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Abstract: In this study, we sought to understand, from a gender perspective, the experiences of
mining couples in Antofagasta, Chile, especially the balance between their intimate lives and the
absences of their partners due to the shift work modality. We analyzed testimonies from men and
women living in Antofagasta, which is considered to be one of the world’s three largest mining
regions. Among the main findings, power relations based on the hegemonic gender model supported
by the sexual division of labor were identified, which persist in this mining area, despite progress
in gender equality issues in Chile. Although there are differences between the discourses of men
and women and their subjective positioning, we propose that both actively collaborate with the
reproduction of social gender relations marked by male domination. We propose that the way in
which couples live is associated with the organization of mining work and especially the shift system,
which is central to the reproduction of the gender order with a heteropatriarchal tone.

Keywords: couple; shift work; gender; Chile

1. Introduction

The Chilean copper mining industry is deeply linked with the socioeconomic and
cultural structures of territories where large-scale mineral extraction processes occur. The
Antofagasta Region is located in the north of Chile and is one of the main copper mining
areas in the country (see Figure 1) [1]; the location illustrated in map 1 represents the copper
production in Chile. A significant number of families living there base their economic
livelihood on the various sectors associated with mining, which ranks first in the generation
of employment in the region at 31%, contributing to 57.9% of the regional Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) [1,2]. The cities of Antofagasta and Calama stand out worldwide for their
levels of copper production, ranking third among 68 ore-producing countries [3,4].

In the last 10 years, the region has become the second most important in Chile, with an
economic growth rate of 13.1% [2]; however, these data are in contrast to the assessment that
the inhabitants make, for example, of their security and human development. Regarding
this, the Regional Observatory for Human Development has pointed out the presence of a
general atmosphere of insecurity and the persistence of different social and economic gaps
in education, access to work, housing, and health among the region’s inhabitants. Likewise,
in a study on social perceptions, a lack of interest was observed in the inhabitants’ desire to
take root in the locality. This process is associated with a high rate of floating population,
i.e., those who work in Antofagasta, but their families live in other regions. These groups
are attracted by the mining work and consider the region to be optimal for work but not
suitable for family life. The floating population corresponds to 40% of the inhabitants [1,5].

When reviewing other research carried out in Chile on relational processes, we discov-
ered that the findings reveal, on the one hand, a social network crossed by typical elements
of the contemporary neoliberal model, where the value of money and consumption is
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placed above relational quality. On the other hand, gender relations are strongly marked
by historical androcentrism. These cultural marks are expressed in the structure of the
northern culture, which helps to reproduce gender and class hierarchies articulated with
conservative values, thus stressing the emotional relationships between couples in the
area. In the same context, progress can be observed in these restrictions toward equality
in the youth population, which are framed by various expressions of violence [6–8]. This
resistance to recognizing the capacities and rights of women is exemplified by the per-
sistence of social representations generated in the mining environment, such as rejection,
contempt, and an exclusionary perspective to their presence in these labor territories, with
emphasis on operational areas or maintenance, considering that they are not “places for
women”. In the past, their participation was limited to domestic functions, such as cleaning,
food preparation, and administrative or secretarial work [9–11]. Although they have now
entered into professional jobs, due to the pressure of changes in Chilean labor policies,
their presence and the valuation of the female subject continue to be slow and conflictive,
as can be seen in the experiences outlined in this study.
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Likewise, affective relations are organized around the possibilities and limitations
characteristic of the organization of mining work. Therefore, for the purposes of this
study, we use the notion of “mining couples or families” [7,12–14]. Part of the slowness
in the transformation toward equality in couples in the mining industry is related to
economic–emotional dependencies linked to important social and wage benefits offered by
mining companies. We also suggest that mining jobs involve labor relations that, along
with demanding high levels of productivity from the workers, imply periods of exclusive
dedication to the worksite when working shifts—shifts are organized in periods of days
exclusively for work and the same number of days of rest, which vary according to the
activities that the worker performs and the type and size of the mining company; they can
also be 12 × 12, 7 × 7, or 4 × 4—far away from the cities where their families live [7,15,16].

We also confirm that in local social discourse, “mining couples” are signified as holders of
high levels of economic resources, which associates mining workers with the role of providers
and, quite frequently, the sacrifice of family and couple experiences. This way, the gain in
economic resources has affective costs for the miner and his partner—a high cost in terms of
the dynamics of absence/presence of the man at home, resulting in a strong contradiction:
working for the family at the cost of the family. Research shows that this type of relationship
can be associated with the libidinization of money within couples and families, converting
money into an important means of communication among men, women, and children, and
many times forming the ultimate basis for conserving the familiar bond [16].

In traditional mining couples, it is principally the men who are absent from family life
due to shift work, during periods that range from four days on the worksite and three days
off to working shifts of two uninterrupted weeks (biweekly period) (Labor Code, article No.
153, 2005). In this dynamic, in the absence of their partners, women concentrate power in the
private sphere, related to decision-making in their day-to-day relations with their children, as
well as in the administration of the economic resources that come from mining work; however,
when their male partner returns from his shift, this meager quota of power for the woman is
retracted, re-establishing hierarchical gender positions—a system that has been labeled the
“accordion family” [14,17]. This denomination refers to the dislocation between work and
time off (life as a couple and with the children) and leads workers to experience emotional
distancing from the family [12]. The excessive physical demands historically associated
with this activity, in addition to risks for health (and even life) and extreme environmental
conditions (thermal oscillation, snow, and geographic altitude, among others), were thought
of as constrictions that women could not endure. It is undeniable that shift work impacts the
subjectivities of men and women, and certainly social/family and gender relations. In this
dynamic, work shifts filter into the affective bonds, leaving marks that lead to the emergence
of power conflicts in a couple’s relationship [6,12,18–22].

In this framework, various studies, in Chile and other countries, are emphatic in
showing how the production of subjectivities and relations based on male domination [23]
cannot be understood outside the socioeconomic, cultural and historical context in which
the men are found [24], as well as the productive context. In this respect, the authors of [25],
in a study on the production of masculinity in oil work in the Argentine Patagonia, give an
account of how the work organization is not limited to the unrestricted extraction of natural
resources or to the exploitation of the work force, but rather, at the same time, produces
a form of manliness according to the company’s objectives; that is, male subjectivities
intended to systematically increase productivity and the company’s profitability. In the
words of Dejours: “the contemporary evolution of companies’ forms of work organization,
management and direction is supported, after the neoliberal shift, on principles that pre-
cisely suggest sacrificing subjectivity in the name of profitability and competitiveness” [26].
Along similar lines, [27] shows how the company figure, in its desire to increase produc-
tivity and profitability, requires men to sustain their identity as being able to endure the
working conditions through a systematic desensitization process described as virilization
of the subjective body, leading to the reproduction of male domination and of gendered and
hierarchized relations that transcend the boundaries of work, also marking and defining
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social and family relations in terms of more or less manifest conflicts of power that over
and over again position women and other feminized subjects in positions of inferiority.

In addition, in 2015, Leiva and Comelin [28] gave account of how the shift system
constitutes one of the main obstacles to making progress in the balance between work and
family in mining contexts, showing how the company where they carried out their research
stated that the measures suggested for progressing in the matter were impracticable. In this
respect, the organization of the work and mining production is contributing to what [29]
defined as hegemonic masculinity, in which the aspiration to be a “real man” implies
subjectively positioning himself above others, whether women or other men. Paraphrasing
a classic study by Gilmore [30], the mining production system and, especially, its shift
system constitute tests of masculinity. They require male workers to be, and to demonstrate
that they are, men, in both the public-working and private-domestic spheres, constituting
the concept of a mining family, where the constitution of the family and its internal conflicts
of power are not separate from the production system.

In Chile, such conflicts take on even greater relevance when we consider that in the
world, but very specifically in this country, May 2018 was the scenario that marked the start
of what has been called the rebellion against patriarchy [31], protagonized by women, which
was a movement that consisted precisely of radically making an issue of the structure of
patriarchal domination and its symbolic violence [32]. Considering this sociopolitical process
and focusing on the perspective of this work, while strictly speaking, the qualitative research
prescinds a hypothesis according to its epistemological base, our research purpose is based
on the significant cultural shifts occurring in the country. These have been leading to more
visible transformations in the androcentric conservatism of the mining family, especially in
younger families who start to seek new adjustments and arrangements in their life as a couple.
Our research question was thereby formulated as follows: Which cultural impositions of a
traditional gender nature associated with the mining family are reproduced and which are
transformed in the discourses of male mining workers and those of the women-partners?

2. Materials and Methods

Considering the research question, we point out two important methodological di-
rections. First, we make discourse on mining work, its social and technical organization,
and its implications for life as a couple the object of our study; second, apply the technical
analysis of the discourse from a gender perspective as a technical tool [33–36].

2.1. Regarding the Information Production Strategy: The Interviews

We employed a biographic strategy [37,38] using an investigative-type account, em-
phasizing life as a couple and mining work. Each session lasted 120 min, with three
encounters with each participant, regarding dimensions such as the demands of mining
work, tensions between intimate life and work, and affective relations and resolution of
conflicts. Each person signed an informed consent form that ensured the protection of
their anonymity and authorized the use of their information for research purposes. Each
recorded interview was transcribed and constituted analysis material for the preparation
of the next session. We started the interviews with a word game technique for 20 min—a
card with a motivating word. For example, we used the words: love, child, work, home,
sex, couple, etc. The participants were asked for free association and, in that way, we
opened a space of trust, reducing the tension, which enabled expanding to other, more
complex topics in the couple’s relationship. This phase enabled going into the referenced
dimensions in the remaining 100 min.

2.2. Regarding the Analysis Strategy: The Option for Critical Analysis of the Discourse

Since the research question refers us to the arrangements achieved in the intimate life
of the couple, we analyzed what the discourse reproduced and/or transformed regarding
gender order in the arrangements of life as a couple. The focus of this study was on the
capacity that the discourse has to produce or reproduce gender power relations [39]. In
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this sense, when we focus the research question on the topic of how cultural discourses
facilitate a reproduction and/or are transformed at the center of our research question, we
would somehow understand gender as interdiscursive, spoken and being spoken through
and by the discourse of the participants who express it. From this perspective, the speaker
is conceived as a “subject inserted in a social topography that defines places of expression
that are fundamentally positions of subjectivity” [40].

Consequently, we sought to understand such subjective positionings, which Davies and
Harré [41] defined as conversational phenomena, as a social interaction capable of generating
social results. Standing out among these results are interpersonal relationships, since the
subjective positioning implies at the same time the positioning of other subjects and social
objects. Consequently, through positioning, social orders are generated or regenerated. From
this perspective, conversation is understood as a set of acts of speaking; that is, it involves
expressions with illocutive strength, capable of producing social effects [42]. The social effects
that interest us here reproduce the patriarchal domination inscribed in social gender relations
and those that collaborate in their transformation. To analyze these processes, we have
followed an order of 8 phases illustrated in the following diagram (Figure 2):
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With the material from the different encounters, we started analyzing the discourse [39]
identifying emerging focuses that were organized in matrices (see Table 1) for reordering in
conflictive knots, gender tensions, linked emotions, search objects, and interpretations. This
organization enabled advancing toward interpretation [35–37]. The matrix was fed with frag-
ments of narratives for interpretation, those most significant for the problem being studied.
In the process, we emphasized the search for emotions linked to the couple’s interactions.

Table 1. Example matrix of narrative analysis.

Dimension: Referred to the Central Topic of Analysis

Knots and
conflicts Subjects Narrative

Subjective and
gender

experience
tensions

Linked emotions Search objects

Synthesis of
interpretative
analysis in the

theoretical
counterpoint

Identification of
knots and their
ramifications;
coding of the

interview; sex of
the participant;
age; microtexts

and school
assignment to
selected text
published

extensively.

Coding of the
interview; sex of
the participant;
age; attachment

to school.

Microtexts and
selected texts

published
extensively.

Analysis of the
major emerging

conflicts;
microprints of the

research
objectives;
articulated

analysis of the
theoretical core of

the research.

Sensations and
feelings that

emerge in the
affective–

emotional story
of the subjects.

Subjective
expressions of the
participants from

a situated
position.

Analysis of the
theoretical core of

research;
counterpoint

three levels: The
protagonist, the
researcher, and
the theoretical

aspects.

Synthesis of the analysis of the dimension in three voices: interviewee theories, and researcher.

Source: Self-prepared.

2.3. Participants

During the 2018–2020 research process, 75 people participated in interviews and
conversation groups, from which we have selected 11 between mining workers and women
affectively linked to them, for the specificity of their narratives regarding the topic proposed
for this article on advances and continuities in couple relations. The age distribution was
from 21 to 65 years old, including persons in middle-management positions from the
mining sector and in the lower-middle socioeconomic sector who agreed to be interviewed,
given that they are the population with the biggest emotional, family, and couple voids, as
opposed to persons at management or higher levels, who have access to greater cultural
and symbolic capital [23], with more opportunities and flexibility in the labor sphere and
therapeutic treatment, if applicable (see Table 2). The criteria for inclusion included being
a mining worker or a mining worker’s partner, being subject to a shift system, being in
an emotional relationship for more than one year and having their own children or their
partner’s children.

We reached out to institutional networks related to mining companies and their unions
to access the persons interviewed. We used the snowball sampling method among the
participants. It is important to point out that this population is difficult to access, both in
terms of the restrictions that the companies impose on their workers and the resistance on
the part of the subjects themselves to openly address sensitive topics, such as their intimate
lives, love, and sexuality, which were addressed in each of the interviews. This difficulty
was resolved through a process of voluntarily opening up, through conversation, favoring
the display of narratives based fundamentally on listening, which opens the possibility for
joint reflection with the interviewees.

In this research, we worked under a feminist focus, with a critical perspective, which
meant concerning ourselves with seeing that the construction of objectives and questions
would open up a field for us to see how power relations are constructed in mining couples
within a base dynamic between the subject and society. In the research practice, we worked
to include man/woman duplas with academic preparation and a practical background in
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gender and rights in the different fields of action, in both the production of the interviews
as well as the analysis of the interactions and subjective expressions that emerged in the
process. The selection of the conceptual framework for the theoretical counterpoint came
from the aspect of feminism and critical gender, as can be seen in the list of references.

Table 2. Participants in the study.

Code Age Occupation Shift System Socioeconomic Level No. of Children

1 José 61 Operator—union 4 × 3 Medium–low 3
2 Pedro 36 Mining worker 7 × 7 Medium–low 2
3 Claudio 38 Mining worker 7 × 7 Medium–low 3
4 Patricio 42 Mining worker 4 × 3 Medium–low 2
5 Manuel 40 Operator—union 4 × 3 Medium–low 3
6 Mario 32 Mining worker 4 × 3 Medium–low 1
7 Mónica 43 Homemaker - Medium–low 2
8 Silvia 35 Small business owner - Medium–low 3
9 Estela 50 Homemaker - Medium–low 3
10 María 45 Homemaker - Medium–low 1
11 Marcela 32 Homemaker (worked in mining) . Medium–low 1

Source: self-prepared.

During the analysis, we identified the inscriptions of the mining culture on the con-
struction of subjectivity and gender, as arrangements achieved in the intimate life and the
place of men and women and the tensions due to the sexual division of the work, the control
of money, and affective agreements. By understanding these processes, the advances and
continuities of mandates in the life of the couple could be analyzed, considering that the
viewpoint of the person doing the research associated with the object of study is therefore
understood as limited and localized; that is, part of the principle that “our vision is always
a question of being able to see” [43].

The confidentiality agreement with the participants was carried out by signing in-
formed consents, in which the objectives and the topics that would be addressed in the
interviews were presented. Incentives were not considered for the participants in this
group. The entire research process has been submitted for approval by the Ethics Com-
mittee of the National Council of Science and Technology of Chile, registered under folio
No. 1180079. The criteria for inclusion in the study for women partners of mining workers
centered on them being residents of the second region of Chile, with an age range between
18 and 65. For the male miners, that they were from 18 to 65 years of age, heterosexual,
with a partner and children, and that they work in mining shift systems.

3. Discussion of the Results

We organized the results based on a survey of a broad discursive focus that we
denominate “Arrangements of mining family life: The centrality of the organization of the
work in the (re)production of subjectivities and socioaffective and gender relations.” With
the analysis, we sought to interpret how, through the discourse on work and its organization
by shifts, subjective positionings and socioaffective relations are constructed. Based on
this central focus, we identified two associated focuses. The first, sustained entirely by the
male mining workers interviewed, strictly reproduces a traditional sexual division of the
work, practically distributing the production tasks to men and the reproduction tasks to
women. The second, confirmed by the statements made by women, gives an account of
some tensions, although far from subverting or transforming the gender order that seems
to be reproduced with particular strength by the organization of the mining work. We
developed a section in which, as we present the interpretations regarding the subjective
positions produced by the discourse and link them with fragments of the discourse of the
interviewees, we sought to specify the theoretical and epistemological frameworks based
on which we made our interpretation proposals. The following is a summary chart that we
develop more extensively below (see Figure 3):
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3.1. Arrangements of Mining Family Life in the Voice of the Men: A Strictly Sexual Division of
the Work

In this first section, as we pointed out above, we analyzed fragments of discourse
expressed by male miners and we propose interpretations regarding the subjective posi-
tions produced.

1. The male miner as highly productive.

We understand the organization of work and gender as sources of demand based
on the production of subjectivities and social relations. In this sense, we started from the
premise that mining work and its social and technical organization require workers to raise
defensive strategies of the trade that are reconfiguring their bodies and subjectivities [26].
Additionally, this subjective configuration often implies an effort of virilization in which
the value of productivity holds a central place [27]. The virilization of the subjective body
is defined by [42] as a defensive strategy employed by men to protect their masculine
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identity as well as to endure the psycho-physical demands of the work, which consists of a
loss of sensitivity and an emotional hardening on one hand, and a reduction in thinking
to a cost–benefit calculation on the other, which enables sustaining the high productivity
standards expected by contemporary companies and to endure them as part of the virile
virtues [23]. In this regard, we considered the following fragment of an interview:

“You endure it. It’s impossible for a man to solve family matters, but on the job, a
mining worker is highly productive! That is, the productivity of a mining worker
is very high. We know that data. The men solve problems quickly; it’s technical,
you look for ideas, you resolve, investigate. But they are not able to implement
those abilities at home.”

(José, 61 years old, three children)

A rhetorical analysis of the extract selected leads us to establish a strong link between
two values raised by this interviewee’s discourse. On one hand, the capacity to endure,
theoretically defined as the art of not escaping, of bearing whatever comes, a type of
sacrifice not exempt of pain that serves to support the image and virile honor [44] and on
the other hand, productivity, which, with emphasis on the rhetorical analysis, does not
involve just any productivity here, but rather a high productivity. The interviewee also
refers to making manifest the knowledge of data that prove that level of productivity as a
way of granting veracity to his statement. Productivity and endurance emerge as important
meanings in support of the subjectivity of the male miners. However, the same interviewee
points out an important controversy: the other side of the miner’s productivity on the
worksite is his total unproductiveness in domestic-family tasks. The consequence of that
discursive construction of work productivity seems to be the fact that the worksite emerges
as an exclusive space for deploying the men’s creativity in search of solutions. We point
out that in this extract of the interview, the gender discourse, spoken and being spoken
through the interviewee, reproduces the classic sexual division of work and that, in the
name of work productivity and endurance on site, the male worker is excluded from the
demands of conflict resolution in family life.

2. The necessary woman: one who takes charge of everything at home.

The reproduction of the sexual division of work in the discourse analyzed reappears
strongly in the discursive constructions regarding what the men need from their partners:

“The women, in our case, have to take care of everything when we leave. You
can’t be going down all the time, asking your boss for permission. You can’t go
down, because if you are going to be going down, there are, I don’t know, fifteen
of us up there and the boss is counting on the fifteen of us, so if you leave, the
other fourteen feel it and have to take on the work of the one who left. So, the
idea is to try not to go down, so you don’t look bad with the boss and also to take
care of your job. For that reason, our women are important because they have to
take care of everything.”

(Mario, 32 years old, one child)

This extract from an interview—selected for being an idea that is repeated in the
discourse—reinforces the discursive construction that situates the male worker as being
indispensable on the worksite: “You leave and they feel it”, while at the same time he is
absolutely replaceable in tasks at home, where “she has to take care of everything.” The
construction is polar, practically dichotomic, and reproduces the classical notion of the
sexual division of work: The productive dimension of work is the men’s responsibility,
while the reproductive dimension of life is the women’s responsibility. This arrangement
allows the worker to be completely available for work while on shift, which seems to
be fundamental to take care of your job; i.e., to sustain employment and to not look bad
to the boss. What management requires is construed as a form of total availability and
that is a standard that a worker obtains to the extent that he has a partner who takes care
of everything at home. The strict gendered division of work is discursively construed
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as a type of key requirement for conserving employment (and a counterpart not stated
here—family life, of which she is in charge).

As pointed out by [25] in a study with male oil workers, the organization of mining
work also produces subjects—in this case a way of experiencing masculinity that converts
men into a productive force always available for the worksite. The production system also
involves the production of producers [24].

3. The mother spouse as mother, father and witch.

Following the analysis of the discursive construction of the narratives and the positions
assigned to men and women in the statements studied, we look at the following interview
extracts in order to go into some specifications regarding this “all” referred to in the
discourse, especially with regard to the reproductive tasks associated with caring for and
raising children:

“The old lady has to know how to substitute at all times (accidents, birthdays,
parties, others), when the children are sad the old lady has to deal with the little
kids, so they don’t miss us, so while we are on the job, they don’t need anything
from us.”

(Pedro, 36 years old, two children)

In general, caretaking tasks, and in this specific case, those that have to do with the
affective support of the children, are construed as the woman’s duty, since the old lady has
to, where “has to” expresses an imperative. We say that what is expressed here is an act of
speaking, since in saying it, it becomes an imperative. The imperative is manifested as a
deal with the little kids, which we understand as a requirement to take care of the children’s
emotional stability and to fill, on the affective plane, the role of father and mother, since
the expected effect of the task assigned to the mother is so the father is not missed while he
is on the worksite. We could say that the assignment that the interviewee makes here is
that his absence is not felt, which constitutes an illusion, or a type of negation of reality. In
terms of analysis, what is important for us to point out is again the act of speaking, since it
involves a discourse that prescribes the expected tasks of the woman-spouse in terms of
affective care of the children.

There is more, however, since this requirement for compliance in tasks of an affective
nature also overlaps with those functions that have historically been associated with the
paternal role, such as establishing rules and respect for them at home:

“The other thing that happens to me is the matter of the kids. When I come home
and they do something bad, I don’t scold them. I don’t feel I have the right to
scold them because I am up on the site for seven days. If you come home and
scold them, you end up being a bad father figure. So, I leave all that to my wife.
My wife does their homework, teaches the children. Everything that has to do
with the kids at home, I completely exempt myself ( . . . ) They end up being the
witches, ha ha ha.”

(Manuel, 40 years old, three children)

Covered and justified by the shift system, the male interviewee allows himself to
renounce the tasks of a normative order at home regarding his children, explicitly avoiding
them and placing that duty on his partner. In the words of Lagarde [45], they seem to
require a mother/spouse who doubles as a witch, also in charge of the rules and limits.
The discursive recourse to the metaphor of the witch operates as a release and shifting of
responsibilities associated with what is ugly and detestable. The witch is put in the place
of the one who does the work that the man does not like. In this case, the educational
and normative work regarding the children. However, the inverse of this discursive
recourse is that the male mining worker is losing his place at home. We propose that the
organization of mining work in the greater northern region of Chile produces producers
who are indispensable on the worksite and totally dispensable in family life.
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Another important matter to clarify is that this arrangement is constructed by the man
in solitude, or at least constitutes an agreement not necessarily spoken. He does not tell
her “You be the witch”; he does it, up to a certain point behind her back, and that seems
to be expressed by the laugh: “They end up being the witches, ha ha ha,” a they that is also
pronounced in an impersonal matter, since it does not involve an agreement made with the
other. It is a tacit agreement and perhaps taken as obvious, as a requirement and “natural”
consequence of the man’s work system, which reproduces gender order based on male
domination and its symbolic violence [23].

4. The male worker who is useless at home: money as a link to the family.

We propose that the discourse configures the following image: We need a woman/mother/
spouse who does not need us; with that, the man constructs himself as a subject absolutely
dispensable at home, and even undesired:

“After the shift, you come home to a house that your wife dominates. Your chil-
dren don’t pay much attention to you. If it is you that tries to impose something,
in the end, the only thing they want is for you to go back up to the mine. You
become a provider, a provider and nothing, nothing else.”

(Claudio, 38 years old, three children)

“I come back and the youngest pretends she doesn’t know me.”

(Patricio, 42 years old, two children)

A circle seems to be closing in which the discourse reproduced by the interviewees
is the strictest gendered division of work. However, a very important detail is that this
exercise does not allow them to be positioned at home as a figure of power. On the
contrary, the subjective sensation grates on contempt and rejection, on not wanting him
to be there, for him to go back to the worksite, to the place where he is truly needed and
important, and where his subjectivity makes sense and can be sustained. At home, the wife
dominates, and the children do not recognize the father’s authority. Constructed that way,
the negotiation between the members of the couple ends up excluding the male worker
from the intimacy of family life, constructs him as a provider and a type of stranger. Money
and his contributions as a provider constitute the measure of the bond between the male
worker and his home and family.

3.2. Arrangements of Mining Family Life in the Voice of the Women: Tensions between
Accommodation and Resistance

This focus principally surveys the discourse of the female partners of mining workers.
It is also centered on the discursive construction of the gendered division of work and
the issues relative to economic and affective dependence (or not) regarding the father—
provider figure.

Just as in other Latin American cultures [45], this hierarchical and gendered order
within the couple is naturalized in the mining culture, granting and reinforcing the sense
of the forms of a heteropatriarchal nuclear family construction in the zone. Additionally,
the subjective positionings constructed for women in the private sphere of the home and
at a considerable distance from the places of decision-making and productive work are
actualized [46–49].

5. Reproduction of passiveness associated with females.

We looked at this first fragment, in which it appears that the strategy constructed to
carry on life as a couple seems to be that of more or less passive accommodation to the
sexual division of work proposed (or imposed) by the shift system:

“When he is at home, we don’t get bored because we say, “What are we going to
do today?” “Let´s go for a walk,” we have to buy something. I don´t like to go
downtown by myself unless I have to do an errand, and I don´t like to be in a line
but I have to, and I do it with my head down. I don’t like to go window shopping
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either or have a coffee. If I have to visit my sister, my friend, or sister-in-law, I
dare to go. He takes me everywhere. If I say, “I don´t want to cook,” he tells me,
“Let’s eat out.”

(Mónica, 43 years old, two children)

The participant presents a couple relationship in which she remains in a place of
waiting and passivity and he, in a position of action and even diversion. The text is explicit:
“When he is at home we don’t get bored”. What is left unsaid, to say it that way, the
inverse of this grammatical expression is that when he is not there, she does get bored,
since going out alone into the public space (doing errands, window shopping in the mall,
having a coffee) seem to be a prohibited act, one that you must do with your head down,
so as not to be seen. This fragment, selected, once again, because it is repeated in the
discourse, constructs and reproduces the public space as a space prohibited for a woman
who is not accompanied by a man. For reasons deeply rooted in gender order and male
domination [23], the woman only goes out alone if she gets together with other women,
but in private and family spaces (with a sister, sister-in-law, or at most, with a friend). The
discourse reproduces subjective positionings for women that are based on relations of
emotional and economic dependence toward the male provider figure, actualizing feelings
of insecurity and fear when faced with occupying a public space. The man is construed
as a protector and dispenser of monetary resources for consumption that provide satisfac-
tion [50]. This discourse supports the restriction of women’s possibilities for developing
life plans independent of the couple [46]. It discursively reproduces a model of a couple
sustained by the image of romantic love through which an ideal of completeness is pro-
moted and normalized based on a hierarchized and stereotyped dichotomy of (supposedly)
male and female roles [49,51]. A type of distribution of space that reproduces restricted
modes of subjectivation in the symbolic-material space of the couple: dependence, fear,
insecurity and infantilization of the woman, and in the man, control and management of
the couple’s life. It is the organization of mining work and its production, especially based
on a shift system, that ends up also organizing the life of the woman interviewed, since her
day-to-day life is structured based on the presence/absence of her partner at home and in
the city.

6. Subordination of female productive work.

The discourse analyzed is not necessarily monolithic. In this regard, we reviewed
the following extract, which seems to focus on the women’s possibilities of performing
productive tasks as a focus of transformation and gain in gender equality:

“Since last year, I own a SME (small-to-medium enterprise) related to pastry. At
the beginning, it was difficult because I was taking his time (from him when he
was at home). I noticed, along with a group of girls, that when they come down
from the mine, you have to be completely available for them because they have
been confined. That’s what they think. When they come down, they like to go
out. My husband likes spending time with his family. Last Friday, I had to deliver
400 sweets. I had told him that I wanted be at home early to start preparing my
sweets in peace. He made us go out early, but I got back at 8 PM. I felt cheated
because we did what he wanted to do anyway. So, it’s here where you have to
give in a lot, so you don’t quarrel.”

(Silvia, 35 years old, three children)

In this case, difficulties are observed in establishing negotiations with the partner that
enable delimiting individual and work development spaces in favor of the woman. The
fragment chosen presents a power relationship in which she has to make significant efforts
to accommodate him, constructing the image of their couple in the mode that they (the
group of mining couples, with a group of girls) seem to understand it—as men who demand
the availability of (their) women when they are at home. The foregoing seems to assume
a willingness to suspend any other interest or task, which places them in a position of
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subordination with respect to the male worker’s needs at home. The woman is placed
in a position where she has to give in to the demands for time and attention required by
her partner and the manifested objective for that is to avoid conflict. For the participant,
assenting to her partner’s requirements implies postponing both her personal interests and
her search for economic and affective independence [45,47,52]. In this way, a subordination
is reproduced toward the symbolic and economic control exercised by the provider figure.
The quote is explicit: Despite her request to consider her needs too (return early), she is not
heard. The way the phrases are constructed is also eloquent: He made us go out early, we did
what he wanted to do anyway. The action and the decision-making capacity continue being
that of the man’s, and the woman, at least in this interview fragment, accommodates those
requirements in order to avoid a fight. In this case, the woman’s economic entrepreneurship
is possible, but provided it is subordinated to the role of mother/spouse and is clearly
hindered when the man is at home. We would say that the work organization that the
women gives to her small pastry business is traversed by the shift system that organizes
the time of her husband, a mine worker. Her main role, when her husband is home, is
discursively constructed as making herself available for the husbands’ requirements.

It is important to state that, while tension is manifested, the possibility of making
an issue of it or fighting to transform the situation is not discerned in the discourse. The
manifest is imperative; that is, what she has to do is to give so as not to quarrel, and so as not
to manifest dislike, it is probably to safeguard the worker’s physical and psychological rest,
since he will soon return to the worksite.

7. Dual family rules: when he is at home and when he is not.

Finally, another nuance of the discourse is what we found in the following fragment,
in which we can appreciate a type of acceptance of different rules, one with the husband
and father at home and another without him:

“When he (husband) is at home, everything changes. For instance [ . . . ], he
doesn´t eat vegetables so I have to cook pasta. When my son and I are alone,
I cook other types of meals. [ . . . ] I don’t make plans when he´s at home. A
woman comes to the house to iron when he is not at home because he doesn´t
like strangers at home. When he is not at home, I make the rules, but when he
arrives home, everything changes. For instance, I don’t leave things on the dinner
table, but he leaves his shoes anyplace, his bag at the door until he is leaving, and
he just unpacks it that day. I used to unpack it for him and put the things away,
but not anymore. It´s another rhythm when he´s here, it´s something different
at home.”

(Estela, 50 years old, three children)

Just as in the previous case, we can propose that this involves tacit agreements, that
the woman accepts in silence, as a type of passive resistance rather than the mode of an
exercise of adaptation; she does not dispute it for its form, she exercises it when the man is
not there. The fragment is eloquent: “I don’t make plans when he’s at home”. We interpret
this as a type of need for subjective suspension by the woman: there are no plans, there
is no possibility of deciding on something when he is at home. It would seem that all
rights and possibilities for acting are his. The interviewee speaks of two different ways
of living at home that are marked by the absence/presence of the male-father-worker at
home. We could say two different cultures, two different sets of rules, that the interviewee
refers to, from orderliness to what they eat. We propose that the discourse speaks of the
subjective positioning of the woman in the family culture, stressed between obedience to
the demands and requirements of her partner and seeking autonomy in the relationship
and in her home. The absence of the male figure is construed as the chance to organize
the family space according to her priorities, while his presence is practically a time to be
endured: he leaves his shoes anyplace, his bag at the door until he is leaving. Once again,
the organization of mining work is also the organization of affective and family life. It is
the guideline for what the woman can and cannot do at home at different times of the shift.
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What we previously denominated “mining family normativity” constitutes a social
ordering through which gender order is reproduced. We propose that this normativity
forms part of what Meler [53] called the “mining family culture”, according to which the
constant adjustments experienced in the intimate life of the couple and in their relationship
with their children derived from the shift work and the organization of mining work
in general are subjectivized, i.e., incorporated into the psyches and bodies of the family
members, thereby defining their ways of being and relating in the world [53]. As a
corollary, we posit that the social and technical organization of mining work reproduces the
heteropatriarchal gender order, or rather, that the traditional gender order is reproduced
by the mining organization of work.

8. The mother as the support for the family.

As proposed by Dejours and Gernett [54], as well as Meler [53], the organization of
work also reaches the processes of subjectivation of the children, since it traverses the
patterns of child-raising and defines the styles of bonds that impact the production of the
children’s subjectivity. For that, we considered the following interview fragment:

“I am the witch, and he (the husband) is the boy who plays with him (the son) all
day. Even last year, Vicente (son) was called on (at school) to recognize the family:
I am the mother, and he is the father and the brother. The other day I answered
him (her partner) and told him, “Thanks to me he loves you, because since he
was a baby, he didn’t catch you [didn’t take him into account].” The child must
have felt that he rejected him, since he wasn’t affectionate. They weren’t like they
are now, that they are more like partners, more united. If one doesn’t feel the love
from the other person, he is indifferent. That’s the feeling in their relationship.
Over time, I insisted so much with him on Vicente that now they get along better.
Now Vicente is bigger; I taught him to play ball, with cars—it wasn’t him.”

(María, 45 years old, one child)

The signifier the witch (re)appears, this time in the voice of a woman interviewee. Here,
the witch represents the person who has to take charge of everything except playing with
the child, which, as a counterpart, emerges here as the exclusive task of the father. The
discourse emphasizes that by bringing an image that speaks of an exercise that the child
does at school, in which he recognizes his father also as his brother, alluding to the place
of parity in which the male worker is positioned with respect to his son. In this way, the
discourse situates the woman in a position of authority, more of an uncomfortable authority
that is signified with the word witch.

Moreover, the narrator positions herself as a guarantor of the love between father and
son. It is she who articulates it, who promotes it, and further, thanks to her, the child loves
the father. The man is signified as somehow incapable of generating love or attachment
with the child, like he is unable, even though, now, fathers are not like they were before:
They are more like partners, more united. Despite these cultural changes that the interviewee
recognizes in the world, they involve changes that her husband, male mining worker, has
not been able to develop in himself. If there are advances in this transformation, they are the
result of her efforts. This fragment takes us back to the first text chosen, in which the male
mining worker is creative and productive on the worksite, but incapable of contributing at
home. The workforce, the productive force remains in the company’s absolute possession.

9. Advances toward greater equality?

Finally, as part of the women’s discourse, we find experiences and subjective posi-
tionings that somehow tend toward equality; however, this trend does not seem to be
sustainable. The extract that we review below is from a 32-year-old women who worked in
mining but stopped because of what she construes as a sort of natural agreement in the
organization of family and affective life:

“We both worked 4 × 3, and I was practically in charge of taking care of things at
home regarding the bills and tasks that take a little longer ( . . . ). Regarding the
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house, we both took care of day-to-day or domestic things equally. And now that
he is 4 × 3 and I am in Antofagasta, we turned things around. He is in charge of
tasks that take a little longer, which are done on Fridays, and I am in charge of
the house and the more urgent things that have to be done in Antofagasta ( . . . ).
He generally makes the investment decisions or I consult with him so he knows,
but that happens naturally. The same goes for family matters. I am the one in
charge of the house, what to buy, what we need, what has to be put and what
has to be taken out. It happens naturally ( . . . ) and we agree that way and get
along well.”

(Marcela, 32 years old, one son)

The advance toward gender equality in this fragment can be found at the time when
they both worked in mining. In that context, the discourse presents a certain contradiction,
since on one hand it points out a sort of parity in the distribution of tasks at home, although
at the same time she is explicit in stating “I was in charge of taking care of things at
home . . . ” What is not manifested in the narrative is what motivated the women to leave
work. In this respect, the research of [27], in a study performed with general managers of
companies, gives account of how, in work backgrounds that are comparable between men
and women in a couple, the birth of a child is key to generating an imbalance, since in a
supposedly natural manner, as also expressed in the fragment in question, it is the woman
who is in charge of child care.

In any case, an effort of female subjective positioning can be seen in this fragment, in
a framework of greater equality, or at least of a manifest exercise of construction of agree-
ments based on negotiation instead of a passive acceptance of the conditions. However,
two things should be pointed out. The first is regarding the use of money, but not just
of any money. It involves money that Clara Coria [55] in her study on the hidden sex of
money denominates “big money” or that destined for investments, and not that used in
the day-to-day administration of the home, which is defined as “small money”. In this
case, these decisions continue to be made according to the classical division proposed
by the author: big money is the mens’ affair, while small money is the women’s. The
second, which we insinuated above, is that the discursive construction of the family order
is signified by the interviewee as “natural”: “it happens naturally” that she takes charge
of day-to-day things of the home. We propose that the discourse reproduced here is that
of gender on its more traditional axis, naturalizing the positioning of women in domestic
and reproductive tasks, and men in public and productive work. The shift system and the
social and technical organization of mining work continue to not be seen as agents that
produce subjectivities and social and family relations.

4. Conclusions

Our research question was: Which cultural impositions of a gender nature are repro-
duced, and which are transformed in the discourse of mining couples?

In this regard, we would say that the so-called mining family culture; that is, the ways
of intimate life, of organizing family relations and even the possibilities of experiencing
oneself, of feeling one’s own subjectivity, in the frameworks that the organization of mining
work, and especially the shift system proposes or imposes, favor the reproduction of a
gender order strongly marked by male domination based on a strict sexual division of the
work, that assigns production tasks to the men and reproduction to the women, placing
the former in a position of greater value and around whom family life is organized.

We also discovered that the majority of the arrangements described in the discourse
do not, strictly speaking, constitute agreements, since most of the time they are tacit, not
negotiated, and perhaps taken as obvious or natural. The possibility for arrangement is
paired with fear of conflict, especially in the women, who seem to be forced to maintain an
emotional climate as free of tension as possible at home, perhaps as a way of guaranteeing
optimal rest for the male worker, thereby benefitting his optimal return to the productive
tasks that provide profitability for the company.
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For the male workers, the effort to endure this work organization seems to involve a
significant risk, which is the sense, often explicit in their work, that the quality of life of
their family ends up being the cost of their work. They work for the family at the cost of
family life. The interviewees reiterate and reproduce a type of paradox: needing a family
that does not need them, which ends up positioning the men in the only place possible—the
worksite. It is there where they feel they are contributing, capable of offering solutions, of
mobilizing their intelligence and their senses in the interest of resolving the problems that
the daily work presents, which is often not the case at home and in issues of a domestic
nature, since there it is she who must deal with it.

We will also state that since this involves a more exploratory, situated and qualitative
research that seeks to delve into matters of the production of subjectivities, it does not
intend to generalize its conclusions, but, to take them seriously if we wish to advance in
labor policies that benefit the overall health of the workers on one hand, and the advance
of gender equality on the other.

Finally, we started this research with the idea of finding tensions and escape points,
cracks or fissures in the standard gender order in the contemporary, post-feminist revolu-
tion mining family in Chile. Perhaps we expected to find more crucial discursive positions,
especially among women and in younger couples. However, in the demands of the or-
ganization of mining work in Antofagasta, we found that there is still a type of quarry,
reproducing male domination—a matter that, in symbolic terms, constitutes a significant
challenge for the country, considering that mining is the principal local economic activity.
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