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1

I n troduction

Empleadas Lost and Found

M y research into the history of domestic service in Chile 
started in 2000 with the archives; or rather, the archives started with 
me. On several trips through the gray streets of downtown Santiago, 

as the sun barely broke through the layers of the afternoon’s winter smog, domes-
tic worker activists guided me to the leaning, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that 
housed archives of many decades’ work from Chile’s two most important orga-
nizations for domestic workers: the union SINTRACAP (which dates, through 
several organizations, back to 1926) and the Catholic association ANECAP 
(which emerged from groups formed in 1947). Eager to delve into any uncata-
logued records of this long history of the domestic workers’ movement in Chile,1 
I soon realized that it was the living archive—members and retired leadership of 
these organizations—who could help me tell this story. Workers Like All the Rest 
of Them maps out stories culled from workers’ life histories—filtered through 
memories of half a century and the realities of Chile in the twenty-first—within 
domestic workers’ century-long struggle for dignity and rights.

Unfailingly generous in the midst of the many challenges of organizing work, 
these leaders made sure I got in touch with veteran activists of their movement. 
In meetings at the headquarters of the Asociación Nacional de Empleadas de 
Casa Particular (ANECAP or the National Association of Household Em-
ployees), some of the activists present at the group’s founding over five decades 
prior huddled near paraffin stoves in the group’s main office, a small room with 
a bookshelf stuffed with albums and pamphlets on one wall, and file cabinets 
holding decades’ worth of material on the other.2 It was in this room, lit almost 
entirely by dim light edging through a wall of windows, that I sipped the first 
of many black teas with Elba Bravo, one of the domestic workers who helped 
to found, recruit for, and lead the original Federación Nacional de Empleadas 
(National Federation of Empleadas) in the 1950s. Already in her early seventies, 
hunched over photo albums and clothed in the empleada’s blue starched cotton 
uniform, Doña Elba’s eyes sparkled and her hands leapt about her face as she 
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described her early days building the empleadas’ movement in the 1950s and 
’60s. As the struggle to maintain the organization intensified in the early 2000s, 
Doña Elba was always eager to meet, happy to share her stories of other, equally 
challenging but clearly invigorating times, many decades before.

Even at her advanced age, Doña Elba did not limit her storytelling to any 
office, or even the historic buildings on Tocornal Street, built in the 1950s with 
domestic workers’ own funds to shelter and educate domestic workers. In our 
very first meeting, Doña Elba looked up from the albums and documents spread 
out on the room’s large table with a suggestion that was at once a command: “To 
learn about this movement, you must meet Don Bernardino.” So off we went, 
following Doña Elba’s swift pace through narrow side streets in the deepening 
dusk and cold, smoggy air, to arrive at a side door of the Iglesia San Francisco, 
one of Chile’s oldest churches, which sits high on Santiago’s main avenue, the Al-
ameda. Rushing down long corridors and up grand staircases to the vast, chilly, 
dimly lit living quarters of the former convent, Doña Elba eagerly clasped Don 
Bernadino’s hands in both of hers and urged him to tell me, a historian from 
the North, the story of how, as a young Catholic priest in the 1940s, he worked 
with a handful of domestic workers to establish one of the most enduring and 

Figure I.1. Doña Elba Bravo, September 2004, ANECAP, photo by author
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influential Catholic associations of empleadas in the Americas. Don Bernadino, 
by then white-haired and moving stiffly in his eighties, was more than happy 
to oblige, on this and many other occasions, always stressing how he valued his 
work with empleadas over all else: more than his religious career as bishop of 
several Chilean cities; public opposition to the military regime’s human rights 
abuses; or membership in one of Chile’s most distinguished families (his nephew, 
Sebastián Piñera, would in 2010 begin his first of two presidential terms). In 
meetings arranged at first in Church offices and cafes, and much later at a resi-
dence for retired priests, Don Bernardino proudly offered up his stories about 
the origins, challenges, and evolution of the domestic workers’ movement over 
the last half century.

In those days I also interviewed the enduring leader of Chilean domestic 
workers’ movements, Aída Moreno Valenzuela, whose warmth, sharp wit, and 
love of history has made her one of the most sought-after spokespersons for the 
Chilean domestic workers’ union movement since the 1970s. Younger by ten 
years than her colleague Doña Elba, Aída, too, got her start in the Federación 
de Empleadas in the 1950s, but from the start she also participated in the Sindi-
cato de Trabajadoras de Casa Particular (SINTRACAP or Household Workers’ 
Union), rising to leadership positions at the national and international levels in 
the 1960s. Active in elected positions in the 1980s, Aída Moreno nurtured the 
movement’s alliance with Chilean feminists in the struggle against the military 
dictatorship, a network that would later sustain her participation in regional 
and international domestic workers’ movements and inspire her businesses that 
sold cleaning products and services to the public. Moreno’s close friendship with 

Figure I.2. Don Bernardino Piñera, circa 2010, from Mensaje (July 31, 2020)
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the US anthropologist Elsa Chaney, and the international travel and activism 
through which it was nurtured, also elevated Aída Moreno’s historical research 
on Chilean domestic workers to an international and academic audience. More-
no’s long engagement in domestic worker politics, along with her skills as an 
amateur historian, broadened the horizons of this study, beyond the realm of 
Catholic mobilization in the 1950s, to the world of domestic worker activism 
under socialism and dictatorship.

Meetings with lifelong activists and their allies, along with my research in the 
organizations, ministries, and courts that recorded the lives and activism of do-
mestic workers across the twentieth century, has inspired and shaped the concep-
tualization of this book. Like the long struggle for visibility by domestic workers’ 
movements themselves, Workers Like All the Rest of Them pushes back against 
the continued invisibility of a certain kind of “women’s work”—paid domestic 
labor—that has been as ubiquitous as it was necessary in Chilean households 
throughout the twentieth century. As elsewhere in Latin America, much of the 
dominant discourse about “la empleada” portrays her as a fixture of Chilean 
family life, the living legacy of a long tradition of service that confounded and 
crossed class boundaries through affective relations, as women from rural or 
working-class origins cared for the homes and children of wealthier families.3 

Figure I.3. Doña Aída Moreno, 2004, Barrio Santa Rosa, photo by author
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Domestic worker activists and their political allies, however, began to seriously 
confront and disrupt this traditional view by promoting labor legislation and 
feminist analysis of domestic service in the 1970s and ’80s.4 In recent years, the 
Chilean government has gone on to grant empleadas critical labor rights, devoted 
Cabinet-level programs to addressing their concerns, and begun to implement 
the requirements of the 2011 International Labor Organization’s Convention 
189 on domestic workers, ratified in Chile in 2016.5 Despite these changes, many 
Chileans continue to insist on the power of more traditional representations of 
empleadas, revealing how history, culture, and trenchant inequality continue to 
shape employers’ expectations, even as the legal and political context for paid 
household labor has continued to change.

What we already knew about the history of domestic service in Chile has long 
been embedded in a trenchant nationalist narrative of Chile tradicional, a saga 
of rural paternalism, national integration, and economic modernization that re-
mains a source of powerful, if conservative, social norms in Chile today. This af-
fection for an idealized rural past, as well as specific gender and racial hierarchies 
that sustained it, has been reinforced time and again by the representation of 
servants and servitude in Chilean arts and popular culture. Chile’s high literary 
canon includes iconic “servant” figures, from the subservient but indispensable 
characters of Blest Gana’s Martin Rivas (1862) to those that populate the de-
clining noble households preserved in José Donoso’s Coronación (1957). The cri-
ollista tradition in Chilean arts is rife with examples of these static “historical” 
portrayals of social hierarchies expressed and affirmed through master-servant 
relations. Stereotypical and melodramatic representations also informed popu-
lar poetry and song, which invariably showed female domestic workers as passive 
agents, exploited both physically and sexually by their masters.6 Subsequently, as 
Chilean society confronted the challenges of development, political instability, 
and social change by mid-century, empleadas appearing as characters in radio, 
film, and television dramas illustrated the change and uncertainty in Chilean 
social relations across class, racial, and gender lines. In iconic characters from 
radio and stage to television and movies, representations of domestic workers 
have been critical to Chilean struggles over national identity and progress in the 
twentieth century.

This investigation began, then, as a study of the hidden history of domestic 
service that lies beneath those divergent perspectives, a history that documents 
not only workers’ agency but also how class, race/ethnicity, and gender were con-
structed through domestic service relations across time. Although the vast ma-
jority of the Chilean women employed in domestic service never participated in 
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a labor union or encountered a state inspector, for example, their choices about 
where and for whom they would work shaped modernization, class formation, 
and political development in Chile as fundamentally as labor history’s more cel-
ebrated copper and nitrate workers. Although countless Chilean scholars warned 
me that the historical sources for such a study simply do not exist, by starting with 
the activists’ own accounts of migration, work, and activism I was able to iden-
tify a wide range of relevant archival sources, including newspaper accounts, law 
and social work theses, archives of domestic workers’ associations, and the many 
songs, plays, and scripts that have portrayed domestic workers in popular culture.

These abundant oral and archival sources demonstrate that the purported 
“invisibility” of domestic workers is, like so many stories people tell about the 
past, a kind of myth that can be used to justify their continued exclusion from 
labor rights and from history itself. In addition to restoring domestic workers 
to the histories of Chilean labor and politics, this book explores the historical 
constructions of labor and gender that allowed the Chilean state to systemati-
cally deny labor rights to so many women (and some men), further rendering 
them hidden from history. In the process, I show how the efforts of priests and 
feminists, inspectors and legislators, state and international officials—and, most 
significantly, domestic workers themselves—made Chilean empleadas visible as 
“workers like all the rest of them” over the course of the twentieth century.7 
From the earliest associations for domestic workers formed in the 1920s, through 
the expansion of those unions and the creation of Catholic associations after 
World War II, to the diverse non-governmental and international organizations 
that exist today, for more than one hundred years Chilean domestic workers 
have collectively and simultaneously defended both the labor rights and dignity 
of workers in their profession.

Workers Like All the Rest of Them recounts this long struggle for domestic 
workers’ recognition and rights, a history familiar to domestic worker activists 
in contemporary Chile but one that has remained largely ancillary to scholarly 
histories of labor in Chile and beyond. On the one hand, this history has been 
obscured by categories of labor and citizenship that relegate domestic service to 
the private realm, where it is ostensibly sheltered from the gaze of both the state 
and organized labor. But domestic workers were not hidden from history: on 
the contrary, they were everywhere, shaping among other things the organiza-
tion of families, rural-urban migration, and state welfare policy throughout the 
twentieth century. Moreover, the fact that domestic workers mobilized earlier 
and more extensively in Chile than in other parts of Latin America has left an 
important record of their experience and agency, a record that challenges their 
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exclusion from Chilean history and reveals how and under what conditions do-
mestic workers were able to mobilize for change.

At the heart of this continuing movement has been, in Chile as elsewhere, the 
struggle by some domestic workers and their allies to name their employment 
as “work,” and those who perform it as “workers.” Although women’s histori-
ans in particular have long examined domestic service as a key site for women’s 
labor, domestic workers and their allies have continued to struggle for their for-
mal recognition as workers deserving of labor rights.8 Why, and how does this 
matter? Why would cleaning, childcare, cooking—activities that, when they 
take place anywhere else besides a private home, are simply “work”—ever be 
considered something else? Why does the location of work, or the private ar-
rangement between employer and domestic worker, result in the exclusion of so 
many women workers from protective legislation, union mobilization, and the 
history of labor?9 And why has it taken so long for an inter-governmental body 
like the International Labor Organization, which has intervened in so many 
different labor relations since the early twentieth century, only recently created 
an international convention on domestic work?10 This book approaches these 
questions from a local and historical perspective: the case of twentieth-century 
Chile, where a small union movement grew into a vibrant and visible movement 
for domestic workers’ rights at midcentury.11

In that country, as in other places throughout the Americas, families and indi-
viduals have relied on the work of “servants” to organize the work of the household, 
who perform a wide range of duties from cooking and cleaning to childcare. Once 
a phenomenon limited to wealthier families, in the twentieth century domestic 
service proved crucial for the operation and well-being of middle-class households, 
among other things providing the reproductive labor that allowed middle-class 
professional women (and men!) to work outside the home.12 In Chile throughout 
the twentieth century, women’s domestic service labor remained critical to both 
the reproductive work of Chilean households and the economic survival of poor 
families, particularly in the rural sector. According to the Chilean population cen-
sus, roughly 40 percent of economically active women were employed in domestic 
service (higher than the regional average), and women in turn comprised over four 
fifths of that occupation.13 Despite employers’ frequent assertions that domestic 
workers are “part of the family” because they perform caring work, the persistence 
of poor treatment and low wages tells a different story. It shows the erstwhile “kin” 
speaking out, organizing, and seeking recognition in their struggle for change, 
often in ways that reflect the same ideological diversity, strategic differences, and 
political ties evident in the political struggles of workers in other sectors.
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On the workers’ side, of course, the significance of domestic service as a 
source of income, and sometimes dignity and financial security, is also unde-
niable. Women and men, young and old, rural migrants and urban residents 
have worked to sustain themselves and their families through paid domestic 
service, often traveling far and sacrificing attention to their own families to do 
so. In Chile, their story has been told elsewhere, and in multiple ways—liter-
ature, song, film, testimonials, news reports—but to date no one other than 
the activist Aída Moreno has told this story of the Chilean empleadas’ struggle 
for recognition and protection as workers.14 For Chilean activists, this global 
struggle is grounded in a local history of domestic activism and alliances, where 
workers continue to confront social prejudice and racial and gender discrimina-
tion in their quest for labor rights.

As in much of Latin America, throughout the twentieth century women’s do-
mestic service labor remained critical to both the reproductive work of Chilean 
households and the economic survival of poor families, particularly in the rural 
sector. But by the 1980s, women domestic workers remained as marginal to for-
mal labor organization as they were essential to Chilean social relations, family 
economic organization, and childhood education. Particularly when compared 
to today’s domestic service sector—dominated not only by day laborers but also 
characterized by women of diverse education, rural/urban origins, and nation-
alities15—most paid household labor in Chile’s earlier decades was performed by 
poorly educated women who migrated as teenagers from southern communities 
to find live-in work in urban households.16

The personal stories of many empleadas form part of a larger story of Chile’s 
rural sector, a story rife of extreme poverty, unstable employment, cultural and 
economic domination, and political exclusion.17 But there is certainly more 
to this story: instead of dichotomous renderings of pastoral family life versus 
urban labor exploitation, domestic workers pursued survival and independence 
through domestic service work. Particularly in light of the range of represen-
tations of empleadas that dominated public discourse in this period—from 
criminal elements to suffering victims and everything in between—it is vital 
that we appreciate the kinds of experiences, choices, and limitations faced by so 
many empleadas, then as well as now. Workers Like All the Rest of Them begins 
by centering the stories I collected in interviews between 2002 and 2005 with 
over a dozen Chileans who were involved in Catholic associations and the sec-
ular union in the 1950s through the 1980s. Their memories of migration, city 
life, sociability, religion, employment, and sometimes romantic and family life, 
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inform the central narrative of this book, which begins—as they did—with the 
deepening poverty that drove so many young women to leave their families in 
the countryside to seek better wages and situations in Chile’s growing postwar 
cities.18 In what follows below, we learn about these transformations through 
the experience of Elba Bravo, whose personal narrative of rural poverty and mi-
gration, household employment, urban opportunities and dangers, as well as her 
path to religious and labor militancy, reflect a common pathway traversed by 
women who became leading activists in Chile’s domestic workers’ movements.

Dating back to the early years of the Republic, Chilean systems of landhold-
ing and agricultural labor have remained central to the country’s economic 
growth and social organization, evolving in the decades after independence to an 
enduring system of large private estates that relied on the inquilinaje system—in 
which rural men and some women were paid, mostly in kind and access to land 

Figure I.4. Young empleadas, Rancagua, 1929, photographer unknown. 
Photograph provided by María Angélica Rojas Flores from a family collection.
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on the edges of large estates—and progressively thereafter to one that by the 
1950s depended mostly on the waged, temporary labor of a migrant male labor 
force. Even though women participated in rural labor systems—as workers as 
well as landowners—attention to rural labor by the Catholic Church, Chilean 
state, and political parties typically privileged the subject of the exploited mi-
grant male workers whose political participation was at first repressed, then re-
cruited, especially as populist and revolutionary parties shifted their attention to 
the countryside in the 1950s and ’60s. However, women’s role in the rural sector, 
from their participation in inquilinaje to their labor in male-headed households, 
reveals characteristics that help explain how and why so many young women 
chose to migrate to urban areas for domestic work, and did so with increasing 
frequency by the 1930s.

Although women had often engaged in rural labor—usually through milk-
ing and care of animals—by the 1930s the mechanization of the dairy industry 
and the increasing monetarization of wages meant that most rural employment 
and land contracts were made by men, and that more and more of the available 
waged labor in the rural sector was performed by men, relegating women to 
unpaid work for their families or, where family income could not sustain them, 
migration to urban areas in search of work. But there was an intermediate step 
that young, unmarried women in the campo frequently passed through before 
migration: a contract to perform domestic service in the home of their family’s 
rural patrón, through which some women became attached to families that later 
relocated to the capital.

Empleadas attached to specific families were often forced—if they wanted 
to keep their jobs—to move from rural estate to city homes and even foreign 
destinations, a reality that presented difficulties for some and opportunities for 
others. In other cases, it was the poverty of the inquilino arrangement itself that 
pushed young women to seek work as domestics in distant cities. Elba Bravo 
recounted how, rather than help out with her father’s labor obligations, she de-
cided to seek work in Santiago at age fourteen, leaving the rural community 
of Graneros, several hours south of Santiago by train: “we had enough to eat 
and nothing more and so I said I’ll talk to the señora who did laundry for the 
rich folks on the estate and ask her ‘isn’t there work in Santiago?’—Santiago, 
which in that year 1948 was like going to another country, there was only the 
train—and she said ‘sure, I’ll see if they need a nanny.’”19 Even though Bravo’s 
relatives warned her father that she would “come back a mother or a prostitute,” 
her parents allowed her to move to Santiago to work as a cook in the household 
associated with the estate on which her father worked, telling her to come back 
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home if her employers abused her.20 Families and employers alike were preoccu-
pied with protecting empleadas’ virtue, for example prohibiting the young Elba 
Bravo from leaving her employers’ home, even to attend parish events.

Although cities were considered dangerous for migrant empleadas, so were 
employers’ homes. The sexual predations of male employers and family mem-
bers were widely known, and Church teachings frequently warned empleadas 
to guard their sexual virtue. Despite the frequency of sexual abuse in the house-
hold, as in so many other workplaces these dynamics were rarely acknowledged, 
even in interviews conducted many decades after the fact. Doña Elba was one 
exception, reporting that she had once been threatened with sexual assault by 
her employer’s nephew. When she reported the encounter to her patrona, her 
employers asked for her forgiveness and banned the offending youth from the 
household. Most empleadas, Bravo reported, were not so lucky, guarding silence 
about the abuse or getting fired when employers did not believe them: “the em-
pleada’s credibility is worth nothing to the employers: it’s like we can never have 
the truth or be right, because they are always right.”21

Bravo was quick to point out, however, that what she experienced as an em-
pleada was an improvement overall from what girls like her faced back at home, 
where they were also vulnerable to sexual threats and abuse of male family mem-
bers, including that of husbands. As she argued to the laundress she begged to 
find her work in Santiago, “It’s just that, mamita, there’s nothing for me here. 
What girls my age do is get pregnant, then they get hit, they change partners, 
they marry, the husband hits them, and so on for the rest of their lives.”22 For 
some, migration also meant greater freedom from family supervision. For Bravo 
and others, their stories of migration for work were not about victimization, but 
rather (and in retrospect) were presented as evidence of their early maturity and 
commitment to making better lives for themselves: in these personal narratives, 
they conveyed their pride in deciding to leave home for the big city.23

Once installed in their new “homes,” the new empleadas relied on older 
employees to teach them their trade, which depending on circumstance could 
provide a sense of belonging in the household or alienation from it. In their re-
flections as well as in contemporary popular culture, empleadas recounted with 
humor their own stories or those of the “new girl” whose lack of familiarity with 
her new environment led to mistakes and confusion: Bravo recounts with shame 
that on her first day as a cook she burned the family’s rice. These new circum-
stances could also provoke overwork and a sense of isolation, as Bravo recounted, 
complaining at length to her parish priest: “I told him that I was suffering all 
by myself, and that the people we served were older . . . they were all housewives 
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who did their work, took naps, and I finished in the kitchen, did the mopping, 
did everything and then kept ironing: I was the first up in the morning and the 
last to go to bed at night. . . . it’s just that some people put up with all this, but 
I couldn’t tolerate it, it was something that no, no, no!”24 Young women like 
Doña Elba faced many challenges in the transition from campo to ciudad; from 
family to the employers’ homes; and in learning the skills and discipline associ-
ated with their new jobs. Whereas earlier generations of servants—particularly 
young women—had found employment on the estates to which their families 
were already attached through inquilinaje, by the 1930s and ’40s the economic 
conditions of the rural sector were pressing greater numbers of women to mi-
grate to urban centers in search of domestic employment.25

The interviews with aging empleadas provided ample evidence of the range of 
treatment they received at the hands of employers, from long-term employment 
that resembled the much-vaunted “family” in which the young servant was “like 
a daughter,” to the many cases of mistreatment (lack of food and clothing, un-
healthy living conditions, and abusive treatment by employers and other family 
members). Elba Bravo recounted the story of Eugenia—so different from her 
own experience—in which her friend who worked in the same parish decided 
to leave her employer because they provided so little food, controlling portions 
of bread and potatoes given to the workers. When Eugenia announced her in-
tention to leave, she was prevented from doing so and accused of stealing a foun-
tain pen that had been lost by one of the family’s children. Inspired by Father 
Piñera’s instruction that empleadas should share in the food they prepared for 
employers, Bravo encouraged Eugenia to leave, and found herself excluded from 
parish events and scolded by her employer (mother of Eugenia’s employer) as a 
result. Through stories of her outreach to suffering colleagues, Bravo illustrated 
the spirit of solidarity and justice that motivated her work, even before she began 
working with the Catholic empleadas’ association.

In the absence of clear regulations governing domestic service relations, more-
over, empleadas sought to improve their labor situations by seeking better-paid 
employment. In a case that speaks to the ways that employers might have been 
influenced by peer pressure, Elba Bravo recounted how her patrona reacted when 
she announced her desire to leave her position after six years. At first, the patrona 
queried Bravo about her prospective job, then argued that as patrona she would 
be obligated instead to return Bravo to her parents’ household in the summer 
months. Bravo then went and obtained her mother’s permission to change jobs, 
arguing to her mistress (misia) that her new position would be less work for more 
pay, and ultimately securing her patrona’s blessing.26
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Curiously—but not surprisingly—the aging leaders of the domestic workers’ 
movement I interviewed reported excellent relations with their long-term em-
ployers, including many episodes not only of good treatment but also of disagree-
ment, in which the activists reported having spoken up to their employers with 
complaints and requests. This is in many ways not surprising, since this cohort 
included empleadas whose employers allowed them time off for religious, and 
later associational, activities, and women who went on to become public figures 
and activists in their own right. Again, for Elba Bravo, her strong relations with 
her employers allowed her to endure disagreements (such as Eugenia’s exit) and 
keep her job, and in the end, she was able to work puertas afuera (by the hour/
day) for the same family. But her departure to work full time in domestic work-
ers’ associations sparked conflict and negotiation with her patrona: her employer 
objected, but Bravo insisted: “I won’t stay in any case, for any amount of money, 
because I felt humiliated—I’m telling you the truth, Señora Yaya . . . I was hu-
miliated by Señora María, her daughter.” After much back and forth with her 
employers, they made her an offer: that she work half days puertas afuera for the 
salary she already received, and they would keep a room open for her should she 
wish to occasionally spend the night.27 Such accommodations might have been 
common among some activist leaders, but it was surely exceptional among the 
many more stories that ended in loss of employment.

Stories of good treatment notwithstanding, and despite these memories of 
mutual affection between patrona and empleada, none of the activists inter-
viewed reported that they had become “part of the family” in the households 
where they worked. In fact, when it came to making choices about their job 
and living situations, they reported disagreements with employers in which they 
ultimately made their own choices. The disjuncture between their accounts and 
the narrative of domestic workers as “part of the family” reveal a great deal about 
the construction of labor as such, even in the intimate quarters of household 
employment in twentieth century Chile.

For these “successful” empleadas—those who were fortunate to encounter 
benevolent employers, send money home to their families, work with the parish 
priests and other activists in support of their trade, and perhaps purchase their 
own homes for retirement—the contrast between their rural lives with family 
and their new and more independent lives in Santiago is striking. Among her 
many fond memories of good employers and even better work as an activist, 
Elba Bravo treasured her memories of her yearly visits home, when she brought 
presents for her parents and siblings, helped pay for parties, and was praised by 
family and friends for her success in the city. Although her brothers teased her 



14	 introduction	

mercilessly for her supposed “airs” of a city girl—wearing nice dresses, and later, 
owning a home—she tells of how proud her parents were of her achievements. 
Her father, she reported, was moved to tears at the sight of the small house she 
bought through the Housing Cooperative, while “my mother was crying with 
happiness, saying ‘after so much suffering, who would believe this change, so 
much change, her work has done her so much good.’”28

The stories of aging empleada activists—filtered through memory, nostalgia 
for home, youth, and their work in specific households—are important because 
they provide a different, albeit selective, view of domestic service in mid-twen-
tieth-century Chile. Significantly, from interviewees selected because of their 
decades-long struggle for empleadas’ associations and rights, we gain some in-
sight into the complex emotions and conditions that structured their lives as 
migrants, workers, and activists. From rural homes where poverty, violence, and 
limitations were prevalent, to the urban homes where empleadas labored under 
kind as well as cruel regimes of isolation and hard work, we gain a fuller picture 
of the limits and choices faced by empleadas as they made their way in the world.

In this introduction, as in the rest of the book, workers’ memories pro-
vide an important touchstone for the enduring cultural representations and pub-
lic controversies over their labor that also shaped that history. Together with 
archival materials and popular representations, interviews provide a sense of the 
ubiquity of domestic workers in Chilean society: it is only a slight exaggeration 
to point out that in Chile, everyone has a nanny, listens to La Desideria,29 and 
knows that empleadas are some of the most exploited workers in Chilean so-
ciety. In the early decades of this longer history—by now inaccessible to oral 
historians—public debates about the plight, shortcomings, and demands of do-
mestic workers brought debates about domestic service fully into Chilean public 
discourse by the 1920s, when serious debate on the need for protective legisla-
tion was first inaugurated. Widely known as the era of “the social question” in 
Chile, these early decades of the twentieth century were marked by increasing 
preoccupation with workers’ rights, resulting in legislation concerned primarily 
with industrial male workers. With the codification of corresponding labor laws, 
however, the attention of legislators, religious leaders, and even state officials 
turned increasingly to Chile’s numerous domestic workers, challenging their 
exclusion and fueling a small but vocal domestic workers’ movement. It is to 
these actors and their interventions on behalf of domestic workers in the 1920s 
that we now turn.
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