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A critical analysis of two conflicts associated with the displacement resulting from 
gentrification in Santiago, Chile, reveals that this displacement affects both the urban 
poor and the middle classes and that the common adversary is the real estate sector. The 
subjective experience of the groups involved can be understood in terms of the concept 
of territorial disqualification, a threat both to their positions in the social structure and 
to the recognition of the identities, personal and collective, that have been constructed 
about particular neighborhoods. The subject defended in struggles against territorial 
disqualification is the community. While class positions, specific demands, and territo-
rial claims differ significantly, the structural framework in which neoliberal urbanism 
develops makes possible a confluence of class organizations that are susceptible to gen-
erating interclass strategies of opposition.

El análisis crítico de dos conflictos asociados con el desplazamiento provocado por la 
gentrificación en Santiago de Chile, revela que el desplazamiento afecta tanto a la población 
urbana pobre como a las clases medias y que el adversario común es el sector de bienes 
raíces. La experiencia subjetiva de los grupos involucrados se puede entender si usamos el 
concepto de descalificación territorial, una amenaza tanto a sus posiciones en la estructura 
social como al reconocimiento de sus identidades, personales y colectivas, que han sido 
construidas con relación a ciertos vecindarios. La comunidad es el sujeto que se defiende 
en las luchas en contra de la descalificación territorial. Aunque las posiciones de clase, las 
demandas específicas y los reclamos territoriales difieren considerablemente, el marco 
estructural en el que se desarrolla el urbanismo neoliberal facilita la confluencia de orga-
nizaciones de clase que son susceptibles de generar estrategias de oposición interclasistas.
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While by the end of the 1990s the United Nations Development Program 
(PNUD, 1998) had identified widespread citizen dissatisfaction with neoliberal 
modernization, it is particularly since 2011 and the student protests that Chile 
has once again become the focus of research on social conflicts. However, these 
analyses tend to overlook urban conflicts. Ruiz (2012), for example, scarcely 
mentions them, and Oxhorn (1994) and Özler (2012) argue that the poblador 
movement of the urban poor (Cortés, 2013) was largely demobilized after the 
return to democracy. In contrast, Corporación SUR has issued a registry of 
social conflicts occurring between 2006 and 2011, which in Santiago alone num-
ber some 100 and include conflicts over housing, heritage, the environment, 
and the threat of high-rise and shopping center construction (SUR, 2011). We 
argue that the increase in urban conflicts is an expression of mobilization 
against a model of urban development favorable to capital interests (Theodore, 
Peck, and Brenner, 2009). In this mobilization, the level of individuals’ involve-
ment varies, from those who only defend their specific demands to those who 
commit themselves to a social-political project of greater reach.

Our general hypothesis is that, while class position (middle- or working-
class), the specific demand (protection of heritage, housing), and the location 
of territorial claims (Ñuñoa, Providencia, Central Santiago, La Florida, 
Peñalolén)1 differ significantly, these conflicts can be interpreted as struggles 
against social and spatial displacement that we conceptualize as “territorial 
disqualification.” This has certain important political implications. The struc-
tural framework in which neoliberal urbanism develops makes possible a con-
fluence of class organizations that, while they tend to defend particular 
interests, are susceptible to generating interclass strategies of opposition.

This article is based on the comparison of two field studies carried out 
between 2008 and 2010 among organizations of middle- and working-class 
neighbors. The analysis of the collective action carried out by the former was 
based on a research project2 that explored the construction of middle-class 
identity in different areas of the city by looking at social and residential mobil-
ity in recent decades. That project’s results showed that, in the face of the den-
sification threatened by high-rise construction, residents launched coordinated 
actions to ensure heritage protection of their neighborhoods, particularly 
through designation as historic zones. This project drew from 36 in-depth inter-
views of residents of the Dalmacia and Guillermo Francke neighborhoods of 
Providencia and Ñuñoa. In the case of collective action on the part of working-
class sectors, the data were drawn from the doctoral dissertation “Construction 
of the Political in New Generation of Pobladores in Santiago, Chile” (Angelcos, 
2015), which analyzed the political subjectivity of pobladores through the 
struggle for housing. The study highlighted the importance of location and 
defense of one’s position in the city that the demand for dignified housing 
implied. This project included 30 life histories, in addition to numerous ethno-
graphic observations, carried out among residents of Barrio Franklin, Lo 
Hermida, and Nuevo Amanecer, in Santiago, Peñalolén, and La Florida, respec-
tively. The organizations studied drew on shared memory with respect to the 
poblador movement, which was most active from the 1950s until the fall of the 
military dictatorship at the end of the 1980s, and their demands were not lim-
ited to the demand for housing but aimed at reconstructing a working-class 
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social-political project. Both the defense of heritage and the demand for digni-
fied housing were strongly linked to the defense of the groups’ positions in the 
city. Using different strategies and repertoires of action, actors sought to resist 
the social and spatial displacement that neoliberal urban governance favors 
(Hackworth, 2007; Leitner, Peck, and Sheppard, 2007).

This article is structured as follows: First, we will identify the main mecha-
nisms through which the military dictatorship restructured Chilean society, 
emphasizing those that significantly impacted production in the city. Second, 
we will show how these processes, especially spatial segregation through gen-
trification, have intensified under democracy. Finally, we will examine the sub-
jective components of the struggle against territorial disqualification (social 
and spatial displacement), identifying the critiques of neoliberal development 
that served as a basis for political opposition.

Urban Development In ChIle: the makIng of a neolIberal 
CIty

The neoliberal project has been established in Chile since the mid-1970s. It is 
highly complex, and we only want to highlight three aspects: (1) the reduced 
role of the state in the production of society and the establishment of the market 
as the main mechanism of social coordination, (2) deindustrialization and the 
deepening of the primary-sector-export model, and (3) the destructuration of 
the principal social actors of the period (unions, pobladores, middle classes 
linked to the state bureaucracy, among others) and the recomposition of the 
matrix of political representation. These three elements contributed signifi-
cantly to the weakening of the national-popular project that was hegemonic 
until the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s and the configuration 
of a new sociopolitical matrix in which different social sectors’ participation in 
political decisions was sharply reduced (Garretón, 1983).

The neoliberal project not only involves a restructuring of the country’s pro-
duction and politics but also influences the various forms of social relations. As 
Harvey (2013) points out, cities are particularly important in the neoliberal con-
text because they not only express class inequalities but also contribute to their 
production through what he calls “accumulation through dispossession.” In 
the Chilean case, this is particularly evident with regard to the working classes: 
with the establishment of encampments (precarious working-class settlements, 
usually created by land invasions) between 1979 and 1984, more than 20,000 
families were displaced to the city’s outskirts, thus allowing the increasing 
commodification of urban land (Dubet et al., 1989). In 1978 (Iglesias, 2011), a 
housing subsidy program was created to benefit the poorest sectors of society, 
resignifying the right to housing in terms of individuals’ access to goods 
through the market. These general developments, part of the establishment of 
neoliberalism during the dictatorship, were not essentially changed during the 
democratic governments that followed. As Ruiz (2012) points out, the political 
pact and the macroeconomic balance sheet were prioritized over the demands 
of the popular movement that had contributed to destabilizing the dictator-
ship. This is how “corrected neoliberalism” developed through the decades 
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(Garretón, 2013), staying true to the fundamentals of the dictatorship’s restruc-
turing of society although with higher levels of social spending.

Among these transformations, the deregulation of land prices was of funda-
mental importance. In order to reduce state capacity in urban planning to a 
minimum, in 1979 the dictatorship decreed the National Urban Development 
Policy, which declared city land a nonscarce good so that it could be traded on 
the market (Ferrando, 2008). Deregulation of land prices had a negative impact 
both on the poorest, who had to abandon the central areas of the city for mar-
ginal areas, and on the traditional middle sectors, which had been concentrated 
in certain areas of the city that later became more economically attractive. Both 
sectors were strongly threatened by the logic of the market, which favors real 
estate capital and the classes that have succeeded in the capitalist development 
of the country for more than 30 years. The result is an intensely segregated city, 
accentuating the spatial distance between different social classes.

trIggers of terrItorIal DIsqUalIfICatIon

Neoliberal modernization has profoundly transformed the social structure 
of Chile. The retreat of the state with regard to capitalist accumulation, the 
hegemony of private and multinational companies, and the commodification 
of social rights (housing, education, work, health), among other things, have 
generated a structure of profoundly unequal opportunities that favors a minor-
ity of the population while establishing patterns of subordinated integration 
for the great majority. The urban modernization processes occurring in Santiago 
(e.g.., construction of highways, cellular antenna installations, high-rise hous-
ing, shopping centers), while representing an opportunity in terms of access to 
services, are mostly a threat to the living conditions of social sectors that often 
link their individual and group identity to the symbolic values that their terri-
tory offers (e.g., heritage, community, environment).

Borrowing the concept of social disqualification (Castel, 2009; Paugam, 2002) 
developed around job insecurity, we here resignify it as “territorial disqualifica-
tion,” understood as neoliberal urban development that implies a threat both to 
an individual’s position in the social structure and to the construction of per-
sonal and collective identity. In the case of Santiago, territorial disqualification 
is triggered mainly by the hegemony of real estate capital, intensified through 
gentrification, and its consequences in terms of segregation. From the point of 
view of urban sociology, residential segregation has been the discipline of choice 
for understanding the relationship between socioeconomic inequality and 
urban life. In the contemporary literature, Santiago is characterized as a highly 
segregated city in the sense that the spatial reorganization of the city based on 
the deregulation of land prices and the allocation of public housing through 
subsidies generates communities that are strongly homogeneous in terms of 
social class and spatially distant from one another. Among the consequences of 
segregation sociologists highlight the poor quality of jobs in working-class 
neighborhoods (Sabatini and Brain, 2008), the increase in violence and delin-
quency (Sperberg and Happe, 2000), the lack of public spaces where neighbors 
can come together (Márquez and Pérez, 2008), and ghettoization (Cornejo, 2012).
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One of the most important processes that has intensified segregation is gen-
trification—the displacement of middle-class groups to sectors of the city tra-
ditionally inhabited by the working class, causing the expulsion of those 
residents. According to Sabatini and Salcedo (2007), this has changed the pat-
tern of segregation in Chilean society, producing a new type of coexistence 
between different classes. For the Latin American case, Casgrain and Janoschka 
(2013: 24) propose three forms of gentrification: gentrification of new construc-
tion, the “replacement of abandoned industrial areas or high-rise construction 
in existing empty lots”; symbolic gentrification through tourist and cultural 
activities, displacing previous residents and street vendors for the touristic 
appropriation of the neighborhood; and neoliberal gentrification, systematic 
state and local action to dispossess poor families and the generation of a dis-
course legitimating that action, mainly in terms of urban renewal. In all these 
processes, displacement of the working-class from gentrified territories, 
understood as limiting the possibility of choosing a place according to their 
expectations, is central.

One problem with studies of gentrification, however, is that they are almost 
exclusively focused on its negative consequences for the poor. Although the 
low-income classes are the ones that suffer displacement (Janoschka and 
Sequera, 2014), the middle classes are not only agents of gentrification but also 
in many cases (particularly among older people and small businesspeople) the 
object of displacement (Casgrain and Janoschka, 2013; López-Morales, Gasic, 
and Meza, 2012). Thus what is particular to the Chilean case is that, rather than 
a specific social class, the gentrifying agent is real estate capital. López-Morales, 
Gasic, and Meza (2012) have shown that since 1998 the most important form of 
housing construction in Chile has been high-rise low-cost housing, particularly 
in neighborhoods surrounding the center such as Ñuñoa. In this process, the 
state plays a fundamental role, since it establishes the bases, through subsidies 
and regulations, for real estate companies’ accumulation. In the face of this, the 
traditional middle classes and urban poor who live in favorable locations in the 
city3 are most affected.

strUggles agaInst DIsplaCement: hIstorICal Zone 
DesIgnatIon anD the DemanD for terrItorIal stabIlIty

We have shown that neoliberalism has become increasingly rooted in Chilean 
social life in recent decades, emphasizing the way in which this is expressed in 
the city and its consequences in terms of segregation, gentrification, and dis-
placement. However, these processes have not gone unchallenged (Casgrain 
and Janoschka, 2013; Harvey, 2013; López-Morales, Gasic, and Meza, 2012). 
Since the mid-1990s a number of groups have organized, especially in middle-
class areas, to defend their neighborhoods. Their objective has been to halt or 
transform neoliberal urbanization as it negatively affects the urban and com-
munitarian fabric of their territories (Biskupovic, 2011; Canteros, 2011), and 
they have put forth initiatives to have them designated as heritage (Uribe, 
2014). Rojas (2014: 4) points to the examples of Barrio Bellavista in 1996, Barrio 
Yungay in 2005–2009, and Barrio Matta-Viel in 2009. A number of these organ-
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izations seek to reconcile interests that are more individual/family in character 
(as the strategies of class reproduction associated with neighborhood preserva-
tion tend to be) with a strategy against neoliberal urban development that is 
more collective and of greater social impact. The success of this reconciliation 
and redirection varies, as many families continue to privilege the defense of 
their particular interests over more general claims. In Guillermo Francke and 
Barrio Dalmacia, mobilization has been based on a strategy against displace-
ment and demanding designation as historical zones. This declaration protects 
areas that have stylistic uniformity and artistic or social interest. Various mid-
dle-class neighborhood groups are using this legal status to halt what they have 
characterized as a “real estate massacre,” mostly seeking to block the construc-
tion of buildings.

With regard to the pobladores, the demand for housing has become more 
complex, especially since the land invasion in Peñalolén.4 The collective action 
of pobladores has historically been focused on the housing deficit. The first two 
Concertación5 governments’ policy of construction of substantial public hous-
ing reduced the housing deficit by half, which meant a significant demobiliza-
tion of pobladores on the one hand and the reorganization of the demand in 
terms of its location in the city on the other. Since the end of the 1990s homeless 
organizations have increasingly demanded territorial stability. Recognizing 
that land price deregulation leads to the expulsion of the poor to the city’s out-
skirts, these new organizations demand that the subsidies granted by the state 
be used for the construction of public housing in the beneficiaries’ neighbor-
hoods of origin. The demand for territorial stability is much harder for the state 
to meet than the traditional demand for housing and, given that the current 
location of many poblaciones is very attractive from a real estate point of view, 
means regulating land prices. While the forced displacement of pobladores was 
originally imposed by the dictatorship, since the 1990s it has been imposed by 
the market.

The organizations’ demands for historical zone designation or territorial sta-
bility distinguish their relationships with the state, but these are not the only 
strategies they use. Both groups have developed strategies aimed at both gen-
eral changes in the institutional conditions of city or the municipality, such as 
efforts to change their regulatory plans, and protests, meetings, cultural events, 
petitions, and occupations of public spaces or empty lots, all aimed at defense 
against social and spatial displacement.

As we have said, “territorial disqualification” describes urban develop-
ment’s threat to one’s position in the social structure and lifestyle and one’s 
personal and group identity. Individuals may effectively claim a middle-class 
identity (Méndez, 2008), but what they are defending is, in contrast to the class 
positions favored by modernization (small business owners, retailers, profes-
sionals), a lifestyle that they have consolidated in recent decades but that has 
lost value. This class position seems to be linked to the population’s age (gener-
ally elderly) and level of education (professionals and artists). These are people 
with “a sense of belonging,” “quiet” and “concerned for the neighborhood” 
(Guillermina, interview, Barrio Dalmacia, September 27, 2009): “What is hap-
pening here is that people are all of an age—our children are about to get, mar-
ried or recently married and about to have kids of their own—so . . . it’s a 
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neighborhood of adults . . . because this neighborhood has always been very 
tranquil.” The young people who live in high-rise public housing, which is 
massive and anonymous and encapsulates all the new things that threaten their 
traditional calm and familiar lifestyle, are viewed as “young people who don’t 
care about others,” “lazy,” “without a sense of belonging”: “With the thousands 
of people who will be moved into the buildings . . . there are always people who 
cause trouble, who bother people, who complain, who don’t pay . . . and also 
in schools. We haven’t had that problem here. We don’t hear anyone’s noise. No 
one has parties; everyone stays at home” (Daniela, interview, Barrio Dalmacia, 
October 6, 2009).

In the case of the working class, displacement to the city outskirts also 
implies a threat to a lifestyle. Many of the poblaciones where the urban poor 
currently live have been appropriated, urbanized, and constructed since the 
end of the 1940s.6 Here subjects attempt to distance themselves from the stig-
mas associated with poverty, such as delinquency or economic dependence 
(End Poverty Foundation, 2010). “The first information on housing they gave 
me at the Municipality of Santiago was that they would send me out there, to 
La Florida—not La Florida, Bandera—to the slums [callampas]. I won’t go to 
those places” (Catalina, interview, Barrio Franklin, October 5, 2010). The state’s 
solution to the housing deficit is displacement to marginal areas and the dis-
qualification that this implies. The word “slums” carries a strong stigma.

Thus, in a context of deregulation of land prices, the construction of build-
ings undermines the possibility of remaining in the area for groups that do 
not have sufficient capital. In the case of the middle classes’ moving to another 
place, this means losing the features that made them want to live in their 
neighborhoods in the first place, such as their proximity to the city center or 
access to services and public spaces, particularly parks and plazas. Thus 
interviewees emphasized the threat constituted by construction of a building 
in the area (Eugenio and Victoria, interview, Guillermo Francke, November 
5, 2009): “Despite its precarious construction, the neighborhood has beautiful 
places; it has a special character, and I find it attractive. There are many nice 
places. There used to be a minibus that stopped on the plaza. I would go with 
the kids to wait for the nanny, and then we would go to play in the plaza. It 
was very nice.”

In the case of the working-class sectors, especially everything in the pobla-
ciones that were initially marginal but have currently become prime locations 
in municipalities such as Santiago, La Florida, or Peñalolén, getting housing 
through the housing subsidy program means displacement to areas that are 
precariously urbanized or too far from their workplaces such as Buin, Colina, 
and Lampa. Sandra (interview, Lo Hermida, October 28, 2010), despite her pre-
carious housing situation (living with relatives), wants to remain in her neigh-
borhood of origin:

The particular place where I live is very tranquil. I have always had access to 
transportation to where I want to go, and I have everything, so I wouldn’t go 
live someplace else. . . . Before, when my mom applied for a house they were 
going to send her to Lampa, someplace like that, so no . . . we want to live here. 
My mother has always lived with relatives, and she still lives with her in-laws, 
so we’ve always lived here in the población.
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The desire to stay put, from a material point of view, is based on class posi-
tion and on the structure of opportunities associated with the place. While 
material conditions in the middle-class neighborhoods are better than those in 
the poor neighborhoods, in both cases displacement provoked by the encroach-
ment of real estate capital suggests disqualification. Urban development is not 
an opportunity to better their relative positions in the social structure but a 
threat to the achievement of their life projects.

strUggles for the Defense of CommUnIty

In addition to the material interests associated with struggles against territo-
rial disqualification, there are demands that cannot be understood if we ignore 
the link between territory and identity construction. The community—a space 
where authentic relations based on affectivity, neighborliness, kinship, and 
friendship predominate and solidarity, participation, and respect are prac-
ticed—is the subject defended in struggles against territorial disqualification: 
“They’re good people, very good people. I know that, whatever I need, I can 
turn to them, any of them. I know they are willing to help—like the neighbor I 
went to when I had the accident that night and she took me in her car” (Irene, 
interview, Guillermo Francke, November 7, 2009). “I heard my mom tell my 
dad many times . . . that she felt that her neighbors were more like family 
because they were always with her, because they lived in the same conditions 
every day. They saw each other every day, and she told me that I should be with 
neighbors of my age. I always understood that family effectively went beyond 
blood ties to life ties” (Tamara, interview, Lo Hermida, September 29, 2010).

Community relations seem to be a fundamental support for the construction 
of personal identity and protection against threats associated with moderniza-
tion such as delinquency. While respondents emphasize the latter as a phenom-
enon brought by transients or outsiders that strikes the area hard, in the case of 
the working class the threat is greater because displacement to marginal pobla-
ciones may involve constant exposure to delinquency and the stigma that it 
carries: “Our neighborhood is threatened by delinquency, especially by the res-
taurants that have opened up on Manuel Montt. There are many restaurants 
and pubs, and there are nights when customers’ cars attract delinquents who 
want to steal something” (Ignacia, interview, Barrio Dalmacia, October 6, 2009). 
“Why should I go somewhere else if they can rob my house there and my kids 
are going to be alone and I would worry? Here you can ask the neighbor, 
‘Listen, neighbor, keep an eye on the kids,’ because I have known her for years. 
I know her behavior. Everyone knows each other here!” (Carola, interview, 
Barrio Franklin, October 24, 2010).

For the working-class, in addition to protection from delinquency the neigh-
borhood functions as a support against family economic crises such as job loss 
or illness. In such cases the call for community solidarity seems to be a survival 
strategy (Pedro and Patricia, interview, Barrio Franklin, October 7, 2010):

When, for example, we need gas and don’t have the money, we go to our neigh-
bor: “Neighbor, lend me your propane tank, and I’ll bring it back later.” And 
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she lends me her propane tank, and she does the same thing when she needs 
something: “Lend me some rice.” That’s how it is with our neighbor. . . . And 
the grocer also gives us lunches on credit for the kids who go to school.

An indicator of the importance of community is individuals’ sense of 
belonging to their territories. Such feelings are traditionally based on the 
value placed on territory. For both the middle-class and the working-class, 
the presence of family of different generations seems to be an important rea-
son to defend their territory.

In the two cases under study, neoliberal modernization seems to threaten 
community lifestyles. In the case of the middle classes, housing densification 
represented by the construction of high-rise buildings is a constant threat. 
Respondents point out that the tranquility of the area, the authenticity of inter-
personal relationships, and the privacy afforded to their families would be 
strongly affected by high-rise construction (Ignacia, interview, Barrio Dalmacia, 
October 6, 2009):

The building went up despite the anger and impotence we felt as we saw them 
destroy the houses. We lost the view of Cerro San Cristóbal, for example. We 
could see the fireworks at New Year’s. We would stay home for New Year’s 
and see the fireworks from right where we were. . . . Now we can’t see them, 
with that tower blocking our view, and people living there go out on their 
balconies. We hear their noise. They have invaded our space and in a different 
way because they are not in the house next door but above us.

In the case of the working-class sectors, the defense of territory takes a dif-
ferent form. Here urban modernization does not affect the neighborhood as 
much as it does the families living there. The main threat comes from the hous-
ing policy of granting them subsidies that in the vast majority of cases are com-
pletely insensitive to their inscribed territorial identity (Gabriela, interview, 
Nuevo Amanecer, March 20, 2012).

I always wanted to stay in this area, never wanted leave it. I don’t know who 
is going to be my neighbor. It forces me to stay home all the time for a long 
while to see who I am living next to, build ties, see how far school is. I always 
more than anything wanted to stay in the community.

It is important to highlight the valorization of the organization and the 
demand to strengthen previously defended community ties. In fact, neighbors’ 
involvement, participation, sacrifice, and solidarity seem to be more important 
than the degree of progress in getting demands met. Individuals, beyond their 
specific interests, show more willingness to fight when they are able to orga-
nize as a community: “Our concern is not only housing. A house is not the only 
thing that unites us. What unites us is organization, the desire to form a differ-
ent community” (Julio, interview, Barrio Franklin, November 25, 2010). 
According to Guillermina (interview, Barrio Dalmacia, September 27, 2009),

Effectively, getting declared a historical neighborhood was a great incentive for 
the organization to come together, to see each other’s faces more frequently, 
and for all of us who live on this block, at least, to know which people you 
could really count on, which people are good, because you know you have to 
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collaborate with them, you have to know where they stand. Since the declara-
tion we are effectively more organized.

The positioning of community in residents’ discourse has been interpreted 
as a defensive logic against social segregation. Márquez and Pérez (2008) have 
emphasized the neo-communitarian trends present in both poblaciones and 
middle-class condominiums facing threats from neoliberal modernization. 
They point out that communitarianism results from a limited willingness to 
come together with others due to the insecurity provoked by living in a society 
that is integrated by the market. In contrast, we hold that community as the 
subject of collective action cannot be reduced to a defensive logic. In fact, the 
urban conflicts that have occurred since the mid-1990s attempt to promote 
community as an alternative to the hegemonic construction that neoliberal 
urbanization has established. Thus they deploy strategies aimed at designation 
as heritage, sustainability, life with dignity, and cities on a human scale, among 
other signifiers that challenge the commodification of the city.

ConClUsIon

This article has shown that territorial disqualification affects both the mid-
dle-class and the poor in that it represents a threat to their positions in the social 
structure and to the recognition of their identity, personal or collective. Given 
that the agents of gentrification are real estate capital and the state, this is det-
rimental not only to the working classes but also to middle-class sectors resist-
ing the increased population density caused by the construction of high-rise 
housing. The concept of territorial disqualification has been proposed as a 
broad concept for understanding the experience of displacement caused by 
increasing segregation and gentrification of the city center and its surround-
ings. It allows us to analyze the material and the symbolic components associ-
ated with displacement under one lens. Thus, on the one hand, being displaced 
from the neighborhood implies an important loss of status and the material 
opportunities in terms of access to the city that this involves. On the other hand, 
it constitutes a threat to the individual and collective identities that have been 
constructed around particular neighborhoods.

Beyond the important similarities of the claims associated with territorial 
disqualification, many individual actions are mobilized within organizations 
consolidated around a specific interest. In the case of pobladores, mobilization 
for housing may take many years, but it does not necessarily lead to an oppo-
sitional political project. Similarly, many individuals who participate in the 
defense of heritage get involved to maintain their class position and therefore 
abandon the organization when their demand is met or is diluted. Because of 
this, the work of organizations and their leaders is fundamental in the contain-
ment of particular interests and the promotion of social struggles with greater 
social reach. In some cases this has enabled the emergence of political organiza-
tions in which actors have partially abandoned the defense of their immediate 
interests in favor of the projection of a strategy to contain development by real 
estate capital. Such is the case of the struggles to change the regulatory plans in 
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Peñalolén and La Reina, where pobladores and middle-class residents have 
organized for the promotion and defense of heritage, the environment, and the 
construction of public and mixed housing.

All this should not, however, lead us to think that the particular interests that 
led many people to join these struggles disappear in the organization. Moreover, 
in the same municipalities where these processes of articulation have occurred, 
middle-class residents have protested against the construction of public hous-
ing near them (Radio Bío Bío, 2016). The structural framework that defines 
neoliberal urban development, generating an awareness of the central role of 
real estate capital and the state’s responsibility in segregation and gentrifica-
tion, enables the emergence of these organizations, but it does not guarantee 
their political expression. Despite this, the possibility of transforming the con-
ditions that produce territorial disqualification continues to depend on the 
capacity to overcome the contingent character of such articulation.

Beyond the articulations that are produced, we would like to stress, follow-
ing Lefebvre (2013), that the collective action of various actors cannot be 
reduced to a struggle for access to the city—for consumption—but also involves 
the uses that its residents can make of it, which have been subordinated to the 
logic of value exchange that guides urbanization. Thus, the defense of com-
munity effectively questions the individualistic and competitive principles that 
underlie neoliberal urban development.

notes

1. Central Santiago and Nuñoa are central and near-central municipalities, while Peñalolén 
and La Florida are on the urban periphery. Providencia is a high-income municipality, even 
though Barrio Dalmacia is located on the edge of Nuñoa.

2. FONDECYT Project No. 11080257, “Construction of Middle-Class Identity in Chile: Tensions 
among Demands for Authenticity.”

3. A favorable location involves a group of attributes and symbolic practices associated with 
different spheres of social life, from reproduction (proximity of schools) to production (proximity 
of workplaces), and aspects related to identity, social networks, and lifestyles (Galster and Killen, 
1995).

4. The land occupation in Peñalolén was an illegal appropriation of 24 hectares of land carried 
out by 1,700 families in 1992.

5. The center-left political coalition that governed between 1990 and 2010; in 2014 it changed 
its name to the New Majority, and it is the current governing coalition.

6. In contrast, Barrio Franklin, a commercial neighborhood in central Santiago, emerged 
around the establishment of a slaughterhouse in 1847.
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