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participating in the child’s upbringing and 
transcending in another way, not by your 
genes, but by care and protection (A, H, 6); 
… if I do my job as a good worker I will 
leave a legacy for my children or people 
close to me who will perpetuate your 
image; and you can leave a legacy for the 
children (A, M, 6); … I believe that the 
man in the house has to do his bit by 
teaching his children values, but in your 
example of course it will not be any good 
teaching my child values if I am a disaster 
round the house. Teaching him good 
manners, good behaviour and so on, giving 
him values, because otherwise we will 
never get anywhere (A, L, 4); ... it has 
more to do with passing on your values, 
your beliefs, your way of seeing life, your 
strengths. I think that for me that is what 
being a father is about, rather than the 
biological side (Y, L, 2). 

 
For young men, regardless of socioeconomic 

level, the category responsibility and demands 
comes up; for them, being a father means 
assuming responsibility for the children's 
children’s present and future material needs, and 
particularly their emotional needs, giving 
affection, security and containment: 
 

… because it has been shown that if the 
father has a secure bond with his child, the 
child will have much better social skills 
and other skills which will help him get on 
better in social environments, in life,… (Y, 
H, 3); … I think that as a father one must 
give security; it is like giving him all the 
basic things –apart from emotional aspects 
which are also basic– financial support, 
security, being responsible for the child’s 
emotional side and future... (Y, M, 3); … I 
would not want to have a child until I have 
a roof, something to give the child, not just 
bring him into the world like that (Y, L, 1). 

 
Other categories in the young men’s group are 

related only with their socioeconomic level. Thus 
for young men in the middle socioeconomic level 
being a father implies tension, expressed in two 
aspects: on the one hand, finding the right 
biological and social moment to become a father, 

which do not necessarily coincide; and on the 
other, the conflict between their personal needs 
and satisfying the needs of the children. Young 
men express it in these terms:  
 

... the way I see it, it’s like a friend of 
mine: he sees his father and he doesn’t 
mean anything, because he cannot work 
anymore, he’s unemployed and he isn’t fit 
to work, physically. So I think my age (20) 
would be the ideal age to become a father, I 
have strength and energy, I can do 
anything. If you have a child at 40 you 
won’t be able to enjoy it, you will be 
working all the time, so I think that age... 
(Y, M, 3); … I think that afterwards you 
are going to want to travel, do a post-
graduate degree or something abroad, and 
the child will need stability. I can’t take it 
with me from country to country just as I 
want (Y, M, 2). 

 
For young men in low socioeconomic levels 

however, becoming a father as a teenager means 
becoming an adult, which implies assuming 
responsibility for the child’s needs, postponing 
personal projects: 
 

…when he has a child he has to “get his act 
together”. He has to look for a job, he has 
to study and work to assume responsibility 
for what he has done; and obviously take 
care of the mother, because she will not be 
able to work for a while, and take care of 
the child (Y, L, 3); … a child is not going 
to depend on your grandmother or whoever 
you depend on, it is going to depend on 
you. So you have to accept the 
responsibility, and when it begins to 
grow…(Y, L, 3); Being a father means 
taking care … having a child is an adult 
thought, because I know that I am going to 
have to restrict my time and things like that 
(Y, L, 8). 

 
Among the adult men, regardless of 

socioeconomic level, paternal authoritarianism is 
an important category, understood as the 
authoritarian model for relations with their 
children under which they were socialised but 
which is now being questioned: 
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 …authority today is totally different from 
the role of authority of our fathers. We 
were really afraid of them; it was not a 
friendly relationship. Most things we did 
not ask our fathers, they were not sources 
of knowledge or experience (A, H, 8); … 
for our part, or my part at least, I can say 
that if we used a bad word my mother 
would take the wooden spoon and break it 
across my back, and I don’t think I am 
really a delinquent (A, M, 1); … I am a 
great fan of old-fashioned upbringing, but I 
know that with me they will be alright, I 
know that when I have to scold them it is 
for their own good, and it is for something 
that when we talk about it later, when they 
are grown-up, they will say, “yes, you were 
right” (A, L, 7). 

 
The category loss of paternal authority appears 

in adult men of all socioeconomic levels; they 
relate it with two factors: adult men of high and 
low socioeconomic levels associate it with State 
intervention, through laws for the protection of 
women and children; while in middle and high 
socioeconomic levels it is associated with the use 
of information and communications technologies. 
The perception of State intervention is reflected 
in the following statements: 
 

…and discipline becomes privatised, even 
judicialised; all conflicts of authority in the 
home now become law cases, they are not 
resolved socially, let alone in the family, in 
public spaces... And this undermines 
father’s authority tremendously (A, H, 3); 
… I ticked him off and gave her a slap and 
told her that what she was doing was 
wrong, and she called the police. And the 
police came to the house to arrest me for 
violence (A, L, 4); These laws are taking 
the man’s rights away..., because in the old 
days these laws didn’t exist… the man had 
to teach his children how to do things, 
guide them on the right path or try to make 
them better than him, but now... (A, L, 8). 

 
From the viewpoint of adult men of the high 

and middle socioeconomic levels, the greater skill 
of their children in the use of information and 

communications technologies has undermined 
paternal authority and modified their relationship: 
 

… I think that technology has acted against 
us, because if you weren’t brought up with 
technology, or you are a bit slower –or 
slower a lot– than your children..., then you 
lose authority over them, don’t you? … 
“I’m not going to explain it to you, it’s not 
worth the trouble”, just like that –it’s not 
worth explaining it to you, you’ll never 
understand. It would never have occurred 
to me to say that, to talk that way to my 
father (A, H, 3); … WhatsApp makes me 
mad, and when he writes to me by 
WhatsApp... Sometimes he hangs up and 
sometimes he slaps me down and I want to 
talk, but he has a different way of relating. 
But I feel that it is a challenge to my 
authority (A, H, 2); … The more 
technology allows us to be connected, the 
more it disconnects us. Because I tell my 
daughter, if we are talking and she takes 
out her mobile phone, I say to her: “listen, 
to talk to you I have to look into your eyes, 
because I have to see your reaction, your 
face, and you mine; to see your reaction. 
So how can you do that?”. This is 
something that we are losing (A, M, 2); … 
but it is you who has to teach them to eat 
properly, to sit up at table, not to eat… 
Now with this chatting... one day it reached 
the point where my niece was beside me 
and they were sending chats to each other 
across the table (A, M, 7). 

 
Unlike adult men, young men, particularly in 

the high socioeconomic level, perceive that State 
intervention favours fatherhood: 
 

… This change is due more to political 
decisions, for example today the father can 
take paternity leave for a certain number of 
months together with the woman. This 
helps the father to form a better bond with 
the child and helps in his upbringing (Y, H, 
2); … the man participates in the 
pregnancy; and having him participating in 
the pregnancy, listening to the baby... so I 
think that the politics have made men more 
participative in paternity than before (Y, H, 
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4). 
 

Finally, although all the men who took part in 
the study perceive changes in the meaning and 
exercise of paternity between themselves and the 
previous generation, it was the group of adult 
men in the high socioeconomic level who showed 
the greatest awareness of living through a transi-
tion period between the authoritarian model of 
paternity, which is questioned by most of the 
participants, and a new model of paternity, which 
is under construction. According to the partici-
pants, this model should be based on a democratic 
paradigm, stressing mutual affection, support, 
guidance, containment and setting limits as the 
central elements: 
 

... I believe that that is what it is about; not 
imposing a criterion, not imposing an 

experience, but helping and supporting the 
child to reflect on his context, on how to 
act, how to proceed, what direction to take 
in order to choose for the best (A, H, 7); ...I 
believe that paternity is a mixture of love 
and knowing how to set limits; we have to 
be very careful when we talk –you must 
explain something to the child in such a 
way that you see what decision is going to 
take. Paternity is setting limits to the field 
in which the child can take a decision and 
where cannot (A, H, 8); … paternity has 
always been about showing power, but 
today it is important for showing care. And 
that is the victory of our times, because it 
has changed quite recently. That it is 
socially acceptable for a man to love, that 
he can be caring and affectionate and kiss 
his children (A, H, 4). 

   

 

Figure 1. Meaning of paternity in young and adult men.  
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Discussion 
 

Valuing paternity as a bonding, affective 
experience, and recognising that it is in a state of 
transition are features common to all the groups, 
and this is consistent with the global trend of new 
models of masculinity which, among other 
aspects, give a new meaning to the father-figure 
as an important affective reference in children’s 
upbringing, as various studies have shown 
(Aguayo & Romero, 2006; Amorín, 2003; Fuller, 
2000; Olavarría, 2005; Valdés, 2009). 

However, this value attached to paternity 
presents subtle differences between adult and 
young men: the discourse of the adult men grows 
out of the comparison between the experience of 
having been children with their current role as 
fathers, while young men mainly echo the social 
value represented by paternity in Chilean society.  
In young men perception of the demands of 
paternity is related to awareness of the great 
responsibility that it brings, significantly more 
than in previous generations (Olavarría, 2005). 
On the other hand, the fact that they lack the 
emotional experience of fatherhood may perhaps 
inflate the costs and sacrifices which it implies; 
and given the characteristics of their own stage of 
development they do not see in themselves the 
competences needed to fill the role of fathers. 
This perception of demands does not appear in 
the discourse of the adult men, which may be 
related to their temporal distance from the 
demands of early upbringing and/or the fact their 
standards as fathers were different and their 
experience was probably of cooperating with or 
“helping” the mother, who had the main 
responsibility for bringing the children up. 

The perception of paternity as demand also 
presents subtleties among young men depending 
on their socioeconomic level. In the middle level 
we find a tension between the demands of the 
knowledge society, which imposes an 
increasingly specialised education on young 
people that they see as incompatible with the 
demands of bringing up children. In the lower 
levels the tension is caused by early fatherhood, 
which implies suddenly becoming an adult and 
assuming the child’s needs, to the detriment of 
their personal projects, by giving up their studies 
and starting to work since there is no economic 
support which would enable them to continue 

with the natural occupations of adolescence 
(Cruzat & Aracena, 2006; Olavarría, 2005). Thus 
assuming paternity early is an ambivalent 
experience: although it marks the man as an adult, 
it conflicts with the adolescent ideal of freedom, 
conquest and competition, meaning that 
fatherhood can be seen either as an achievement 
or a loss (Fuller, 2000). 

Despite this, the discourse of young men 
reflects an interest in taking part in raising their 
future offspring, and they are critical of the older 
generation whom they perceive to be little 
involved in the everyday care of their children. It 
is striking that the adult men of the high 
socioeconomic level agree with the young men in 
their critical assessment of their fathers, feeling 
significantly closer to and more involved with 
their children, unlike their own fathers. This is the 
nostalgia they feel for a closer, more affectionate 
father-figure, a phenomenon which Osherson 
calls “the wounded father within” (Osherson as 
cited in Amorín, 2007).  It would be interesting to 
know what sort of paternity is really exercised by 
this group, since the point of comparison with 
their own fathers may distort their perception of 
their own performance. Adult men of low and 
middle socioeconomic levels, although they 
recognise that external conditions have changed 
the way in which paternity is exercised, do not 
show a critical assessment of the model provided 
by their fathers, possibly because of a lack of 
space for reflection about themselves (Fuller, 
2000; Valdés, 2009). 

Looking at the more traditional aspects of the 
discourse of young and adult men in the different 
socioeconomic levels, we find the importance 
attached by fathers to bringing up their male 
children. This importance is expressed at two 
levels: as a facilitator of identification with the 
conducts, attitudes and roles of the male sex, thus 
avoiding the risk of the boy developing what they 
think is a feminine behaviour (Olavarría, 2001); 
and as an authority to regulate the behaviour and 
attitudes of their sons, to ensure respect for the 
rules and as a safeguard of integrity (Mora, 
Otálora, & Recagno-Puente, 2005). 

Associated with this, the adult men perceive 
that paternal authority has been weakened by 
increased State intervention in family relations, 
and by the general incorporation of information 
and communication technologies. On the one 
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hand fathers feel that they have lost the right to 
exercise discipline within the family, while the 
young men consider that by passing new laws –
for example allowing fathers paternity leave– the 
State acts as a protecting factor which facilitates 
the exercise of paternity (Arriagada, 2005; 
PNUD, 2002). On the other hand, information 
and communication technologies have changed 
how people interact, replacing face-to-face 
contact with contact through electronic media, 
and placing children in a position of superiority 
due to their greater skills with technology, so that 
adults now learn from children (Amorín, 2003). 
This inversion of roles is no small matter, since 
the fathers’ authority as a right acquired on the 
basis of knowledge and experience is called into 
question. 

Adult men, especially those in the high 
socioeconomic level who have had more 
opportunity for self-reflection than the middle 
and low groups (Aguayo & Romero, 2006; 
Gallardo, Gómez, Muñoz, & Suárez, 2006; 
Matamala Sáez & Rodríguez Torres, 2010), feel 
that they are at a crossroads. They are critical of 
the model represented by their fathers and, 
according to their discourse, have exercised a 
more democratic, horizontal paternity; however 
they feel equally questioned by the demands of 
the current generation who were socialised in a 
democratic, globalised context. The perplexity 
and frustration experienced by these adult men 
reflects the difficulty of constructing or 
exercising a model which differs from that of 
their fathers. The new model presents two 
challenges: to develop a model of paternity which 
requires the exercise of the necessary authority to 
protect their children in a society where authority 
has been de-legitimised by our recent past; and 
secondly, but no less important, to develop a 
model of paternity which is not an imitation of 
maternity (Dulac, 1998; Valdés, 2009). 

Finally it may be noted that although 
significant differences are observed between the 
discourses of adult and young groups of different 
socioeconomic levels, greater homogeneity is 
found within the young group, which would 
reflect a generation with more opportunities and 
less inequality than their fathers’. It is the task of 
these young men to construct this new model on 
the mixture of their experiences as children and 
the changes produced by socio-historical 

processes play. 
As a limitation of the current study can be 

mentioned the use of discussion group as data 
collection technique. Although discussion groups 
facilitate access to participant’s perceptions, tend 
to favour consensus within the group, minimizing 
tensions and divergences (Smithson, 2000). 

The present study looks at the meaning of 
paternity for southern Chile’s urban men; 
however, given the country’s cultural variability, 
an important challenge for future research is to 
investigate these meanings in men living in the 
north of Chile, characterised by a mining culture, 
in rural zones and in indigenous groups. All this 
will help towards a deeper understanding of the 
phenomenon and guide the definition of public 
policies.   
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