrary to the traditional and conservative 
meaning of their country of origin where a social and political orientation prevails to 
consolidate a life project around marriage, important points of change stand out. In 
this line Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994) point out in addition to economic motivations, that 
several women initiate migratory projects to change relationships with their partners 
or other relatives who control or oppress their lives. For this reason, more often than 
not, their migration involved setting aside a series of restrictive family relationships 
to locate other opportunities in the host country. Indeed, in the Ecuadorian experience 
there are bifurcations that lead to the initiation of integration processes that are directly 
related to the work and the foundations of training trajectories. From these bifurca-
tions begins the configuration of new life plans, which according to the impact of the 
transcontinental inequalities to which they are exposed, is consolidated into a plan to 
survive, or in a dynamic trajectory that adapts to the adverse social and economic con-
ditions of each process. Out of the eleven women who collaborated with their testimo-
nies, three are married to Ecuadorians. The experience of the remaining eight is marked 
by the separation from their partners to restart their lives, which effects changes at the 
work level as well as in the field of studies. After this bifurcation in their transcontinen-
tal migration process, half of the women improved their situation by separating from 
their first partners, continued or resumed their studies and managed to improve their 
economic situation to support their children and extended families in Ecuador.

8. Although in 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic affected social conditions and access to ed-
ucation in Latin America, for all women in the diaspora this global crisis also meant an 
opportunity that they were waiting for years, and even in some cases decades to access 
education and training processes. In this way, both the changes in the ways of accessing 
education, as well as the possibilities of distance learning, online and on technologi-
cal platforms were consolidated worldwide as an option that can be used to break the 
structures of inequality in the world. In the concrete experience of Ecuadorian women, 
they managed to study remotely, take advantage of online classes and maintain their 
work, given that the pandemic modified learning interfaces, schedules, dedication and 
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time, tools, methodologies and learning platforms. Some completed their baccalaureate 
and obtained their diploma, while others obtained higher education studies and certifi-
cations for their field of work.

9. In the context of the pandemic, an important fact in the context of this economic and 
social crisis worldwide, is that at the end of 2020 remittances from Ecuadorians from 
Genoa remained in the lead, with 32 million whose destination was Ecuador. In a 
scenario of global health and labour crisis, according to Italian figures, a good part of 
the Ecuadorian diaspora managed to continue supporting their families and commu-
nities, sustaining the country, from a distance. A year during which Ecuador remained 
in an unprecedented economic crisis. In addition, according to the main demographic 
characteristics of the official figures of the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Poli-
cies (2020) on Ecuadorian citizens who remain regularly in Italy at the first of January 
2020, the year of the global COVID pandemic, there is still evidence of a preponder-
ance of the female gender that represents 57.1% of the community, data that places 
the Ecuadorian community in fifth position among the main communities in Italy by 
female incidence.

10. Finally, of the eleven women who participated with their testimonies in this research, 
three who have the same age had the dream of being Presidents of the Republic of 
Ecuador when they grew up, two of them wanted to be doctors, another wanted to 
be an airplane pilot and one wanted to have a company and be a writer. Jessi Retto, 
the one who always dreamed of being an entrepreneur and writer, has managed to 
study at the University of Genoa her Bachelor’s Degree in Modern Languages and 
Cultures, and is building her dream from when she was little: to be a writer, although 
now it is in her second language, Italian. Meanwhile, Ecuador, going through one of 
the deepest economic, political, and social crises of the last four decades, continues to 
wait for the girls who thirty-eight years ago had the dream of being Presidents of the 
Ecuadorian nation.
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