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Santiago: Modernisation, segregation and urban
identities in the twenty-first century

This paper discusses research carried out in Santiago,
Chile, and addresses the origin and construction of urban
identities in this segregated city of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Based on sociological and ethnographic evidence,
urban identity-building processes are analysed by observ-
ing the occupation, use and appropriation of territory.
The hypothesis is that, despite evidence of segregation,
modernisation and globalisation, urban people reinvent
lifestyles within their territories in order to harmonise
their bonds of affection and belonging by using distin-
guishing markings or “brands” and by adopting typical
everyday habits. The modern, segregated and global city is
filled with “islands” that convey imagery and desires for a
friendlier urban life. This paper analyses areas with com-
munity identities, neo-community identities and border
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identities. It suggests that, just as community identities
shelter nostalgia for a lost community (by finding ref-
uge or reinventing ways to make the fringes of the city
habitable in the background or on the “other side” of
the Mapocho River and very near the historical centre of
the city), border identities have also arisen and persisted;
these subvert the orderly and hegemonic city, resulting in
a diverse, heterogeneous and multicultural lifestyle. The
result is a synthesis and an urban lifestyle.

Keywords: segregation, identities, city, ethnographies,

Chile



Santiago: Modernisation, segregation and urban identities in the twenty-first century

1 Introduction

This paper presents research carried out in Santiago, Chile,
and addresses the origin and construction of urban identities
in this segregated city of the twenty-first century. The goal of
this research was to understand the social processes through
which segregation was historically consolidated in the city and
the identity-building processes that contributed to reinforcing
urban segregation throughout the twentieth century, as well
as the tensions created by these situations.

Along with Argentina and Uruguay, Chile is one of the most
urbanised countries in Latin America. The population has
been predominantly urban since the 1930s, which is relatively
carly (de Mattos, 1999). Large-scale residential segregation has
characterised the traditional Latin American pattern (Suber-
caseaux, 1940, 1973; de Ramén, 2000). In the case of Chile,
Santiago was segregated from early on. Since Benjamin Vicufia
Mackennas term as public administrator (Span. intendente)
in 1850, an effort was made to differentiate between two cit-
ies: the city itself, located in the centre and characterised by
opulence, Christianity and intellectualism (education), and
the city of the outskirts or “barbarism’, located around the
edges and described as a concentration of poverty, sickness
and vice. In Santiago throughout the twentieth century, elite
families were generally concentrated in only one area of growth
that united the centre of town with the outskirts. At the other
extreme of the social ladder, poorer groups tended to become
concentrated in broad zones of poverty, particularly in the
outermost and worst-equipped outskirts (de Mattos, 1997;
Sabatini & Caceres, 2001), either in the south or north of
the Mapocho River. The history of the city shows that when
indigenous families came to live in the city of Santiago they
always dwelled in the poverty belts - in the “barbarous” city,
as Vicufia Mackenna called it. The main belt was formed along
the north bank of the Mapocho. This was a U-shaped area
where Santiago met the foothills of the Andes, as the historian
Armando José de Ramén pointed out, explaining the stampede
of the upper classes castward, towards the Andes Mountains.
Nevertheless, from the end of the nineteenth century through
the mid-twentieth century, a quarter of the poor residents of
Santiago lived in shacks, densely populated alleyways and ram-
shackle homes in the fringe neighbourhoods to the south and
the north of the city (de Mattos et al., 2006).

The national census of 1952 showed that the population of
Santiago had grown to 1,350,409 from just over 900,000 resi-
dents in 1940. The space covered by the urban area had also
grown at a dizzying rate, and Santiago had become a city of
the masses (de Ramén, 2000). The 1950s were characterised
by large migratory flows of people caused by the crisis of the
economic model based on exporting raw materials and estab-
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lishing an industrialised economy to substitute for imported
goods. This changed the rhythm of Santiago’s growth. In 1959
the residents of the poverty belt around the city represent-
ed 8% of Santiago’s population (Espinoza, 1988). Higher-in-
come residents began to leave the centre of Santiago to settle in
areas east of the city, “leaving their show of status and wealth”
as displayed in the imposing architecture along central resi-
dential streets such as Dieciocho and Ejército (Merino, 2000).

By 1979, Chile’s military government had begun an urban
reform program that caused an explosion of urban growth.
Their plan to eradicate certain neighbourhoods made living
conditions even harder for the poorest residents. This consoli-
dated a pattern of urban segregation and established borders
within the city. Santiago became recognised as a segregated city
“on a grand scale”, characterised by extensive zones of poverty,
especially to the south and the northwest of the city and, at
the same time, the conglomeration of high-income groups in
castern areas (Sabatini, 1998). In the 1990s, a new process of
territorial segregation began on a smaller scale with the con-
struction of modern, fenced-in condominiums in traditionally
popular municipalities. In the context of reinforcing its role
as a metropolis, the social structure of Santiago is continuing
to follow lines of social polarisation and segregation. There is
also a spatial or territorial structure that reflects the trend of
population loss in the central midtown area and population
growth around the edges, as is the case in other large metro-
politan areas in developed and emerging nations. Given the
evidence provided by ethnographic research, this suggests that
the imprint of the city itself and the “barbarous” city persist
today as different ways of living in urban spaces. Historically,
opposing and contradictory identities are superimposed and
coexist in Santiago, defined by their own stories and their
everyday practices. The manner of living in the city itself is
modern, fast-paced, spatially orderly and involves zoning, con-
trol and vigilance. The city itself is built upon an appreciation
of place based on the principle of how residents distinguish
and identify (Bourdieu, 1987) themselves with their equals
and how they display a personality that goes hand-in-hand
with a marketplace in which the landscape is built and sold
in line with an aesthetic sense of homogeneity and a purity
of lifestyle. However, this city also shares a border manner of
living, which is a way of living in the “barbarian” city, a style
or habitation built up from the chaos and disorder conferred
on it by its residents regardless of the state and the market-
place (Jacobs, 1993). It is a lifestyle comprised of a diversity
of everyday rhythms and biographies (quick and slow) that
subverts spatial orderliness, is built by those that live there
and is as diverse as the identities of the builders. These are
territories in which relationships of topophilia (Tuan, 2007)
are established by multiple brands, or symbols, and sensations
of belonging. In this apparent urban disorder, feeling oneself to
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be part of the territory is always a possibility. It is also within
this everyday flow of movement and the spontancous occur-
rence of “the possible” that the landscape of how people live
in the urban space becomes a stage design, a backdrop that is
set up and taken down according to the timing and paths of
those that live there (de Certau, 1990).

The question of the urban ethos today seems to be this daily
struggle between the city itself — hegemonic, controlling and
homogenising through segregation and zoning structures —
and the “barbarous” city, which subverts, and at times reverts,
the basic principles of the city itself as a revindication of the
multiplicity of urban lifestyles. However, the city of today is
not built on conflict alone. The hypothesis is that, despite
evidence of segregation, modernisation and globalisation, the
urban population reinvents lifestyles within its territories in
order to harmonise bonds of affection and belonging by us-
ing distinguishing markings or “brands” and adopting typical
everyday habits (Marquez, 2009).

This article uses case studies to describe and analyse the social
processes that historically contributed to consolidating segre-
gation in Santiago. The hypothesis is that the history of the
city is based on two nineteenth-century foundations: the city
proper and the “barbarian” city. These categories remain opera-
tive in the imaginations and the tales of the city’s residents,
as principles for distinguishing and identifying themselves
spatially and socially.

2 Modernisation and segregation

For Santiago residents, the city shows clear signs of moderni-
sation (more homes and buildings, a subway, malls, highways
and telecommunications), but there are also elements that
make it a territorially and socially segregated city, faithfully

Figure 1: Italy Square (Span. Plaza ltalia), the centre of the city of
Santiago. Together with the Mapocho River, it marks the boundary
between “above and below” (photo: Laura M. Gonzalez).
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reflecting the inequality that characterises Chilean society. This
contradicts the notion of a metropolis because, as it becomes
more modern, it preserves its historical patterns of territorial
segregation and increasingly manifests social segmentation and

a fear of the Other.

The second half of the twentieth century left a deep mark on
both Santiago and the daily lives of its residents. Its accelerated
development became embodied in social relations that both
overlap and are avoided in today’s space. Santiago, like a sort
of country in the middle of the nation, hides within itself in-
numerable borders and interior walls that outline this territory
of archipelagos (Santa Cruz, 2002), and makes it difficult for
its residents to identify with it as a whole. Economic changes
and the concentration of wealth in Santiago have resulted in
strongly marked spatial segregation of social levels, with urban
areas fragmented in administrative terms, whose delivery of
public services are of quite different qualities. Residential seg-
regation can generally be defined as the degree of spatial prox-
imity or territorial concentration of families belonging to the
same social group, defined in terms of ethnic background, age
groupings, religious prefercnce or socioeconomic status. This is
Santiago’s main strength: it is built of dimensions and factors
that mutually nourish each other. There is a historical and cul-
tural tendency for social groups to concentrate in certain areas
of the city, creating areas or neighbourhoods that are socially
homogeneous (Mérquez & Pérez, 2008). The practices and
identities that the residents construct in these segregated terri-
tories confirm their choices. Segregation with historical origins
was accentuated by the eradication policy implemented by the
military regime of General Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990),
which displaced lower-income groups from wealthier neigh-
bourhoods to the belts of poverty around the fringes of the
Santiago metropolitan region. Today the statistics of poverty
and destitution still show quite a differentiated geographical
pattern. The extremes fluctuate between a poverty level of 31%
in the municipality of La Pintana with large social-housing
conglomerates on the southern outskirts of the city, and a pov-
erty level of 0.3% in the municipality of Las Condes to the
northeast of the city. The Human Development Index (HDI)
for the municipalities of Chile confirms these statistics, in-
cluding additional indicators for health, education and income
levels. The places with the highest HDI are located in the
north-eastern areas of Santiago, whereas municipalities with
lower income groupings and very low levels of HDI indica-
tors are located towards the northwest and southwest (United
Nations Development Programme, 2002).

The uneven distribution of income is illustrated by the dis-
tribution of Santiago’s population across a map. This shows
how residential segregation has a sharply outlined territorial
image (Rodriguez & Winchester, 1999) as well as its labour
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orientation. The clearest example is shown by the data pub-
lished by the Economic Commission for Latin America at the
Latin American and Caribbean Demography Centre (Celade/
Cepal), showing that in higher-income municipalities such as
Vitacura and Las Condes more than 60% of residents only
move about within three municipalities of the north-eastern
area (Vitacura, Las Condes and Providencia) between their
homes and places of employment. On the other hand, in
lower-income municipalities only 20% of the residents work
in the same municipality where they live and the rest have to
travel to other areas (Rodriguez, 2001). Persistent residential
segregation tended to worsen with increased unemployment,
delinquency and levels of family violence in certain territories.
The tendency of the poorest and most marginal territories to
become ghettos not only contributed to the strong stigmati-
sation of their residents, but also eroded and destroyed the
organised elements of urban living, gradually creating a city
of fear and caution. The perception of insecurity in the city
and in one’s own neighbourhood increases in proportion to
the decrease in family income. Whereas 71% of people in
upper-income neighbourhoods feel secure there, only 55% of
people in lower-income areas feel that their neighbourhood
offers them security. The most telling figure is that both the
poor and wealthy alike feel very insecure in the centre of San-
tiago (71%), which is by definition a public and diverse arca.

4 v L

Figure 2: Map of Santiago (source: Internet 1).
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In the 1990s, small-scale territorial segregation began to ap-
pear as a result of the construction of modern gated condo-
miniums in traditionally popular municipalities. The increase
and consolidation of social inequality, the loss of control of
a territory by the group that belonged to it, the crisis of the
state with regard to guaranteeing the security and protection
of all citizens, insecurity, the rise of a model of private citizenry
based on “self-regulation” and the consequent privatisation of
social life are some factors mentioned when analysing the ap-
pearance of these walled citadels within the city (Salcedo &
Torres, 2004). What is certain is that these “beauty marks”
of wealth on the face of poverty create new social and spatial
borders in the city. Without doubt, the breakdown of public
spaces, polarisation and increasing distance between home and
the workplace, lack of intermediate spaces and so on make the
fundamental issue of the nature of the city more complex and
indescribable. Numerous studies warn of the de-territorialisa-
tion of elements that create identity, leaving fractured masses
that only have vague memories of a collective history (Silva,
1996; Salman & Kingman, 1999).

This presentation posits that identities have been segregated
and fragmented, reinforcing the principles of a local or ter-
ritorial history that is foreign to the history of the city as a
whole. The city is the sum of tiny histories sustained by the
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principles of the city itself and of the “barbarous” city, the
legacy left by Vicufia Mackenna and the policies of city plan-
ning over a century ago.

3 Urban ethnography

The methodology used for this article is based on qualitative
studies, privileging an ethnographic focus centred on direct
observations, in-depth interviews and discussion groups with
residents of residential areas. This orients the understanding
of the processes that create the lifestyle in the city. Ethno-
graphic descriptions write about cultures and assume direct
observation of social behaviour; that is, familiarisation with
the groups and individuals being studied. Fieldwork is at the
centre of this, involving observation and a determined effort
to appreciate “otherness”. The process of painting an ethno-

graphic picture of these neighbourhoods was begun in 1998

Table 1: Ethnographic guidelines of the research

F. MARQUEZ

and continues today. The objective is to create a comprehensive
description of the contexts in which the residents live their
daily lives. The following dimensions affecting how people
to go about their daily business are dealt with: a) social and
material characteristics of the people living in these parts of
Santiago; b) formative histories and memories; ¢) local social
imagery; d) residents’ principles of identification (“us”) and
distinctiveness (“them”); ¢) recognition and alliance with the
city; f) practices and routes and g) daily interactions that char-
acterise each locality with regard to state administration and
the real estate market. This article draws on major conclusions
from research carried out in three social or cultural strongholds
that coexist in Santiago.

The ethnographic findings presented here were made over
a period of 10 years, focusing on the observation of public
spaces, particularly streets, plazas, service areas and commercial

Guidelines

Means/indicators

1. History of the neighbourhood

1.1 Origins; historical benchmarks; names and nicknames used by
residents for their surroundings; identifying principles: “them”
and “us” over time; distinguishing signs and symbols.

1.2 Today’s neighbourhood and the neighbourhood where they lived

before, according to the residents.

« Interviews with community leaders and/or key informants.

- Diagrams of the current neighbourhood and the neighbour-
hood where they previously lived.

2. Geographical location of the neighbourhood.

2.1 Geographical boundaries within Santiago and within the munici-
pality.

2.2 Sizes and number of residential units, types of residence and
their spatial distribution.

2.3 Equipment pertaining to condominium groupings (sports fields
or courts, meeting places, plazas etc.).

2.4 Neighbourhood service facilities and others in the surrounding
area (education, health, police).

« Plans of the neighbourhood in Santiago, in the municipality,
in the local neighbourhood geographical unit (large-scale im-
ages).

« Plan of the neighbourhood and its residential units, photo-
graphs.

« Observations and a register of businesses and public spac-
es (plazas, organisations, clubs), signage for organisations and
neighbours.

« Support with photographs, posters, fliers.

3. Residents
3.1 How many residents and how many families.
3.2 Who they are: gender, age, type of family unit.

3.3 Family networks, map of the networks in the neighbourhoods.
Who is the parent of whom?

3.4 Socioeconomic characteristics: the working population, the un-
employed and/or non-working, education levels, trades/profes-
sions, approximate family income levels.

3.5 Residential origins: where do the families come from?

3.6 Means of arrival in the new neighbourhood (government hous-
ing subsidy, private savings, loans, etc.); how was the home
purchased?

« Information from municipalities, organisations and schools.

Source: Marquez (2009).
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establishments. Neighbourhood relationships were carefully
described from the perspective of Michel de Certau, focusing
on residents’ everyday practices and routes. After the ethnog-
raphy study was finished, twenty interviews were conducted
in each neighbourhood using a “commented description tech-
nique’, which involves touring the neighbourhood together
with residents in order to identify outstanding places, making
a photographic record and analysing census data as elements
of geo-referencing. The geo-referencing made it possible to
observe the evolution of socioeconomic and demographic
indicators by area and thus complement the ethnographic
characterisation.

The three neighbourhoods are: a) Barrio Jardin del Este (“East-
ern Garden”) in the north-eastern municipality of Vitacura;
b) the condominium complex of El Carmen de Huechuraba in
the north-western municipality of Huechuraba and ¢) Farifia
Street, in the neighbourhood of La Chimba, in the north-west-
ern municipality of Recoleta. The case study of these residen-
tial “strongholds”, or “citadels”, is based on the premise that,
if a given social manifestation is a construct taken from the
society as a whole, then that manifestation as expressed by its
“sense of place” (Setha & Lawrence-Zuiiiga, 2003) also draws
on the wholeness of society. What occurs in a given place is not
independent of the whole that surrounds it or of its neighbout-
ing localities. What happens in a given place, however small
that may be, is always the result of the movement of the entire

social group (Santos, 1996).

4 The cultured neighbourhood or the
garden fortress

The history of Jardin del Este, the old Chacra Lo Lillo, goes
back to the days of the arrival of the Spaniards and the al-
lotment of land by royal decree. It was on these valuable and
favoured lands that the residential neighbourhood of Jardin del
Este was created in 1954. Its distance from the centre of town,
plus abundant vegetation and water sources, fed the desire for

Figure 3: Barrio Jardin del Este (photo: Guillermo Labarca).
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a better quality of life for its new residents. The building of
roads and streets, the subdivision of the land and the instal-
lation of utilities echoed the expansion of Santiago with the
exodus of the elite toward the northeast of the city. Jardin del
Este, as its name suggests, gave its first urbanised areas fanciful
names (Palmer Trias, 1987), creating a certain image of the
significance of quality of life in an urban context. The word
Jardin ‘garden’ is a diminutive of Old French jars or Spanish
huerto ‘orchard’ (Corominas, 1973) and refers to a residential
space characterised by a bucolic atmosphere, a place stylised
for “country living”. Jardin del Este is a local, one-of-a-kind
version of the utopian model of the garden city proposed by
Ebenezer Howard (1969). It is sui generis because of its homog-
enous social composition and exclusive brand name, as well
as its adherence to the traditional patterns of socioeconomic
segregation that characterised historic Santiago. Jardin del Este
is definitely an elite suburban neighbourhood on the outskirts
of an already consolidated city. The design of Jardin del Este
creates a break with the city despite the mix that is a result of
combining modernity in architectural style and a tradition in
landscaping and layout that gives it character as a “garden city”
This design does not leave room for city services, recreational
infrastructure or workplaces. The neighbourhood is character-
ised by being disconnected from the main elements of urban
life, more of a “bedroom area” that expresses and consolidates
a given lifestyle. Unlike the traditional neighbourhood else-
where, there are no shops, businesses or offices in Jardin del
Este (except for the Alianza Francesa school).

The aesthetic of nostalgia for a rural atmosphere has been
taken from the garden city design concept, expressed by the
winding roads that border the area and define its internal
layout, all made practical by their accessibility to and from
highways (Kos, 2008). The layout of the winding streets and
the luxurious vegetation around the homes protect them from
the noise and movement of cars. Since its beginning, the high
quality of architectural design (Duhart, 2006) has made this
neighbourhood one of most exclusive areas of upper-class
Santiago society. Jardin del Este is distinguished by its care-
fully maintained beauty and also by the high cultural level of
its residents. The private homes in Jardin del Este follow the
modern paradigm of single-family occupancy and are set on
lots that average 1,000 square meters (about 10,000 square
feet). The 200 square-meter houses face inwards towards their
own yards and there is an appreciable distance between the
houses, the streets and their neighbours. This design element
of the neighbourhood accents the orientation towards family
life. Daily affairs and surroundings are drawn into the exclu-
sivity of the home. The large number of marriages among the
residents’ children is an expression of the bonds that are cre-
ated here despite distances and accepted practices that ensure
privacy. Montserrat Palmer Trias (1987) defines residents of
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Jardin del Este as “invisible citizens” whose social life is centred
on the polo club. The use of private spaces prevails over public
areas, and for residents’ lifestyle the home plays the central,
supportive role.

The absence of pedestrians is evident to anyone on a weckday.
Except for a maid walking a dog, children returning home
from school, security guards and gardeners, the streets of Jardin
del Este are normally deserted. Although the condition of the
sidewalks is inviting, the residents are rarely seen out and about
on foot; they generally use cars to obtain services available
elsewhere in the municipality. Like many other areas in the
eastern part of the city, Jardin del Este is a true reflection of a
population that is segregated territorially and professionally:
to businesspeople, functionaries of international agencies and
professionals whose radius of activity is principally limited
to the castern area of the capital, within the municipalities
of Las Condes, Vitacura and Barnechea. In addition to these
social homogeneities, there are a number of identity-confer-
ring characteristics that the residents of the area recognise as
being the language and the “look” of “us” Among the more
obvious structural traits are the winding, peaceful streets, the
paving of the sidewalks, the broad pathways, orderly wooded
areas, green reminders of the countryside and the “cultured”
architecture of the houses that hide behind their front yards
without showiness. Whoever enters Jardin del Este will not
have any trouble recognising that they are in a carefully de-
signed space where distinguished elements predominate. This
cultural wealth, with its styles and tastes, fills out the body of
a neighbourhood praxis (de Certeau, 1990), understood as
conventions and social norms that tacitly arise to regulate the
affairs of the residents and situate them within a universe of
mutual recognition.

Like any other residential neighbourhood, Jardin del Este has
its own code of conventions regarding the way things are done
and the way social relationships are projected and established:
no hanging out on the streets, no sweeping the sidewalks, no
personal relationships with security guards, no learning the
names of the neighbours, no showing off and so on. These are
just some of the conventional behavioural traits that describe
a particular lifestyle. This lifestyle is also marked by protecting
one’s privacy, maintaining the “proper distance” and having
“good manners”. In a territory where the degree of social and
economic homogeneity is high, applying these conventional
practices is not an obstacle. The lifestyle is precisely that: a
culture and a style one is predisposed to lead and project with-
out any need for constant explanation. The courteous greeting
in the morning is one of the common gestures that reaffirms
the fact that one resides among equals. Within this logic of
proper distances, caring for the sanctity of the home and the
establishment of sociability behind closed doors assumes a cer-
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tain relevance. People come together spontancously and as the
occasion demands in order to deal with problems relating to se-
curity and the original set of bylaws that could be prejudiced by
real estate speculators that want to build high-rise apartment
buildings. The ample knowledge that the current residents have
regarding municipal and national legislation on city planning,
zoning, building codes, architectural details and so on all show
the considerable power that cultural patterns (Dubet, 1994)
have when applied to protect their practitioners’ lifestyle.

5 Condominiums or walled citadels

In the northern part of greater Santiago, in the municipality of
Huechuraba, is El Carmen de Huechuraba. This is a residential
grouping of 25 condominiums where 1,200 young families live
in homes measuring between 140 and 172 square metres, on
lots that measure 450 square metres and whose value is around
USD 210,000. This municipality was traditionally inhabited
by lower-income families below the poverty line, and in recent
years has been built up with fenced-in residential neighbour-
hoods for middle-class and upper middle-class buyers. This
situation represents a breakdown of large-scale segregation,
leading to what has been called small-scale segregation and
fitting into the context of the gentrification process (Zukin,
1989) characterising the new processes of spatial segregation.

The young couples that buy homes in these condominiums have
an average age of 36, are professionals, are married and have an
average of two children. In terms of their social backgrounds,
these families belong to the “aspiring middle class” (Alvar-
ez-Rivadulla, 2007; Atkinson, 2006; Low, 2001). That is, they
are young families from middle-class municipalities but are on
their way up the economic ladder and have buying patterns
that are increasingly like those of the upper classes.l] Con-
dominiums, private or “country” villas and fenced-in citadels
grow and consolidate within the city as a lifestyle among the

Figure 4: The condominium complex of El Carmen de Huechura-
ba (photo: Francisca Pérez, Gladys Retamal, Daniela Serra).
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most comfortable in the metropolis. The value given to secu-
rity behind closed doors and a model of “protected autono-
my” (Svampa, 2001) extends beyond these condominiums and
out into all other aspects of life: sports, schools, churches and
even services and businesses. With their fences and sophisti-
cated private security devices, these high-level condominiums
are able to provide longed-for safety. Enclosed within their
condominiums, neighbours establish and defend themselves
with electric fences and guards, and above all their tales tell of
their nostalgia for a rural world that they constantly evoke. The
protection and care they give to the yards and natural areas ap-
peals to this nostalgia and implies a return to a community that
once existed, a poetic expression of space that colours the past
with bucolic dreams and images (Bachelard, 1965). The old
farm where the condominiums now stand contributes to this
poetry of sharp reminiscence about country living. Relics such
asasilo, a cross and a stable for horses are preserved and shown
to visitors. Chilean-style houses with their clay roof tiles, jux-
taposed with window boxes and “American” yards, fill out this
urban scene with rural reminiscence. To paraphrase Néstor
Garcta Canclini (1995), to have an identity in Huechuraba is,
above all, to have a neighbourhood (not necessarily a country
and a city). A space where everything shared by the residents
becomes identical and interchangeable, the neighbourhood is
therefore the territory where parties are held and daily rituals
are dramatised. Those that do not share this territory, or live
in it, thus lack the same objects, symbols, rituals and habits,
and are seen as the Other; they are different. The Other is
tolerated but not frequented even under the most fortuitous
everyday circumstances. The relationship with the Other, the
poorest, or those that live somewhere beyond the walls of the
condominium, is established sporadically, albeit on the basis
of a relationship with a service provider (the maids, garden-
ers and tradesmen) or on the basis of charity, a charity that is
brokered by the school in this case, and wholly dependent on
conditions of urgency.

Nostalgia, the obstinate search for a life “as it was when we were
small’, for a neighbourhood, for a certain sociability among
peers, for the “pleasure of being together”, and for the possibil-
ity for sharing are all present in the stories told by and in the
everyday practices of these residents. The “tribal character” that
these families have managed to give to their lives — a charac-
ter that is certainly facilitated by the architectural and urban
design of the condominiums - fits the aspirations of each of
them. Although it does not correspond to the postmodern
“tribe” that Michel Maffesoli (2000) speaks about, the “bub-
ble” that these residents mention is something similar. It is
the small and protected community that seeks to “give our
children the infancy that we had”. Confronted by the evidence
and the brutality of urban individualism, there appears to be
only one solution: reclusion within the narrow, protected, but
nevertheless vital, borders of daily life among equals.
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Figure 5: Farina Street in the La Chimba neighbourhood (photo:
Francisca Marquez).
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The walled spaces — with their guards, alarms and electric fenc-
es that separate and protect their residents from the residents of
La Pincoya — have their correlation in terms of identity. Within
the community of equals, references to an imagined commu-
nity are scant, in terms of what Benedict Anderson (2000)
mentions as a nation state. The principles of integration begin
and end at the edges of the condominium and the community
of equals, with its highly privatised citizenry where the de-
velopment company and its post-sales office replace the state.

6 La Chimba, or the border citadel

La Chimba, north of the Mapocho River, has historically been
Santiago’s “other side”. The narrow strip of the river marks the
boundary between the city itself and the barbarian city. Since
the sixteenth century, during the colonial period, La Chimba
has been the place for what the centre of the city has denied:
the cemeteries, the hospitals, the farmers’ market, the Indi-
ans and impoverished immigrants secking better fortune. For
four and a half centuries, La Chimba has been the border, the
backroom, as well as a sanctuary and a place of characteristic
diversity. This not only survives in the symbolic segregation of
the dead on the other side of the Mapocho River - the territory
of the Other - but is perpetuated in the districts populated
with a mixture of people that sustains the vitality of this ter-
ritory (Franz, 2002). La Chimba defies central planning and
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has become emblematic of a certain degree of self-sufficiency.
If the centre of Santiago is the face of legality and civility,
then La Chimba is the backside, the other side of the coin, the
opposite — a parallel citadel on the other side of the river. La
Chimba today is comprised of four municipalities; There are
three strip-like spatial elements of this territory: a) Bellavista,
with its nightlife, bars and restaurants; b) Patronato, with its
immigrants and shops; and ¢) La Vega, with its warchouses
from Recoleta to Vivaceta. Loaded with meaning, in Quechua,
chimba means ‘the land, neighbourhood, or locality on the
other side of the river’ (Rosales, 1948). The neighbourhood
was born when Pedro de Valdivia, the founder of the city
and a resident of La Chimba, moved his troops across to the
southern bank of the Mapocho River and finally created the
city of Santiago de la Nueva Extremadura in those territories.
From the moment when Santiago was founded between the
branches of the Mapocho, La Chimba received all the Indians
that the conquistador did not want to have settled within his
city. As a result, the territory of La Chimba constituted an
annex: an area beyond the walls of the city where from the
outset the servants (Span. yanaconas) and other ethnic groups
at the service of the conquistadores settled.

Since the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries, the population
of La Chimba has been one of the prime examples within San-
tiago of multiculturalism together with poverty, and where the
lifestyle goes hand in hand with the income-generating process.
Indians, blacks, mulattos, mestizos and poor Spaniards worked
as tradesmen and in simple manufacturing, and also offered
their services to the residents of Santiago. Intense commercial,
social and recreational activities created a territory that set the
pattern for development of the entire city. The border drawn
by the Mapocho River served defensive purposes and provided
sanctuary in times of social unrest or repression from the centre
of the city against its residents and economic activities (Sala-
zar & Pinto, 2002). Geographically, the Mapocho River creates
the border. It is the dividing line that defines an inside and an
outside, a visual limit that one arrives at but also leaves from. It
is the edge of a border territory, understood as a place that dis-
tinguishes “us” from “them”; a vague and indeterminate place
that speaks of a state of permanent change. Its residents are
those that crossed that border, the odd ones, the bothersome
ones, the undesirable, the mulattos, the Indians, the dead, the
crazy, the foreigners; those that already crossed the border or
walk the precarious limit of what is normal (Anzaldta, 1999).
In this sense, La Chimba also grew as a symbolic receptacle
of what is bad and provides a place where all those that do
not have a place in the middle of town can live together. As a
border territory, La Chimba sets limits and excludes as well as
integrates, distinguishes and identifies. Far from being a tran-
sitional zone, La Chimba arises as a physical and symbolic
territory in which the reference points are formatted to define
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the city of the Others, the “barbarian” city, without which
the urban condition as an experience of diversity could not
exist (Mongin, 2006).

Space is feminine in La Chimba, receptive, a uterus, a possibil-
ity that is always open and receptive. This side of its character
explains its profound malleability and capacity for transforma-
tion: an alleyway can be residential in the morning, a nursery
where children are cared for, a warehouse in the afternoon, an
“informal” bar at night, a workplace for prostitutes, a restau-
rant and once again residential. The malleability of spaces to
receive, provide refuge and “hide” or “protect” their residents
is a trait that the city itself, through its zoning policies, is un-
able to accept. La Chimba is not a marginal, low-cost housing
project, nor a squatter community nor a ghetto. In La Chimba
there is no room for modern zoning practices and urban plan-
ning. In La Chimba, one is face to face with a city — another
city — where the principles of urban design so loved by Jane
Jacob (1993) assume all of their force and meaning. As pointed
out earlier, the key to understanding this part of the city would
appear to be precisely that fluidity of neighbourhood relation-
ships that are not based on residence or the fact that one lives
there. There is a neighbourhood economic base - strongly ac-
cented by La Vega and the commercial districts - where eve-
ryone produces for everyone, but in such a manner that only
those that live there can know it and decode it.

Everything is in motion, everyone has his place and xenopho-
bia - so present in the city proper — loses all possibility of be-
coming established. The Other, the one that is different, always
contains the potential for becoming, and stigma — understood
as the brand, or mark, that fixes one in place — loses all reason
for being. La Chimba is and has been a place characterised by a
plasticity that certainly has little to do with the structured and
segregating logic of a city like Santiago. In Santiago, as in other
Latin American cities, the fault line in the urban topography
is a good illustration of the persistence and consolidation of a
lifestyle among groups that are socially homogenous and share
an identity. The city proper and the “barbarian city” live to-
gether in a play of mirrors that seems to resist an urban model
based on heterogeneity, exchanges among different people and
the idea of public space and values such as a politically aware
citizenry and social integration.

Sociability among equals assures urban segregation and the
resulting residential homogeneity of Santiago, opening the way
for an image and a manner of social behaviour that strength-
g g
ens and protects “us” against and from the danger of “them”.
Insofar as within the city itself, or the city proper, some peo-
ple project and consolidate the urban design of affinities, this
model lifestyle among equals guarantees “sociability among
ourselves”, whereas in the “barbarous” city evidence of inequal-
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ity permeates their projects and even their most commonplace
daily encounters.

7 Conclusion

To perceive Santiago from the point of view of the “other side”
makes it possible to point out that the city is made up of these
superimposed and multiple identities, this crossing of worlds in
conflict. It can be pointed out that the Mapocho River acts like
an abyss between two continents, two cities, that do not look
at each other despite their coexistence and being superimposed
upon one another — in other cities it would be the railroad
line, or a dump, an imaginary border. However, the river has
bridges across it, and these bridges are what allow the border
to be continually violated, to be transgressed, although this
fact does not deny that it is firmly in place. Whoever crosses
this border must fear for his life, a life that could become cor-
rupted as are the imaginary case studies or plots of popular
novels throughout the twentieth century. However, it is the
very existence of these bridges between the city proper and the
“barbarian” city that give life to the urban condition (Mongin,
2006), as was celebrated by the early musings of sociologists
at the end of the nineteenth century. From both sides of the
border, cultural landscapes (Zukin, 1989) are created to con-
cretise the memories of cities, of what is subordinate and what
is dominant. Facing the city proper and order, the “barbarian”
city challenges central planning and declares itself to represent
a certain degree of self-sufficiency. If the city itself is the face
of legality and civility, the “barbarous city” is the backside,
the “tail” of the coin and the opposite number, a parallel city
set on the border, on the edge of legality, on the fringe of the
dominant rules and codes of conduct.

The “barbarian city”, by definition a border territory, outlines
and also excludes and integrates, distinguishes and identifies.
More than a zone of transition, the “barbarian city” arises as
a physical and symbolic territory in which there are reference
points for various identities that will give shape and substance
to “the city of the Others” It is this condition of being a border
that speaks of the multiple cities that have been dislodged and
torn out of the city proper: that of the conquistador Pedro de
Valdivia in the sixteenth century, that of Vicufa Mackenna
in the nineteenth century, and that of the real estate market
of the twenty-first century. The barbarous city intensifies the
homogenising and dominating projects of urban planning. La
Chimba and the squatters’ camps of the cities are reminders
that, more than the places one identifies with, what is found
there are midway places and crossroads that are transfixed by
multiple sensations of cultural belonging and places with iden-
tity. Transverse and border identities thus subvert the paradigm
of fixed, flattened identities of the city proper. The cultural
identities of the “barbarian” city are reminders that every iden-
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tity is a construct, never essential but rather a posturing with
no total guarantee (Hall, 1996). Identities are a field of conflict
and they depend on a sincere recognition of otherness to grant
them recognition and legitimacy.

The meanings that feed those identities do not originate solely
in flowery statements; an important source of these meanings
is found in concrete practices realised within concrete con-
texts. This condition of identity is what is called territorial-
ity; and what other authors attribute to the ability to love a
place (Lefebvre, 1976). Territoriality is a trait shared by so-
cial beings and is therefore a basic component of identity, a
component that certainly weighs differently according to the
diverse historical influences experienced, but also according to
the subject’s position within the social structure. In this sense,
a hypothesis is posed that argues that — behind the apparent
disorder of the “barbarous” city, the most obvious manifes-
tation of which is the systematic transgression of the norms
and regulations governing spatial management and architec-
ture — there is a logic and body of social concepts that regulate
the relationship between individuals and territory, and that
organise their behaviour in the urban sphere. The apparently
unregulated processes are set down, through their practice, in a
series of unwritten norms that represent a desire for belonging
and draw upon both an orally expressed memory and everyday
behaviour (Qadeer, 2004). These practices involved in living
somewhere partially obey the wish to appropriate and make
use of urban spaces, and they are informal tactics that, never-
theless, respond to a social logic that is not represented in the
hegemonic habitation of the city proper.

Urban spaces are not variables that are foreign to these life-
styles, and the transgression of existing norms demands the
provision of residual spaces where those lifestyles can be made
manifest. The metropolitan space accepts within itself a diver-
sity of habitats that tell of various habits and ideas of habita-
tion. Of course, these differences go hand in hand with urban
or residential segregation. It is the “effect of place” (Bourdieu,
1993). Therefore, urban research represents a double chal-
lenge: first, to understand the logic, norms and practical rea-
sons involved in social experience and everyday productivity
in the metropolis and, second, to establish the relationship
between the means of production within the city proper and
within the “barbarian” counterpart so that they facilitate each
others’ reproduction, but, above all, to comprehend the do-
minion of one lifestyle over the other. This means that it is
not possible to understand what is happening — or what is
not happening - in the city proper (and its citadels) without
referring to what is happening in the “barbarian city” (and its
citadels). The means of production of the one are implemented
together with the Other, in complicity with the Other and
despite the Other. The citadels certainly build lifestyles that
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correspond to the possibilities, desires and projected imagin-
ings of their residents, but also in line with the possibilities,
interests and projections of the metropolis as a whole. The
social construct of the citadels is by definition otherness and
totality. The metropolis is a game of mirrors that by definition
is never resolved, and this is what grants it its truly urban and
modern character (Miheli¢, 2008).

In Santiago, the seal of the city proper would appear to be to
point out and dominate the urban lifestyle. It is the means of
production of the dominant space that gives order to the city
and also to the projected imagery of its residents (Wellman,
1979). The character of the “barbarous” city as being a uterus,
a community and a refuge is an answer and also an expression
of resistance to the practices of control and organisation exer-
cised by the city proper. The breach between both cities is and
historically has been a structural facet of the urban order, the
consequences of which are seen today in the urban practices
and expressions of segregation. The persistence of a “barbarian”
city speaks of resistance and a complaint against the historical
presence of a city itself that organises not only the territory but
the other ways of projecting and living in the large, neoliberal
city that Santiago has become.

Francisca Marquez
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Chile
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Notes

1 Only 6% come from provinces outside the greater Santiago
metropolitan area. Fifty-eight percent tried to purchase homes

in Las Condes, but were unable to pay the high prices of houses
there. For them, Huechuraba was their fourth choice, after Vitacura
and La Reina.
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